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Abstract

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a myriad of impacts and consequences for secondary school

education resulting in, among other things, decreased student engagement and increased issues

related to student mental health. The issues of student engagement and mental health are not

borne solely from the pandemic however, and teachers have long been seeking ways to address

these issues as our traditional educational paradigms lag behind in their ability to combat these

problems. This Process Paper and accompanying Major Project seek to address these issues

through the Critical Challenge Question, “How can gamified design increase student

engagement to support improvements in mental health in secondary fine arts courses?”

Photoshop Gamified is a sample gamified secondary elective course designed to introduce

teachers to the principles and practice of gamification in secondary education through a research

and evidence-based approach to course design and delivery. This sample gamified course utilizes

the Google Suite for Education Learning Management System through the use of Google Sites,

Docs, and Classroom and is intended for use in both face-to-face and blended learning

environments.

https://sites.google.com/learn68.ca/janzens-eportfolio/photoshop

Keywords: Gamification, student engagement, student motivation, mental health,

instructional design, disruptive innovation, secondary education, fine arts, electives, emerging

pedagogy, Photoshop instruction

https://sites.google.com/learn68.ca/janzens-eportfolio/photoshop
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Chapter 1 – Introduction

Purpose of Major Project

The response of the education system to the COVID-19 pandemic has had a number of

challenging effects for Fine Arts instructors in BC and beyond. Student choice in electives have

been reduced to accommodate for a cohort system to minimize exposure events within our

school communities. As a result, many students are struggling to engage in courses in their

timetable and Fine Arts instructors can no longer rely on student choice to fuel their motivation

to succeed in our courses.

This provides teachers an incredible opportunity to focus attention on student

engagement and innovate new ways to deliver our curriculum. Beyond this rather immediate

issue is the increasing availability of online and blended learning opportunities for students—

giving educators an opportunity to discover new ways to engage and support their classes in

these digital spaces. This challenge can be unique for secondary elective teachers in subject areas

that have traditionally been taught face-to-face in school. In these environments the structure,

supports, and built-in choice of gamified design can be incredibly effective at shepherding

students to improved outcomes.

Regardless then, if COVID-19 continues to require safety restrictions on how education

is facilitated and administered in BC and around the world, or if we are able to return in the near

future to more relaxed safety protocols, the rise in new modes of education delivery will require

secondary Fine Arts (FA) instructors to adapt their practice in order to engage students

meaningfully.

To add to these barriers to engagement in secondary Fine Arts, our students increasingly

1
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live in a world in which they are inundated with news, social media, distractions, and doom

scrolling (that is, the perpetual scrolling through negative news and information, to the detriment

of mental health). Our education system is dealing with a population of students that are bearing

the full weight of the massive systemic and global issues we are facing today: climate change,

racism, inequality, genocide, and the inability of our society to meaningfully address any of these

concerns. More than ever our students are showing up to our classrooms in a state of depression,

anxiety, uncertainty, and loss. All is not lost however, as research has shown that secondary FA

teachers that can meaningfully engage their students in their curriculums have the incredible

opportunity to assist students in cultivating positive mental health in a time when this is badly

needed. (Jensen, 2018)

Justification for the Project

Elevated rates of mental health problems in secondary school populations combined with

reduced choice in electives and increased reliance on online and blended learning environments

create significant barriers to engagement for students. Educators must adapt their practice to

address these concerns in order to meaningfully work towards student success and well-being.

Research shows that increased engagement not only promotes and deepens student learning, but

also leads to improvements in self-identity, confidence, and overall mental health and recovery

(Jensen, 2018). Among the possible approaches to increase engagement for FA educators one

that is particularly of interest to me is Gamification.

Gamification allows educators to design a curriculum that is deeply structured, intricately

scaffolded, endlessly customizable, and authentically challenging.  Many educators already seek

these characteristics within their own curriculum design, but I would argue that the novelty and
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opportunities for personalization afforded by this approach merit application across elective

subject areas. Additionally, the principles of gamification are relatively simple to incorporate

regardless of learning environment type and is thusly of particular value to educators that need to

be flexible to changes in education delivery as a result of COVID-19 (Gee, 2003)

To demonstrate how the principles of gamification can be applied to curriculum design

for FA courses in a secondary school, the key deliverable of my project was the construction of a

sample gamified Photoshop course for secondary education in BC. This sample course

demonstrates how to use gamification to guide student progress, increase autonomy and choice,

provide tutorials and support, and create opportunities for rapid feedback to students. Of

particular interest is the way in which this sample course uses the language of gaming to engage

students in the coursework and motivate them to deepen their learning, develop their skills, and

express themselves in meaningful ways. As noted by Manzano-León et al in their 2021 study of

gamification, piecemeal implementation of gamified elements can actually decrease engagement,

so this sample course was created to demonstrate what whole-course application of gamification

looks like.

Critical Challenge Question

“How can gamified design increase student engagement to support improvements in

mental health in secondary fine arts courses?”

Key Deliverables

Gamified Secondary Fine Arts Course.

My objective is to construct a web-based gamified Photoshop course to give students the

skills and confidence to use Adobe Photoshop, intended to serve as a template for how other
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secondary Fine Arts instructors can use Gamification in their own curriculum development. This

Project will be shared through VIU’s Masters of Education VIU Space resource library, locally

through Professional Development events, and within my school through Professional Learning

Communities (PLC) and department specific learning opportunities.

Definition of Terms

The following table provides definitions of key terms used throughout this paper.
Term Definition Source 

Asynchronous 

Learning 

Coursework that does not
require students work at the
same time or in the same place
on the same materials
(synchronously), and does not
have a fixed start date or due
dates 

http://www.umich.edu/~eleme

nts/fogler&gurmen/html/asyLe

arn/learning.htm 

 

Blended 

Learning 

Environment 

Use of both face-to-face and
online teaching in the same
classroom  

https://www.edglossary.org/bl

ended-learning/ 

 

Cutscene A cutscene is a sequence in a
video game that breaks up the
gameplay. Such scenes could be
used to show conversations
between characters, set the
mood, reward the player,
introduce new gameplay
elements, show the effects of a
player's actions, create
emotional connections, improve
pacing or foreshadow future
events

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cutscene

http://www.umich.edu/~elements/fogler%26gurmen/html/asyLearn/learning.htm
http://www.umich.edu/~elements/fogler%26gurmen/html/asyLearn/learning.htm
http://www.umich.edu/~elements/fogler%26gurmen/html/asyLearn/learning.htm
https://www.edglossary.org/blended-learning/
https://www.edglossary.org/blended-learning/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pace_(speed)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cutscene
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Composite
Image

The process or technique of
combining visual elements from
separate sources into single
images, often to create the
illusion that all those elements
are parts of the same scene.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compositing

Distributed 

Learning (DL)

A method of learning that
allows students to flexibly
access content and educators
outside of regular classroom
schedules, typically using
technology 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/c

ontent/education-training/k12/administration/programmanage

 

eXperience
Points (XP) 

Often abbreviated XP, these
are unit of measurement used
in games to quantify a user’s
progress 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E xperience_point 

 

Face-to-face
cClassroom 

The traditional classroom
setting in which students
access teachers daily and in
person 

https://www.colleges.co.za/fac e-to-face-learning 

 

Game Based 

Learning

(GBL)

Learning that occurs during
game play, and can then be
transferred to the real world 

http://edtechreview.in/dictiona ry/298-what-is-game-basedlea

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compositing
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/program-management/distributed-learning
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/administration/program-management/distributed-learning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Experience_point
https://www.colleges.co.za/face-to-face-learning
http://edtechreview.in/dictionary/298-what-is-game-based-learning
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Game 

Dynamics 

The behaviours that emerge as
a user interacts with the game
mechanics, including “desires
and motivations” that 
lead to positive reactions  

(Maican, Lixandroiu, & 

Constantin, 2016) 

Game 

Mechanics 

The rules and rewards that are
inherently built into the
design of the experience 

(Maican et al., 2016) 

Gamification The application of game elements,
such as points scoring, competition,
badges, to non-game activities 

https://en.oxforddictionaries.co

m/definition/gamification 

 

Learning 

Management 

System
(LMS) 

Software used to manage student data
and deliver online learning
experiences 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L

earning_management_system 

 

Online 

Learning 

Any form of learning that takes place
in part or in whole over the internet 

https://www.tonybates.ca/2016
/07/15/online-learning-forbeginners-1-
what-is-onlinelearning/  

Quest For the purposes of this paper, a quest
is a reframing of a traditional learning
experience to be more open-ended in
how the learning is demonstrated, as
long as it meets the intended learning
goal or target  

(Kingsley & Grabner-Hagen, 

2015) 

Brief Overview of the Project

Photoshop Gamified is a blueprint for educators to follow in order to learn how to

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/gamification
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/gamification
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learning_management_system
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Learning_management_system
https://www.tonybates.ca/2016/07/15/online-learning-for-beginners-1-what-is-online-learning/
https://www.tonybates.ca/2016/07/15/online-learning-for-beginners-1-what-is-online-learning/
https://www.tonybates.ca/2016/07/15/online-learning-for-beginners-1-what-is-online-learning/
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implement gamification in their own secondary Fine Arts courses. This course is provided using

the Google Suite for Education, as my current employer Nanaimo-Ladysmith School District has

provided approval for students and teachers to use this platform to coordinate their learning.  In

recognition, however, of the various policies regarding student privacy and data in districts

around the province, the tools, structures, and elements of this course can easily be applied

across Learning Management Systems, in online, blended, and face-to-face learning

environments.  The benefit of using the Google Suite for Education is the ability to integrate the

gamified course with Google Classroom, Docs, Slides, YouTube, and more.  It is important to

note that the Learning Management System used matters less than the way one structures their

gamified course, and that gamification is endlessly customizable depending on the learning

environment, age group, and subject area.

Gamification Elements

One of the biggest challenges in my experience teaching Photoshop to secondary

Photography students is the almost wholesale apprehension of my students. Photoshop is

intimidating. The number of things you can do is near limitless, the tools and techniques are

complex and not at all intuitive. For this reason, I chose for the primary structural mechanism of

my course to be the division of content and skill development into levels. Many games feature

this basic structure as a means to provide opportunities for tutorials, practice, and

experimentation, and to incrementally increase the complexity and sophistication of tasks. By

dividing my course into levels students were able to see a roadmap before them and see what the

skills they are building in early levels will lead them to.  Students have the ability to view all

levels before they begin, giving them a roadmap for their development and idea of the kinds of
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things they’ll need to learn in order to be successful down the road.  This gives the initial Level 1

tasks meaning in the larger context of our game and increases student buy-in at the outset.

Teachers of all subjects use some kind of roadmap for their courses, typically a syllabus, but with

Photoshop Gamified students have access to the whole course at the onset and can take time

early on to visualize their journey, establish goals, and understand how each step will contribute

to success in the end.

Within the gamified structure of my course I have also provided a plethora of choice for

the kinds of creative expression students can experiment with in Photoshop. The best games offer

the player autonomy, choice, as a primary engagement tool.  The ability to choose one’s

direction, focus, and play is a significant aspect of making the learning authentic.  For this

reason, I have offered students a wide variety of skills, techniques, and projects to work in the

early levels, with the goal that there will be something that appeals to each individual student.

Photoshop Gamified also allows students to innovate their own projects as well in the case that

none of the options I have provided appeals to them.  The goal of this strategy is to capture

student attention early, to empower them to make choices that appeal to them to support the

development of intrinsic motivation.

The design of the Major Project deliverable has been supported by a comprehensive

Literature Review. Research findings have been presented in Chapter Two and a breakdown of

how elements of gamification have been applied are presented in Chapter Three of this Process

Paper.
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review

Introduction

“How can gamified design enhance student engagement in existing online learning

experiences, in this case, specifically secondary photography courses?” The challenges of

COVID-19 have caused many educators to shift their practice to incorporate online and blended

learning components into their courses.  These new learning environments present many

obstacles for instructors unfamiliar with strategies for engaging learners outside of face-to-face

(f2f) environments. Additionally, student engagement, mental-health, and achievement are

becoming increasingly important to teachers as the effects of COVID-19 change the way

students are being asked to learn and live.  Available and accepted literature and research points

to the effectiveness of gamified design in increasing student engagement and success in online

learning environments, both of which lead to improved student mental health (Manzano-León et
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al, 2021). Teachers then may see gamification as a powerful tool in their kit to improve student

engagement, mental health, and achievement during the present COVID-19 crisis and beyond.

Background to Educational Paradigm and Student Engagement

Established and emerging disruptions to traditional paradigms

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused unparalleled disruption to the way education is

being delivered locally and globally.  While some regions have returned to a sense of normalcy

with traditional face-to-face learning resuming already, many regions are experiencing prolonged

safety measures that have forced educators to employ blended and online learning models in

order to continue their curriculum delivery.  Where online learning was offered as an alternative

to f2f learning during the pandemic, many districts saw vast increases in enrollment in distance

learning options, as I have seen in my own district. This Global Pandemic provides the perfect

impetus for traditional f2f educators to explore the benefits of incorporating online or blended

teaching models as a way to positively counteract the multitude of challenges imposed as a result

of new safety measures, there is already much established research on the ways in which the

traditional education system and teaching methods were already falling short, even before our

current crisis.

In her study on Gamification, Leslie McCurrach (2019) notes that “existing structures

and systems are outdated and no longer support strong engagement nor deep learning”, and

concludes that educators must reassess our ideas of how to engage students if we are to equip

them for success in the future. (p. 20)  Too often educators teach and prepare students for the

world they themselves entered after school concluded, with little thought to how that same

preparation falls short of the demands of modern times.  I can vividly recall English department
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meetings where staff lamented the exclusion of newspaper reading from the English New Media

curriculum, just one anecdote but a powerful representation of the desire for many to pass on the

things that made them fall in love with learning, what helped them grow as people.  Now,

though, students prepared for a world of newspapers will be inadequately positioned to take on

the challenges of the post-blog world. With the understanding then that there is a general appetite

and need for change, and taking into consideration the onset of what can only be considered an

education paradigm emergency shift caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, there can be no

alternative for teachers but to acknowledge the very real challenges and negative impacts of the

present circumstances and embrace the disruption and seek new ways to engage, challenge, and

support students.

Existing and emerging problems to overcome

British Columbia had already begun, prior to the pandemic, the work of shifting away

from standardized ways we measure achievement to a competency-based assessment approach,

yet the strictures of the traditional education paradigm still remain in the form of percentage

grades, age specific cohorting, and inflexible structure (BC’s Curriculum, n.d.). Indeed, our

education system is designed, housed, and organized to produce citizens that fit into an outdated

idea of a mass-production economy and society (Zhao, 2012). The perpetuation and exacerbation

of inequality in society can at least partially be attributed to the ways our education system

organizes and prepares young people to fit into such an antiquated vision of society.  The

acknowledgement that the one-size-fits-all approach no longer serves our students, or our
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society’s needs, requires a collective push towards the creation of “broad curriculum and a

flexible program” in order to create outcomes for students that allow them to problem solve,

think critically, and navigate the broad horizon of new professional opportunities (McCurrach,

2019).

In a sharp rebuke of standardization in education, Christensen et al (2008) notes just how

far-reaching this outdated approach is in our system, in everything from teacher education,

school facilities, age-based groupings, and curricular design. McCurrach (2019) notes how this

long-entrenched structure reduces learner flexibility and diminishes engagement for the sake of

data and results. In this way our education system serves to produce goods and workers, not

citizens and individuals.

The extraordinary circumstances of COVID-19 have brought a wave of traditional f2f

teachers into the world of teaching in blended or online courses for the first time. Research has

shown that difficulties in fostering motivation, engagement, and collaboration become

increasingly problematic within these environments (Bates, 2015). In order for educators to

continue to support student success and student mental health as they adapt their practice to

online or blended models, it is evident that the issue of student engagement will be of great

importance.

Electives and Mental Health Wellness

The dramatic shift in education delivery to online and blended models of learning as a

result of COVID-19 saw students' access to their traditional school community, extra-curricular

activities, and even preferred social groups severely limited.  Even those students returning to

face-to-face learning experienced a variety of new restrictions to their daily educational lives,
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particularly cohorting, that limit their movements, academic grouping, and social opportunities in

school (Engagement, G. C. and P., 2021).  These conditions no doubt play a significant role in

changes in student mental health and wellness, exacerbated by the myriad of major societal

changes that affect their familial, employment, and recreational status quo. As a result, educators

are understandably concerned with making space in their curriculum to facilitate the cultivation

of positive mental health and well-being for their students.

In their study on mental health recovery, Jensen (2018) notes that “engagement in arts

can create a sense of meaning, purpose in life and empowerment, which are part of ... the human

process of recovery” (p. 164). In a study by Zarobe & Bungay in 2017, they noted that four

primary areas were positively impacted by participation in Fine Arts: sense of belonging, identity

formation, confidence and self-esteem.  The increasing use of online or blended course offerings

offer a unique challenge for face-to-face teachers who are used to relying on the benefits of their

traditional learning environment to provide rapid formative assessment and feedback, cultivate

relationships and inclusive environments, and support each individual to be successful. Without

adequate investment in professional development in how to teach in online/blended

environments teachers may have difficulty engaging students in these new environments, which

research has shown leads to decreased student retention and course completion in online learning

environments (Meyer, 2014).  By finding new ways to engage students in their online/blended

learning throughout and following the COVID-19 pandemic, Fine Arts teachers have an

opportunity not only to ensure continuity of student learning to ensure future success, but to help

students cultivate positive mental health through meaningful engagement in their curriculum.

Student Engagement



GAMIFICATION FOR ENGAGEMENT & MENTAL HEALTH 14

By Definition

The literature on student engagement finds the quality of engagement hinges on the

interactions between learners and their environment  (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004;

Jones, 2008; McCurrach, 2019; Sharkey et al., 2009). When thinking about how to design

interactions in new or traditional learning environments it is useful to consider how engaging

interactions are characterized. Fredericks et al (2004) notes that engagement can be understood

to manifest as “liking”, “participating”, “commitment”, and “investment”.  The reason

engagement is so important, they note, is that it has the ultimate effect of enhancing learning.

They go on to suggest that engagement consists of three core elements: cognition, behaviour, and

emotion.  In her study of student engagement through gamification McCurrach (2019) concludes

that any attempt to address student engagement in online or blended course design must be

multi-faceted and holistic, which is to say, educators are advised to consider student engagement

in every aspect of their curriculum design.

Structure, choice, and motivation

Choice in learning, commonly referred to as autonomy, is central to enhancing academic

achievement, intrinsic motivation, and student engagement (Harris, 2011; Pink, 2009; Sharkey et

al., 2009 as cited in McCurrach, 2019). Choice imbues a sense of agency and freedom for

students and is connected with “students invest[ing] more of themselves, work[ing] harder, and

learn[ing] better” (Jones, 2008, p.5). For instructors within Fine Arts there are increased

opportunities for personalization due to the interpretive nature of the content and methods taught,

making it relatively easy to provide students autonomy in deciding how to demonstrate their

learning and which talents to showcase (Newmann, 1991 cited in Fredricks et al, 2004, cited in
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McCurrach, 2019). One of the primary benefits of student choice is the opportunity for students

to focus on that which is relevant to them.  Indeed, relevance motivates students to “invest more

of themselves, work harder, and learn better” (Anderson, J. & Rainie, L. 2014, p. 5, cited in

McCurrach, 2019).

Mastery as biproduct of authentic engagement

Research has shown that to increase student engagement the focus should be shifted from

solely assessing the end product to emphasizing learning as a goal, allowing for mastery of

topics, and finding a balance between rigor and ease to make tasks pleasantly challenging

(Dweck, 2012; Fredricks et al., 2004; Gee, 2013; Jones, 2008; Pink, 2009; Shernoff et al., 2016

as cited in McCurrach, 2019). Teachers who seek to create a learning environment that promotes

student engagement should create tasks that feel purposeful (Pink, 2009), are relevant or draw

from students’ connections to culture, background, and experiences, and which avoid the pitfall

of existing merely to fulfill a grade requirement (Jones, 2008).  This approach allows students to

feel their work is personally and collectively meaningful, which in turn supports the

enhancement of positive identity formation, positive school association, and intrinsic motivation.

The research concludes that the work of shaping course delivery to promote student engagement

has the added benefit of creating the type of learning environment where the end result of student

progress is mastery rather than mere course completion (McCurrach, 2019).

Other considerations to promote engagement

Many of the challenges of teaching during the COVID-19 pandemic are beyond a

teacher’s realm of control. Student autonomy in course selection is limited, access to preferred

learning environments has been restricted, and opportunities for traditional learning experiences
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such as field trips, in-person collaboration, and celebrations of learning have been dramatically

altered or put on hold indefinitely (Government Communications and Public, 2021). Fortunately,

one of the most powerful tools for teachers to increase engagement and support student success

lies in the type of relationships and classroom cultures educators cultivate with and for their

students. Whether in face-to-face, blended, or fully online learning environments, feelings of

belonging and relationship between students, teachers, and their peers are critical to healthy

levels of engagement. (T. Anderson, 2008; Dweck, 2012; Fredricks et al., 2004; Jones, 2008;

Sharkey et al., 2009 as cited in McCurrach, 2019).

Gamification in action

Definition of gamification

Each of the previous incursions into research, of engagement, mental health and Fine

Arts, autonomy and motivation, find a bounty of possible solutions through the implementation

of gamification in curriculum. The term game is synonymous with fun, first and foremost, and

how many other words in education bring that same joy? It evokes nostalgia for times when we

have had opportunities to collaboratively problem solve, think critically, get creative, and be

rewarded. It reminds us of when we, through hard work and determination, built skills and

resiliency to overcome complex challenges. Over the last few years, research into games for

learning has increased as educators seek to use the structure of games to improve student

engagement and achievement. Gamification involves the use of “typical elements of game

playing” within a learning environment, especially:

● multiple levels or challenges

● a compelling or intriguing storyline
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● a personalized, unique experience for each learner

● rewards such as unlocking certain capabilities based upon achievements

● additional rewards and feedback from teacher or classroom (Davis, 2014)

Challenges in implementation

The current research presents a wide variety of ways for gamification to be implemented

in classrooms and concludes that generally, when executed properly, gamification has the effect

of improving student achievement and their attitudes towards lessons (Yildirim, 2017). Yildirim

went on to note that gamification is particularly useful and effective in environments based

around internet connectivity and usage, but that traditional f2f environments provide unique

challenges to game-design and further research is required in this area.  Building a solid

understanding of how different game elements support learning and in which environments

gamification is most successful is crucial for teachers to understand.  In their study on

gamification Ofosu-Ampong concludes that “generalizing game elements for learners without

understanding the context of the educational institutions or user background is a recipe for

gamification failure” (2020, p. 130). After determining if gamification is appropriate for their

learning environment, teachers who seek to enhance student engagement through gamification

must first understand not only how individual game elements support learning in their specific

subject area, but also who their students are and where they are at in their learning journey.

Choosing gamified elements

It may be tempting for instructors to start slowly by introducing only one or two elements

of gamification into their courses as they begin to explore how this approach can enhance student

engagement. Manzano-León et al, however, in their 2021 study of gamification, concluded that
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while gamified learning can improve engagement, motivation, and student achievement,

piecemeal or partial implementation of gamification can actually reduce or worsen student

motivation and engagement (p. 12). Instead, varied gamification with purposefully planned out

and interwoven game elements “is more motivating and can meet [student] needs according to

their player profiles”. Teachers then should approach gamification of their curriculum as if they

are creating a whole game, with each curricular component woven into the structure of their new

course delivery model.

James Paul Gee (2003), in his Principles of Gaming, provides the industry standard for

implementation of Game Based Learning (GBL) to enhance student and motivation.  His sixteen

principles for GBL are a comprehensive list of elements and features of “good” games that, when

packaged together, can help create the ideal gamified experience for students and allows teachers

to avoid the pitfalls of piecemeal implementation observed by Manzano-Leon et al (2021).

Teachers need only employ their experience in curriculum design to incorporate game design

elements and they will be able to unlock the benefits of enhanced engagement. It is a new way of

looking at a student’s journey through a course, but one that allows educators to think critically

about the types of activities, challenges, and interactions that have the most potential to engage

students, given the knowledge that increased engagement leads to improved achievement and

positive mental health.

Gamification offers a host of novel opportunities not only for students, but for teachers as

well. In his delivery of OLTD 509, Avi Luxenburg presented a model for how instructors could

shift the focus of their assessment from grade percentage to time spent. Through this method,

students are offered an opportunity for unparalleled individualization in course delivery by being
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rewarded for the time it takes them to complete a task or acquire a skill, rather than being graded

against how much they were able to accomplish in a limited time frame. Students who took

longer to accomplish a task were rewarded for that extra time, and students who proceeded with

ease in less time were challenged to continue their progress rather than rewarding them for swift

completion by allowing them to wallow unproductively as the rest of the class catches up. In this

way gamified courses become authentically individualized and expectations for a whole group to

move together at the same pace working on the same tasks become stripped away, proven as

barriers to student engagement and success (Luxenburg, 2021).

Gaming concepts for fine arts educational pedagogy

Fine Arts instructors are responsible for a wide variety of subject specific creative

enterprises from drama, dance, and performing arts, to band and musical performances, to visual

arts ranging from photography, graphic design, and more traditional mediums such as

painting/drawing/etc. These specialized areas share many common factors that lend themselves

well to the incorporation of game-based elements for learning. Games offer opportunities for

meaningful “multiplayer” collaborative competition as well as “single player” or individual

focused models (Davis, 2014). The incorporation of narrative elements to teacher created games

creates continuity through the course and allows students to be guided from one skill

development to the next. This structure promotes mastery and authenticity by giving students

autonomy and choice in the path they choose, the kind of help they need, and the types of

challenges and tasks they apply themselves to (Harris, 2011; Pink, 2009; Sharkey et al., 2009 as

cited in McCurrach, 2019).
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It is useful for teachers to consider their students as individual protagonists on their own

hero’s journey through a course. For students to feel engaged in and connected to their journey

through a curriculum they must have the agency afforded to dynamic characters, they must face

meaningful challenges to overcome, and they must have access to mentors, teachers, peers, and

other scaffolds of support to help them rise to meet each subsequent challenge. These challenges

must build meaningfully on the work already completed. Those familiar with games will know

that each skill learned contributes to the completion of a required task that itself leads to more

complex and sophisticated skills and abilities in the future. The culmination of progress through

a game should see the successful creation of a repertoire of inter-reliant skills and abilities that

lead to the creation of a final product of a level of sophistication and complexity that would have

been unachievable at the outset of the game (Carleton College, 2018)

In their 2018 article exploring gamification, Carleton College provides a simplified list of

game elements for instructors to ensure exists within their structure:

● Continuous challenge

● Interesting storyline

● Flexibility

● Immediate, useful rewards

● Combining fun and realism

By analyzing their gamified structure to ensure the presence of each of these elements teachers

can be confident that they are building in the structure and supports, novelty and meaning

required for students to be motivated to move forward authentically.

Conclusion
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The emphasis of games on making constant progress forward is a powerful tool for

teachers hoping to increase both student engagement, motivation, and success in their online or

blended learning classes, with the potential for implementation in face-to-face environments as

well, as COVID-19 subsides and education once again returns to the antiquated structures of

pre-pandemic learning. Through diligent research into game design and how it can be applied in

their subject area Fine Arts teachers can create meaningful learning experiences for students that

go beyond merely helping them stay engaged with positive mental health through a global crisis,

and can work to create learning environments where individuals are supported, feedback is rapid,

learning is authentic and mastery is achieved (McCurrach, 2019). By utilizing guides like Gee’s

Principles of Game Based Learning (2003) teachers are equipped to create “good” gaming

experiences for their students, and as a result, can feel confident that they are engaging their

learners in meaningful, authentic ways. Through this teachers can seek to achieve all the benefits

that enhanced engagement yields for learners: mastery in learning, positive mental health, and

improved professional and personal outcomes.

Chapter 3 – Procedures and Methods

Major Project Development
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In order to fulfill my critical challenge question, I took a qualitative approach to

deliverables. I sought to create a sample gamified course to demonstrate for teachers the relative

ease with which this technique can be used across secondary elective subject areas. This sample

course should demonstrate for teachers how even something simple like utilizing the language of

games in the structure of their course delivery and curriculum design can dramatically change a

student’s experience of a course. In the context of the rapid changes in our education system in

the past year as a result of COVID-19, the increased use of online and blended learning

environments over the past decade, and with student mental health in mind, student engagement

has become a major issue both for educator practice and student success and well-being.

Gamification is yet an emerging pedagogical approach and there are a myriad of barriers for

educators to access the research and professional development resources required to

meaningfully engage with the concept.  The Major Project I have delivered is intended to serve

as a way for teachers in both F2F and DL environments to see gamification in action in order to

better visualize what it would take to incorporate it in their classrooms.

The practical sample gamified Photoshop course is based on the Curricular Competencies

and Big Ideas found in the BC Ministry of Education’s Curriculum Guide for Photography 12

(BC Ministry of Education, 2018).  In its construction I drew from my experiences as a student

in the Online Learning and Teaching graduate Diploma (OLTD) program at Vancouver Island

University and as a secondary school Photography teacher in Nanaimo-Ladysmith Public School

District. The intent of my critical challenge question was to uncover a path for teachers to follow

to increase student engagement through the application of the innovative pedagogical approach

of gamification. The sample course I have created exists to demonstrate for teachers how they
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can translate their courses into the language and structure of games, and that while this process

must be thorough it does not necessarily have to be difficult. Though I have years of experience

playing games, and as such, the vocabulary and mechanisms of games are perhaps more familiar

to me than most, my project demonstrates the ease with which this process can occur through

simple planning and organization.

Major Project Design

Initial Considerations

The initial intent I had in creating this Major Project was to alter my students’ experience

learning Photoshop. When I had attempted to teach composite photography using Photoshop in

the past I found that students were incredibly intimidated by using Photoshop.  They reported

that the program was intimidating, unintuitive, and too challenging to learn. Through these early

years of teaching Photoshop, I employed the entirety of my motivation and support skills to help

students maneuver through the program and course unit, and typically students left with a

completely transformed view of their experience.  The most frequent feedback I received was

that students would never have thought they’d be able to produce such high-quality work on

Photoshop if they were asked at the beginning of our unit. Despite being pleased with this

outcome, I knew that such a steep learning curve would be too significant a barrier for many

students to overcome.  Absenteeism increased, engagement dropped, and I found I had to double

my efforts as facilitator to keep individual students moving forward.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic saw changes to my incoming students that many

educators around BC and the world also likely saw. Students arriving in our brick and mortar or

DL learning environments were increasingly in that class as a result of cohorting rather than by
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choice. Not only were my students arriving to class out of obligation rather than choice now, but

they were arriving bearing the burden of all the impacts of the global pandemic on their mental

health. Along with the initial difficulty in making Photoshop accessible for students, it was these

two additional challenges to engagement that drove me to pursue my critical challenge question.

As with all challenges of crisis I had the option of simply quitting, in this case removing

Photoshop and composite photography from my course curriculum altogether, however I had

recently begun the work of shifting our photography program from a film and darkroom focus to

digital photography and post-processing.  The reason for this was simply that I wanted my

students to have the skills and abilities to not only communicate, create, and reflect their

experiences through their artistic work, but I wanted them to be employable as well. Photoshop

has numerous professional applications and artistic possibilities and so I felt it a powerful tool to

include in their inventory. Additionally, the experiences of student success with this program

were so unique to my experience as a teacher that I felt compelled to find a better way to deliver

my course and engage my students, to give each student the opportunity to experience the joy of

succeeding in learning this complex and sophisticated tool.

Implementing elements of gamification

Having made the determination to find a more engaging and novel way to approach

teaching this specific program and skillset I then reflected on my experiences in the OLTD

program to find an approach that might work. It did not take long for me to settle on two OLTD

courses that I found particularly novel and engaging, and these were courses on gamification

offered by Greg Lewis and Avi Luxenburg. In Greg Lewis’ class we were invited to dive into the

research behind gamification and how educators can implement it in their classrooms.  In Avi
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Luxenburg’s course we had the opportunity to experience a gamified course from the student’s

perspective.  Ultimately, these courses gave me the ability to envision both the teacher’s and

student’s experience of a gamified course, to see the challenges and opportunities created by

gamification, and to begin the process of applying the approach to my own teaching.

Throughout my experience in a gamified course several things stood out as particularly

effective in keeping me engaged.  First, having a roadmap or guide for all the work I was

expected to do allowed me to clearly see how the initial tasks contributed to a growing skillset,

which would culminate in an ability to tackle the more complex and sophisticated final

assignments of the course. This process gave each stop on the journey meaning and increased my

motivation to attend to each task in earnest.  Secondly, the increased emphasis on student choice

afforded by the gamified structure allowed me to select challenges and opportunities that

appealed to me personally. This caused me to progress more rapidly while deepening my

learning, and I truly felt more authentically engaged compared to previous, more traditional

pedagogical approaches I have experienced in my time as a student. Finally, the ability to dictate

my own pace through the gamified course caused a decrease in anxiety which was replaced by

enjoyment. By removing the restrictions of synchronous progress, I was able to allocate my time

according to my own needs. As a result, my time never felt wasted or rushed and I was able to

get the most out of each assignment.

Keeping these things in mind I wanted to create a gamified Photoshop course that would

work for my specific classroom environment, a public secondary school arts course located in a

brick and mortar learning environment, but with the benefit of a full computer lab.  For this

reason, I chose to offer my course in a web-based format.  Students in my district are given
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student accounts for the Google Suite for Education apps and programs and so I was able to host

my gamified course on Google Sites.  This allowed me to sync my course website with Google

Classrooms, Docs, and Slides in order to make submitting assignments and creating student

eportfolios much simpler for all. Utilization of the Google Suite for Education allowed me to

ensure my course remained FIPPA compliant, as my district provides the necessary consent

forms and permissions for students to use this comprehensive set of web-based tools.

Contingencies in the case that individual students do not consent to use of district approved

student Google accounts will be required, but as this would preclude them from the ability to use

Photoshop, an entirely different hard-copy photography course would be offered, ideally, in a

gamified form.

Having decided on a Learning Management System (LMS) to use, a novel pedagogical

approach, and a course to focus on from my own professional practice, I began to build the

structure of my gamified course. To provide that useful map of the unit that I found so useful

from my own experience I employed Backwards Design theory to create meaningful tasks,

tutorials, and activities that would contribute to students’ ability to successfully complete the

required final projects. From my own experiences teaching I knew that the student reaction to

and feelings about a new curricular unit can be cemented very quickly so it was important to

provide a clear introduction to and overview of the educational experience they were going to

have moving forward. This would assuage their anxieties as it did for me and set their

expectations moving forward, now informed of the way in which sequenced activities

contributed to the ability to tackle the major projects towards the end of the unit.
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Levels. Creating the game of my course was relatively easy. I understood the underlying

research of gamification, had years of experience playing all kinds of games, and had the benefit

of several years’ experience teaching the subject area of my Major Project focus. I started by

creating four levels to my game and designing them towards equipping students with skills

required to tackle boss fights. In reality, I was merely rearticulating the experience of students

moving from tutorial to practice, from practice to experimentation, and from experimentation to

implementation. The activities of each level provided me with opportunities for formative

assessment and rapid feedback to students while the boss fights gave me the opportunity to

provide summative assessment and more in-depth feedback. The advantage that this has is the

intentional sharing of the path forward with students and the non-threatening, and in fact,

inviting organizational language that comes with gamification allows students, especially those

familiar with games but I would argue even to those without, to position themselves as the

protagonists of narrative, a journey, rather than merely an anonymous student in an infinite line

of students who will march in and then out of that particular classroom.  This personal

connection to not only the content of the course, but their journey through the course, is one of

the premiere strengths of gamification, especially for Fine Arts instructors who have students

arriving to their class either not by their own choice or who are struggling to engage in a DL

environment.

The four-level structure was easy to implement using Google Sites within a landing page

and subpages. By relying on Hick’s Law in my site design I was able to create a simple and easy

to follow aesthetic (Soegaard, 2020). Additionally, by using Google Sites customization features

to showcase original composite images created using Photoshop, I was able to provide visual
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hooks for students, things that grab their attention and pull them into important areas of the site,

but also represent the kinds of projects they will be working on.  This is another example of how

gamification does not change the behaviour of the educator so much as it informs our

organization and delivery.

I chose also to include another common element of game design— the creation of a

character's inventory and skill tree. These two tools provide easy access to a list of all the things

the player has learned and acquired so far in the game, aiding their progress moving forward.

Instead of needing to remember complex moves and techniques, players can access their

inventories and skill trees at any time to support them to increase the sophistication of their

work. Photoshop is incredibly complex, with options and tools available in such a wide array that

memorizing paths and workflows can be quite difficult, even for the best graphic designers. The

gamified Photoshop course requires students to populate their inventories and skill trees with the

techniques, tools, keyboard shortcuts, and tutorials that they use during their gameplay and

progression through the 4 levels. Through this students can see the quick development of their

skills and easily refer back to things that will help them as tasks and activities increase in

difficulty. Additionally, by communicating how the inventory and skill tree will aid the student in

succeeding in later levels, students are able to see the reasoning behind the task and their

participation in it become more authentic (Carleton, 2018).

Navigation. Using the Google Sites navigation features I was able to organize my course

site with a home page and subpages for the game levels. Students will arrive at the gamified

course’s main landing/home page via a direct link from our shared Google Classroom. I utilized

the settings to limit visitors to the site to only those with our district administered student logins,
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in an effort to increase student privacy. The homepage equivalent in most video games would be

the start menu. The start menu serves an important function as it is where users are introduced to

the game, the world the game exists within, and it is where they have an opportunity to adjust

game settings based on their skill, experience, and preferences. The sample gamified Photoshop

course also needed to fulfill these important components in order to get students engaged and

moving forward effectively from the outset. The landing page provides a brief introduction and

overview to the gamified course, useful tutorials for first time users of Photoshop, and optional

instructions for returning students to play the gamified course in New Game + mode— a gaming

term for replaying a game from the beginning under different and often more challenging

conditions. From the landing page students are able to access all subsequent levels and view a

game map in order to get a full sense of where the game will take them and the kinds of things

they will be expected to be able to do by the end. After exploring the options and content of the

landing page, students are invited to navigate through the game starting at level one.

Progression. Level one presents students with a wide variety of mini-assignments and

techniques for students to try. These take the form of links to YouTube videos where students

will be able to follow along and control the pace of their learning. Designed for first time users

and returning students alike, this level presents a plethora of mini-assignments ranging from easy

to difficult and is intended to present a broad enough array of skills, techniques, and creative

effects to meet the needs and interests of as many students as possible. Each link is ascribed a

numeric value (XP, also known as eXperience Points) based on difficulty and students are asked

to complete a specific amount of XP before moving on to the next level. This allows all students

the opportunity to work on tasks that are suited to their experience and skill level, while allowing
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them to increase the difficulty as they go. Additionally, students have a required number of

elements/items to add to their inventories and skill trees before they are permitted to progress to

the next level.  I chose to add the inventory/skill tree component as a way to support students to

document their learning and track the most helpful tools and techniques they have encountered as

they gain experience. This will allow them to scaffold their own learning and create a useful

resource to rely on when they are first asked to create their own original composition from

scratch.

Level two requires students to tackle their first boss fight, that is, a specific challenge

required in order to move forward. Here student choice is limited and instead the skills and

abilities they developed in level one are put to the test as they are asked to follow a specific

tutorial to create a replica of a fairly difficult composite image. This assignment supplements the

learning achieved in level one with some foundational Photoshop skills and tools that may have

been missed in their previous level one work. The level two boss fight allows me the opportunity

to gauge student progress, spot gaps in their learning, and provide important feedback and

intervention to support their continued progression through the course. For students who have

completed the gamified course in previous years level two takes on an additional requirement to

maintain novelty and increase difficulty, as students are asked to complete the required tutorial

using their own selection of source images to complete a composite of similar composition, to

utilize their own photographs in the completion of the composite, or to add a unique spin on the

tutorial as informed by their own creativity and skill level.
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Level three invites students to use the skills and tools they have gained in the first two

levels to create their own original composite image. Typically, this would be the final project in a

visual arts course, but here it is the penultimate project. This assignment offers significant

creative freedom and time in order to allow students to create something personally meaningful

or interesting to them, the only requirements are that the resulting image demonstrates an

understanding of composition and represents growing skill and ability with Photoshop tools and

techniques. This level is categorized as a quest, as the creative freedom experienced here, when

characterized as a narrative journey, allows students to appreciate and understand the way in

which it is informed by their previous work and in turn contributes to their success in the future

as well. This level is meant to be the most engaging and fun component of the gamified course

and yield the most personally meaningful projects for students.

The creation of an original composite image is a sophisticated task, and one that can yield

an infinite variety of creative outcomes for students, in other words, it can be intimidating for

students. For this reason, level three begins with a required meeting with the game guide, me.

This interaction is identified within the course game as a cutscene. A cutscene is a cinematic

element within a game that drives the plot forward and connects two different quests, giving

players a break from gameplay to focus on the larger journey. This allows me to brainstorm with

students who are entering this creative space for the first time to think about ways they can

employ their growing skillset and combine techniques to create an original composite image.

This cutscene intervention also allows me to challenge students who are returning players to

drive their learning forward in meaningful ways. Importantly, it provides me an opportunity to

make suggestions that are catered to each individual student’s interests and passions, thereby
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hopefully making the work itself as well as the subsequent artwork produced more meaningful to

them. By utilizing my personal relationship with students and drawing on the power of

conversation to reveal points of connection between student interest and our course content, I am

able to increase the odds that students will be able to move forward enthusiastically, confidently,

and in a way that draws out authentic engagement (Jones, 2008)

The sample gamified Photoshop course culminates in a final boss fight that not only

draws upon everything they have learned up until that point but challenges students to create

images for a specific purpose in order to simulate a professional application of the program. As

stated in Carleton College, this final challenge should yield a product of a level of complexity

and sophistication that would have been unachievable in earlier levels (2018). Choice is present

here again, in order to stoke student motivation and engagement, however all available options at

this level fulfill the same criteria and purpose. Students have the option of selecting between

several novel and culturally relevant design projects, each culminating in the creation of an

original composite image.

New Game +. One of the most important components of this gamified course is the

inherent replay value. In gaming replay value is used to describe games that offer enjoyment,

novelty, and challenge throughout multiple playthroughs of the game. For secondary Fine Arts

educators replay value in our gamified courses is essential, as many students develop a passion

for our subject area and choose to return several times in their journey through high school. If a

gamified course only offers novelty in a first encounter it will be difficult to build a thriving

program. For this reason, it is important to return to your completed gamified course structure
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and build in supports and adaptations for returning students. In the sample gamified Photoshop

course returning students are invited to use the skill trees and inventories of their first

playthrough and increase the scope and difficulty of their projects. Boss fights have additional

instructions and opportunities and the final challenges have additional requirements for returning

players. This will look different for each specific subject area but the strategy of building in

additional elements and increased complexity and sophistication is relatively simple and will

expand the usefulness and longevity of a gamified course within an extracurricular program.

Assessment and Feedback. In order to track student progress and provide rapid

feedback students are asked to create an eportfolio using Google Sites. Their eportfolio is

divided into subpages with each page corresponding to the levels of our gamified course. When a

student completes a level in the form of a subpage they are asked to publish their eportfolio and

submit a link to it in our Google Classroom in the corresponding assignment. This allows me to

provide feedback and assessment, offer support, and track progress for individual students as

they move through the course. The rubric used to assess composite images is available for

students to view both in the gamified course and in Google Classroom and is a useful resource

for students to reflect on as they work on producing increasingly sophisticated and technically

proficient artwork. The use of eportfolios allow students to come away with an artefact of their

learning and a resource to provide post-secondary and potential employers with.

Visual Design. The design of this gamified course was based on my experiences in

OLTD and the learning that occurred through the creation of our own eportfolios using Weebly.

By dividing the content of the course into subpages with clear organizational labels the student
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journey through the course is streamlined and intuitive. Due to the complex nature of Photoshop

instructions tend to be text heavy. As a result, I decided to implement the use of collapsible text

features in Google Sites. This allows the primary aesthetic of the site to be streamlined and

straightforward but with detailed instructions and narrative elements easily accessible. The

inclusion of subpages to assist students and parents in understanding why our course has been

gamified and how the XP is tracked and gained allows students is intended to provide clarity and

transparency, and to allow these stakeholders to peak behind the curtain to understand how these

techniques are intended to improve the student experience of my course.

Project Timeline (may also be presented in Ch. 1)

June 12, 2021 Literature Review submitted for completion of OLTD 510

July 5, 2021

MEdL 680 begins

Chapter 1 under development

Chapter 2 under revision

Major Project build begins (v.1)

July 15, 2021

Ch. 1 and Ch. 2 complete

Ch. 3 started

Major Project v. 1 ongoing

July 25, 2021

MEdL 690 begins

Chapter 3 complete

Major Project v. 1 ongoing

August 1, 2021
Google Form for Feedback completed

Call for Reviewer Field Testing – invitations sent

August 5, 2021
Reviewer Feedback Received – collating begins (Ch. 4)

Major Project v. 2 revisions begin



GAMIFICATION FOR ENGAGEMENT & MENTAL HEALTH 35

August 10, 2021

Chapter 4 complete

Chapter 5 under development

Major Project v. 2 build complete

August 15, 2021

Chapter 5 complete

Completed paper sent to Supervisor for final review and
sign-off

December 15, 2021
MEdL 690 ends

VIU Space Request for Submission sent

January, 2022 Convocation

Design Considerations.

The primary concern in accessibility for this sample gamified Photoshop course are the

issues surrounding the digital divide, that is, the different levels of experience and comfort with

technology that students are arriving to classrooms with. Instead of basing the organization of the

course on the assumption that students are digitally literate and competent graphic designers, the

course is structured under the assumption that this is the student’s very first time encountering

Photoshop. Official Photoshop tutorials are utilized at the outset and are required to be completed

before students move forward. These tutorials are thorough, employ simplified language, and

serve to give students a foundation of understanding as to the basic layout and workflow of the

program. New Game + students are invited to refresh their memories by redoing the tutorials but

are given the option of skipping this introductory phase.

As students are required to submit work through their eportfolio to Google Classroom,

instructors have an opportunity to make specific interventions and suggestions for projects and

skill development appropriate to the student’s skill level and closely aligned with their interests.

These interventions are critical to supporting students of different abilities and fluency in digital
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technologies and to ensuring all students are engaged in work that is authentically challenging

and personally interesting. In this way the instructor is a critical component of driving student

engagement and ensuring all students are able to meaningfully participate in the course

curriculum.

Chapter 4 – Field Testing Prototype

Field Testing/Feedback Survey Prototype

A Google Forms survey was designed to solicit anonymous feedback regarding the

MEdL Major Project sample gamified course build. In keeping with VIU’s Ethical Review

Guidelines, the survey was not distributed as an aspect of MEdL. Rather, the survey may be

distributed on completion of the MEdL program to inform V.2 of the course build.

Feedback Questions. Questions for this section were designed for ease of response, with a

multiple-choice grid, featuring a scale for responses ranging from strongly disagree, disagree, no
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opinion, agree, to strongly agree. Additional space is provided for optional anecdotal feedback

where respondents feel they are appropriate.

1. Background Knowledge

a. Respondent is a:

Teacher Administrator Student        Parent

b. Have you previously participated in a gamified course as either a student or

teacher?

No         Yes

c. How experienced are you with playing games (educational, video games, etc.)

no experience     some experience     experienced     very experienced

2. Gamified Site-- Visual Design

a. The site is pleasant to look at

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

b. The images and fonts are appropriate

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

c. There is a suitable amount of "blank space" (not too crowded)

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

d. The site feels balanced

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree
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e. The amount of text in the different sections makes sense and feels appropriate

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree      strongly agree

3. Gamified Site-- Content

a. The content is communicated clearly

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

b. The language used is appropriate for students

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

c. The content makes sense

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

d. Students will be able to understand how the course functions without needing

face-to-face help

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

4. Gamified Site-- Navigation

a. The site is easy to navigate

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

b. The headings are informative and make sense

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree
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c. The drop-down menus and collapsible text features are effective

strongly disagree     disagree     no opinion     agree     strongly agree

5. Do you feel the gamified aspects of this course aid in providing motivation and

engagement? (Written response as a text input field.)

6. Additional Comments about the Gamified Site Design, Content, or Navigation.

(Written response as a text input field.)

Peer Review Process

A course-based Peer Review process was undertaken whereby two a MEdL colleagues

were was asked to share feedback and constructive criticism regarding V. 1 of the sample

gamified course build. Findings from this informal review were applied to the following design

and content areas but were not documented within this Process Paper:

● Ease of Site Navigation

● Visual Appeal and Legibility

● Content and Clarity of Information

● Accessibility

Please refer to Appendix B for visual screen captures of the complete Google Form

Survey.

Chapter 5 – Conclusions and Recommendations

Critical Challenge Question and Intentions for the Major Project
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To address my Critical Challenge Question, “How can gamified design enhance student

engagement and success in secondary fine arts courses?”, I have created a sample gamified

course for secondary Photography, focusing on teaching students how to use Photoshop to create

composite images. My intention was to create a resource where specifically secondary elective

teachers, but also teachers in general, could encounter gamification as a novel pedagogical

approach and begin to understand how it can be implemented to increase engagement in their

classrooms. This sample gamified course features the organizational structure of a game,

gamified progress tracking, novel task and project descriptions, opportunities for differentiation

and extension of learning, as well as multiple avenues for making the work personally

meaningful and authentically challenging for students. The ultimate goal of creating and

providing this sample gamified course for colleagues in the field of education is to contribute to

the growing number of tools, research, and resources available to make implementing

gamification more accessible.

The research presented in my Literature Review supports the conclusion that

gamification can be a valuable tool for increasing student engagement in elective courses and

shows that increased engagement in particular Fine Arts can lead to improvements in student

mental health.  It is my belief after concluding both my research and project build that

gamification can assist teachers in dealing with the challenges imposed by the COVID-19

pandemic and the continued and generalized shift away from traditional educational pedagogies,

as well as improving student experience and outcomes during this difficult time and beyond.

The resulting sample gamified course build demonstrates that gamification can be

implemented without requiring an excruciating exertion of time and energy, and that established
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course structures can be adapted to gamification without requiring the whole-cloth creation of an

altogether new course. It is my hope that educators of all kinds will find the sample gamified

course novel, innovative, and useful to their own practice. Additionally, I hope that through the

increased use of gamification in secondary elective courses students will have increased access

to the benefits to mental health that come with authentic engagement in Fine Arts curriculum.

Results of Project Design in Relation to the Literature Review

The primary conclusions drawn from my Literature Review (Chapter 2) are that

engagement in secondary Fine Arts courses can be improved through the use of gamification but

that teachers often lack the time and resources to learn what gamification is and how it can be

implemented. Additionally, piecemeal or partial implementation of gamification has proven to

produce decreased engagement, meaning it is highly important that teachers seeking to apply this

innovative approach to their own practice commit substantial time to researching and

understanding how gamification works. The research presented in Chapter 2 along with the

subsequent sample gamified course design is intended to assist teachers in building an

understanding of gamification and provide a clear demonstration of how the principles and

elements of gamification can be applied to a typical secondary elective course. Through this the

gap should be significantly narrowed between teacher understanding and ability to implement

this novel pedagogical approach.

This outcome is achieved in the sample gamified course through the creation of a

structure that promotes student choice, autonomy, and authentic engagement. Assignments and

projects offer a plethora of options and opportunities for students to choose their focus, a design

choice intended to ensure student work is personally meaningful and interesting. Incremental
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increases in difficulty as well as options for returning students to build upon their past

experiences in class ensures that student work is meaningful and appropriately challenging

regardless of skill level. Incorporation of organizational language common in game

environments assists in immersing students in the gamified experience while also serving to

provide clarity in the direction and purpose of each unit of the course. The use of XP instead of

more traditional marking and assessment systems shifts the focus away from needing to produce

perfect projects at each step to viewing the entire journey of the course as an effort in skill

development and mastery. Finally, the inclusion of narrative elements provide an example of

gamified elements that, while they do not directly deliver course-content or instruction,

contribute to the creation of a novel classroom culture and in so doing, contribute also to the

immersive experience of educational gaming that has the potential to increase engagement.

Limitations of the Project

The primary limitation of this project lies in the conditions under which it was written, as

the majority of my time in the OLTD and MedL programs occurred during the most significant

periods of the early COVID-19 pandemic. As a new teacher and new parent, coping with the

realities of life during the pandemic and implications for the future required significant effort to

maintain positive mental health and continued professional productivity. However, in each

challenge lies an opportunity, and I sought to find a focus for my MedL Process Paper and Major

Project that would yield the answers to the problems I had directly before me. The issues I had

were students enrolled in my class who had not chosen to be there, and students in my class who

were experiencing trauma and loss, and who could benefit from a precise pedagogical

intervention.
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Through my experiences in the OLTD program I knew that I wanted to utilize

gamification as my encounters with it impacted me and my mental health in the way that I

wanted my students to benefit from my teaching. During the gamified course run by Avi

Luxenburg I found that my anxiety dramatically reduced, my enjoyment increased, and my

learning deepened. The course offered by Greg Lewis gave me the opportunity to build a

foundation of understanding in how gamification works and allowed me to begin delving into the

established research on the topic. The rest of my learning throughout OLTD gave me the

knowledge and ability to build a sophisticated and engaging digital learning environment in a

safe, professional manner, and so I felt well equipped to take on the challenge that bore the most

meaning to me.

While I recognize that this Process Paper and Major Project emerged from and

occasionally specifically refers to issues stemming from the COVID-19 pandemic, I feel that the

two primary issues that led me to this topic are still incredibly relevant outside of times of crisis.

Secondary elective teachers consistently meet students who end up in their classes for something

other than genuine interest in the subject area. On the contrary, this may be the majority of

students some teachers encounter, as secondary school typically serves as the first formal

introductions to many of our elective offerings. Additionally, all teachers will encounter students

dealing with issues related to mental health, a fact attributable to a wide range of factors from

child poverty, addiction, sexual assault, disability, etcetera. There are a wide variety of ways we

can build supports into our classrooms to increase engagement and support positive mental

health, but gamification has the capacity to provide an innovative solution to both of these

critical issues at once.
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Future Recommendations.

On a more granular level this project was limited by the relatively short timeframe of the

MedL program. My intention is to further populate the site with student work both in the form of

exemplars to scaffold learning as well as to fill in for currently lacking gamified visual content.

My incorporation of Bosses between levels would be more meaningful with original character

designs, a design prompt I have already incorporated into the New Game + options for course

completion. Each level subpage should also have a unique composite photo for a header image

that demonstrates the techniques used in that level as well, and I intend to similarly offer this as

an option for students in the future.

The narrative component of my course indicated by the title Story Mode offers students

an enjoyable break from design work and a thread connecting the different elements of the

course. To increase replay value for returning students, and for my own creative writing

enjoyment, I plan to continue adapting this feature of my gamified course over time. I have

considered incorporating original video content for this narrative element as well but have not

had time to storyboard or produce anything yet. Additionally, I would like to incorporate some

basic original tutorial videos both for use of the gamified course website as well as for original

Photoshop projects, however this will require a significant time commitment and will likely

become an ongoing project beginning this year and continuing indefinitely.

Lastly I think it important to note that the ongoing innovation and research being done on

gamification in education means that this project is a kind of living document. It marks the
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beginning of my learning in this area and will shift and change as I grow in my practice as a

teacher.

Final Conclusions

In light of the myriad of impacts to daily life that have resulted from the COVID-19,

increased engagement in secondary elective classes seems a simple side benefit to the truly

desirable goal of supporting our students to be healthy, happy, and thriving. For teachers seeking

to overcome issues of engagement and of mental health in their own classrooms, gamification

has the potential to not only make the experiences of their students more fun and rewarding, but

make their own experience of teaching more fun and rewarding as well. Not only is the act of

gamifying a course one of creativity and playfulness and thusly an enjoyable task on its own, but

a gamified structure guides student progress so efficiently that it gives instructors additional time

to create and develop positive relationships with students, provide individualized support,

feedback and assessment, and to tweak and innovate their course in real time.

Teachers struggling to engage learners, who want to maximize the impact of student

engagement in their classes, can give students the opportunity to receive these benefits through

the purposeful implementation of game elements and a gamified structure to their course. Armed

with the knowledge that it should be a complete game, but need not be perfect, teachers can

begin harnessing the innovation and accumulated research to begin contributing their own

experiences and experimentations with this potent pedagogy to the field of education. Use of my
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sample gamified course will hopefully be helpful, but it is the trial by practice and sharing of

learning among each teacher’s professional community that will drive this approach forward.

I am extremely excited to have had the opportunity to research and develop a project

focused on not only supporting my professional development and practice, but which also

meaningfully works towards supporting student mental health as well. As a student in OLTD I

had the opportunity to see how a gamified course in the middle of a pandemic not only supported

me as a student, but as a person as well. While the pandemic may hopefully subside in the near

future, I want to continue working towards ensuring my practice remains focused on the issue of

student mental health moving forward. For this reason, it is my sincere hope that gamification

continues to increase in use not only in secondary elective programs, but across the educational

landscape as well.
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Screen Capture of Major Project Home page, site navigation menu, and XP Guide
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Appendix B

Screen Capture of Google Forms Feedback Call
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