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ABSTRACT

Gamification, one of the most current popular active
methodologies, is successfully implemented in the
Spanish educational system in its different stages.
This student-centered methodology has made stu-
dents responsible for their own learning process,
who develop autonomy and learn to work coopera-
tively with their peers. As a result of its use, it has
been proved that students feel more motivated and
engaged, which involves an active participation in
all the proposed tasks and help to increase knowled-
ge. Students seem to acquire a meaningful learning
in a distended and relaxing atmosphere. Despite its
benefits and significant results, it proves necessary
to offer a qualitative study in which students’ percep-
tions of this methodology are heard. Thus, the aim of
this paper is to show the attitudes of secondary edu-
cation students towards the use of gamification in
the EFL classroom after having been instructed with
this methodology. As an instrument, a questionnaire
was administered once the experimentation was fi-
nished. The results show students’ perception is very
positive, especially those items corresponding to the
teaching practice and the development of skills.

Keywords:

Gamification, students’ perception, EFL, secondary
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RESUMEN

La gamificacion, una de las metodologias activas hoy
en dia mas populares, se utiliza con éxito en el siste-
ma educativo espafiol. Esta metodologia fomenta que
los estudiantes sean responsables de su propio pro-
ceso de aprendizaje ya que desarrollan su autonomia
y aprenden a trabajar cooperativamente. Gracias a
Su uso, se ha probado que los estudiantes se sienten
mas implicados en su proceso de aprendizaje, lo que
fomenta la participacion activa en todas las tareas
y ayuda a aumentar su conocimiento. Alcanzan un
aprendizaje significativo en un ambiente distendido.
A pesar de sus beneficios, se torna necesario ofrecer
un estudio cualitativo que tenga en cuenta la percep-
cion de los estudiantes instruidos con esta metodo-
logia. Asi pues, el objetivo de este trabajo es mostrar
la percepcion de los estudiantes de educacion se-
cundaria respecto a su uso en el aula de ILE. Para
ello, se ha utilizado como instrumento de evaluacion
un cuestionario administrado una vez la experimenta-
cion finalizd. Los resultados muestran que la percep-
cion de los estudiantes es positiva, especialmente en
los items correspondientes a la practica docente y el
desarrollo de destrezas.

Palabras clave:

Gamificacion, percepcion de los estudiantes,
ILE (inglés como lengua extranjera), educacion
secundaria.
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INTRODUCTION

English teachers find many difficulties to create meanin-
gful learning contexts within the classroom, especially in
economically and culturally underprivileged areas where
many students are not motivated enough to learn English.
Numerous teenagers do not feel confident enough to par-
ticipate actively in the proposed activities and may even
feel anxious. However, if English is taught in a distended
and relaxed atmosphere, there is no doubt that a more
effective language learning would take place. Anxiety can
negatively affect students’ willingness to communicate in
language classrooms and lists six major effects of anxiety
on second language learning and performance: low aca-
demic levels in foreign language teaching, avoidance of
interpersonal communication, speech and accuracy of
learning can be cognitively affected, retrieval of informa-
tion can be interrupted by Kfreezing-up® moments stu-
dents may face when feeling anxious, when the language
learning experience is felt as a traumatic experience, it
can influence the learner’s self-esteem or self-confidence
negatively and the student’'s own personality. It is believed
that performers with high motivation, self-confidence and
a good self-image generally do better in foreign langua-
ge acquisition. Also, low anxiety appears to be conduci-
ve to foreign language acquisition, whether measured as
personal or classroom anxiety. The curriculum proposes
notional, functional and situational topics that do not moti-
vate teenage students and have been taught for decades.
Little attention is paid to the real emotional and psycho-
logical characteristics of teenagers that look for rewards
and quick feedback. With the goal of providing students
with a distended atmosphere where they can feel more
relaxed and motivated, a gamified didactic unit has been
implemented in order to try to improve the oral communi-
cative competence of a group of twenty-two fourth com-
pulsory secondary education students of a high school in
Madrid.

Being aware of the impact of affective factors on the lan-
guage learning process, extensive research literature on
the subject has proved that the way a language is taught
is crucial and essential for its development. It is necessary
to apply high standard student-centered programs, suita-
ble instruction for students’ level and linguistic and acade-
mic integrated stimulating instruction. Thus, following the
previous precepts, if students are offered new opportuni-
ties to learn the English language, they experience it in a
ludic and entertaining way, the objectives are clearly sett-
led and participation is fostered, students could certainly
be very motivated, engage successfully in their learning
practice and improve their English command. To do so,
a different syllabus is necessary. Focusing on students’
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needs, this work also proposes an engaging learner-
oriented unit in which the different linguistic skills are de-
veloped while learning new grammatical and lexical struc-
tures. Moreover, oral skills will be more reinforced since
these skills traditionally are less practiced in the classroom
and the aim of the work is to help students improve their
oral linguistic competence. Thus, students’ needs could
be fulfilled and participation and cooperation would be
constantly enhanced, following the cooperative learning
principles and fostering interaction and communication
in all the lessons. In addition, the use of authentic mate-
rials provides teachers and students with an assortment
of materials that were unthinkable just a few years ago,
which can be easily exploited within the classroom, and
can increase students’ motivation, and consequently, par-
ticipation, engagement and learning. Textbooks can be
considered a good instrument, but generally they do not
pay much attention to pronunciation which is the base of
oral skills and accord an overwhelming importance to writ-
ten skills.

Bearing in mind the current times, that is, a reality that
evolves quickly where political frontiers are open and the
flow of world citizens is more noticeable each day, people
who are not able to communicate in a foreign language
coherently, fluently and cohesively, limit their personal
and professional opportunities. In this respect, teachers
should be aware of the 21st century demands, and should
enhance communicative tasks and atmospheres within
the classroom. Thus, this work is focused on the use of
gamification to try to improve students’ oral communicati-
ve competence.

Gamification can be defined as “the use of game design
elements in non-game contexts” (Deterding, et al., 2011,
p. 10). It is a very attractive active methodology that has
been proved to increase students’ motivation (Armstrong,
& Landers, 2018), improves learning transfer and increa-
ses knowledge retention (Cordero, & Nufez, 2018) and
thus, eases the development of students’ competences.
They both develop their learning autonomy and coope-
rative grouping strategies (Marin, 2018). It operates due
to certain underlying theories: Pink’s intrinsic motivation
theory (2010), which is based on Ryan & Deci’s self-deter-
mination theory (SDT) (2000), goal setting theory (Latham
& Locke, 1991) and Csikszentmihalyi's Flow Theory
(1990). Students can be more motivated when feeling sa-
tisfied with the activities they need to fulfil. Pink’s intrin-
sic motivation theory (2010) is based on Ryan & Deci’s
self-determination theory (SDT) (2000) which explains
the difference between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
When gamifying, teachers need to promote intrinsic moti-
vation in order to make students feel their autonomy and
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competence while enjoying participating and learning with
all the proposed activities. Intrinsic motivation is related to
three drivers: mastery, autonomy and relatedness which
are defined by Pink (2010) as mastery, autonomy and pur-
pose, which comprises four essential elements of intrinsic
motivation: relatedness, autonomy, mastery and purpose.
Relatedness represents the wish of having relationships
with others and is one of the key elements in gamification.
Being loyal in a community, for instance, demands having
natural and good relationships with its members. Within
this driver, the reward status can be found. Autonomy is re-
lated to freedom and the capacity of choosing by yourself.
It provides learners the feeling of control of the actions that
need to be fulfilled in order to achieve their goals. In addi-
tion, mastery is the process through which a skill is acqui-
red in order to develop a certain activity. Difficulty needs
to be balanced not to overwhelm or bore the learner. This
concept is described by Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as flow,
that state in which people are so involved in an activity
that nothing else matters. This mastery or flow is neces-
sary for gamification to keep players motivated through
bearable challenges. Finally, the purpose is the need to
find meaningful actions. Students working in cooperative
and collaborative groups provide the best they can offer in
order to benefit the whole group and fulfill the established
goals. Latham & Locke (1991), who proposed the goal-
setting theory, defend that students’ motivation can be
promoted when the goals of the gamified experience are
specific and moderately challenging. Goals are related to
their performance, and therefore, to their content and in-
tensity. Regarding the content, attention should be paid to
specificity and difficulty. Concerning intensity, its major as-
pect is commitment, which can be defined as “the degree
to which the individual is attached to the goal (Latham &
Locke, 1991) which can work as a direct causal factor or
a moderator of performance. High commitments lead to
better performance and vice versa. Csikszentmihalyi's
Flow Theory (1990) shows engagement depends on the
degree of concentration. The flow is a state which takes
place when a person is completely concentrated in an
activity which is challenging but balances personal skills,
previous knowledge and the acquisition of new contents.
The intensity of an experience increases with the distance
from the actor’'s average levels of challenge as it can be
seen in the following (figure 1). The vertical axis repre-
sents the amount of difficulty of the task and the horizontal
axis refers to students’ perception of the level of the skills.
The combination of both axes produces the depicted sta-
tes: anxiety, worry, apathy, boredom, relaxation, control,
flow or arousal.
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Fig. 1. Flow Theory Current Model
Source: Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura (2002, p.95)

This theory demonstrates humans like being in a flow sta-
te that triggers intrinsic motivation, which is so beneficial
in educational contexts. As Sun & Hsieh (2018) argue,
gamification is an effective method to increase students’
motivation and engagement and improve their attention
and attitude. Thus, it also helps students improve their di-
fferent linguistic skills, as it occurs in Lam, et al. (2018),
in which a gamified is used om order to improve argu-
mentative writings, Mogrovejo, et al. (2019), who proved
how gamification can help students widen their English
lexicon or Barcomb, & Cardoso (2020) study revealed the
use of a gamified system improved the participants’ pro-
nunciation. Purgina, et al. (2019) research worked on the
efficacy of a gamified mobile application when learning
EFL and Hernandez-Prados, et al.’s work (2021) analyzes
the perception of the gamified use of board games in the
EFL secondary education classroom. They are positively
valued and their use seems to be beneficial towards the
students’ EFL learning.

Though providing a few examples of research on gami-
fication conducted with secondary education students,
their findings show the implementation of gamification is
always successful when teaching EFL. It has been obser-
ved that with gamification, there have been improvements
in the acquisition of lexicon, pronunciation, argumentative
writings and students’ motivation, something crucial when
working with teenagers.

MATERIALS AND METHODOLOGY

Bearing in mind that it is challenging to make teenagers
feel motivated during their learning process, the aim of this
work is to know secondary education students’ percep-
tion about the use of gamification in the EFL classroom.
The present research starts from the hypothesis that ga-
mification of learning could be a suitable and motivating
methodology for teaching EFL in Spanish secondary edu-
cation, with a positive influence for its students to impro-
ve their linguistic competence. It has been proved to be
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efficient in the EFL secondary educational classroom in other educational contexts such as in Switzerland (Baur, et al.,
2015), Taiwan (Sun & Hsieh, 2018), China (Lam, et al., 2018), Japan (Barcomb & Cardoso, 2019) or Peru (Mogrovejo, et
al., 2019), and thus, similar results are also expected in Spain. The research question of this study aims to analyze the
learners’ attitude towards the methodology experimented. In order to meet the objectives of this study, a quantitative
approach has been chosen, through a non-experimental and descriptive research since no variable has been manipu-
lated but rather observed as they are presented and analyzed by means of descriptive statistics.

Participants

The sample population of this study is made up by twenty-two fourth-year compulsory secondary education students
(n= 22) of a semi-private school with three sections per grade in Madrid downtown (Spain). Participants’ age ranges
from 14 to 15 when the experimentation started (M: 14,77; SD: 0,42) with a larger percentage of female students
81.81% versus 18.19% of male students. All the students are Spanish with Spanish as their mother tongue language.
The selection of the sample was intentional through non-probabilistic sampling by accessibility. The inclusion criteria
for the sample were to be enrolled in the fourth year of compulsory secondary education at the school, to attend class
regularly, to have signed parental/legal guardian consent and not to have a diagnosis of specific learning difficulties, at-
tention deficit hyperactivity disorder or other neurodevelopmental disorder, or sensory and/or psychological problems.

Instrument

As instrument for data collection, in order to identify the participants’ perceptions once the experimentation was fi-
nished, an experience questionnaire based on (Lizzio, et al., 2002, 50-52) was administered. The questionnaire was
divided into two sets. The first set was composed of twenty-three Likert-scale close-ended items (strongly disagree, mo-
derately disagree, slightly disagree, slightly agree, moderately agree and strongly agree), through which students were
asked about six fields: the gamification teaching practice, goals, assessment, workload, independence of learning and
development of skills (see Table 1). The scores range from 1 to 6 points respectively and will clarify the participants’
attitude towards the use of gamification in the EFL classroom.

Table 1. Sections, items of the six sections and coding

Section ltem Coding
1. Teaching practice Emphatic responsiveness Q1.1.
Motivating expectations Q1.2
Understandable explanations Q1.3
Stimulating learning designs Q1.4.
Helpful feedback Q1.5.
2. Clear goals Clear aims and objectives Q2.1.

Direction: provides progressive markers of “where we are going” | Q2.2.

Expected standards of work explained Q2.3.
3. Appropriate assessment Type: emphasizes understanding Q3.1.
Progressive and spaced timing Q3.2.
Developmental feedback Q3.3.
4. Appropriate workload Feasible volume of work Q4.1.
Breadth of curriculum Q4.2.
Adequate time availability Q4.3.
5. Independence of learning Curriculum content: developing areas of academic interest Q5.1.
Learning process Q5.2.
Assessment modes Q5.3.
6. Generic skills Use of analytical skills Q6.1
Development of problem-solving capabilities Q6.2.
Development of written communication skills Q6.3.
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Application: using problem-skills to tackle unfamiliar problems Q6.4.

Collaboration: working as a team member Q6.5.

Self-regulation: planning their own work Q6.6.

Source: Own elaboration

Besides, in the second set, participants also answered three open-ended questions in which they spoke about what
they like best about the course and what they liked worst. They could also include what they would add to improve the
gamification experience.

Procedure

Hard copies of the questionnaire were administered once the experimentation was finished. All the data were collected
in compliance with the ethical guidelines of Helsinki Declaration and the confidentiality of the data was guaranteed. All
the contents worked in this experimentation always respected the curriculum established by the State and the Madrid
community, the Royal Decree 1105/ 2014 of December 26", 2014 (Spanish Ministry of Education: 430-435) through
which the minimal teachings are established which is further developed by the Madrid Community in the Royal Decree
48/2015 of May 14" (BOCM May 20™).

This educational experience took place during the school year 2020-2021, from October 2020 to June 2021. The tea-
ching took place in the students’ usual classrooms with optimal lighting, ventilation and sound conditions.

RESULTS

The Social Science Statistical Package SPSS (Windows version 25) was used to carry out the analyses. Descriptive
correctional statistics were used to find out the means and standard deviation of the studied variables. The bulk of the
sample shows a positive attitude towards the use of gamification (see Table 1). The results of the twenty-three state-
ments will be discussed in detail below and shown in Table 2. The means of the different sections are as follows: for the
first dimension, the teaching practice, 5,22. For the second section, clear goals, 5,02. The third section, appropriate
assessment, 5.04. The fourth one, appropriate workload: 4,66. The fifth one, independence of learning, 5,13 and the
last one, generic skills, 5,22. All the sections have been positively valued, since all the items range from slightly agree
to strongly agree with a means between moderately and strongly agree. The most positively valued dimensions have
been the teaching practice and generic skills with a mean of 5,22. If a deep analysis of the different sections is done, it
can be observed that regarding the first section, the teaching practice, the highest score is given to Q1.4 (stimulating
learning designs) with an average value of 5,45 and Q1.2. (motivating expectations), with 5,31 points. The lowest scores
correspond to Q1.3 (understandable explanations) with a score of 5.04 and Q1.1. (emphatic responsiveness) with 5,09
points. Regarding the second section, which covers the goals of the subject, answers are similar in the three items.
In Q2.2. (direction) and Q2.3. (standards of work), the mean is 5,04. In Q2.1. (clear aims and objectives) the average
score is a bit lower (5,00) which defines most of students moderately agree on that statement. As far as the third section
is concerned, which analyzes assessment, students provide a score of 5,18 for items Q3.1. (type, emphasizes unders-
tanding) and Q83.3. (developmental feedback). However, Q3.2. (progressive and spaced timing), has been given one
of the lowest scores, 4,77 points. It seems students need more time for all the proposed tasks to be properly assessed.
It has also been the item with a higher deviation (SD= 1,19), which implies that there is little agreement on its answers.
This score is in line with the ones obtained in the fourth section, appropriate workload. In item Q4.1. (volume of work),
the average score is 4,59, in Q4.2. (breadth of curriculum), 4,90 and in Q4.3. (time availability), 4,50, which is the lowest
score in the whole questionnaire. Students feel they were not allowed adequate time frames for work to be completed.
The standard deviation of the lowest scores is, to a certain extent, also high: for Q4.1., the deviation is 1,18 and for
Q4.3., 1,14. Despite being the lowest scores, it seems there is not a large agreement on these items.

As regards to section five, independence of learning, results are more positive and all of them are above five points
(moderately agree). Q5.1. (curriculum content) has an average score of 5,04, Q5.2. (learning processes), 5,22 and
Q5.3. (assessment modes), 5,13. Finally, the last section (generic skills) provides the most positive results. Item Q6.5.
(collaboration, working as a team member) offers a mean score of 5,54, followed by items Q6.4. (application, using
problem-solving skills to tackle unfamiliar problems) and Q6.6. (self-regulation), with 5,22 points. Q6.6. is the item
with the lowest standard deviation (,61) followed by Q6.5. (,67), which shows there is a great homogeneity among the
participants’ answers. The lowest scores, though above five points, are the ones provided in Q6.1. (use of analytical
skills), with 5,04 points, Q6.2. (development of problem-solving capabilities), with 5,13 points and Q6.3. (development
of written communication skills), with 5,18 points.
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All these figures show the participants of the study show a very positive attitude towards the use of gamification since
all the items of the questionnaire have been very highly valued and there is not any item they have disagreed with.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

N Min. Max. Mean SD
Q1.1. 22 3,00 6,00 5,09 0,97
Q1.2 22 3,00 6,00 5,31 0,83
Q1.3. 22 4,00 6,00 5,04 0,78
Q1.4. 22 3,00 6,00 5,45 0,85
Q15. 22 3,00 6,00 522 0,86
Q2.1. 22 3,00 6,00 5,00 0,92
Q2.2. 22 3,00 6,00 5,04 0,95
Q2.3. 22 4,00 6,00 5,04 0,72
Q3.1. 22 4,00 6,00 5,18 0,79
Q3.2. 22 3,00 6,00 4,77 1,19
Q3.3. 22 3,00 6,00 5,18 0,79
Q4.1. 22 3,00 6,00 4,59 1,18
Q4.2. 22 3,00 6,00 4,90 0,86
Q4.3. 22 3,00 6,00 4,50 1,14
Q5.1. 22 3,00 6,00 5,04 0,95
Q5.2. 22 3,00 6,00 522 1,06
Q5.3. 22 3,00 6,00 5,13 1,03
Q6.1. 22 3,00 6,00 5,04 0,84
Q6.2. 22 3,00 6,00 5,13 0,83
Q6.3. 22 4,00 6,00 5,18 0,85
Q6.4. 22 4,00 6,00 522 0,75
Q6.5. 22 4,00 6,00 554 0,67
Q6.6. 22 4,00 6,00 522 0,61

Source: Own elaboration

Regarding the second set, which comprises three open-ended questions, students highly valued the gamified expe-
rience and working in cooperative groups. As it can be seen in Figure 2, what informants valued the most was the varie-
ty and originality of the activities. In second position, they highlighted team work and in a third place, the use of ICT tools
and competitiveness. Creativity was considered the fourth most valued element and the improvement of their English
skills, their teacher, own team, and fun and motivating lessons were relevant elements they wanted to mention too.

Open-ended Q1

Improvement of the English..
Motivating lessons
Fun lessons
Own team
Teacher
Creativity
Competitiveness
Use of ICT
Team work
COriginality of activities
ariety of activities

0 2

4 6 8 1o 12

Figure 2. Open ended Question 1.

Source: Own elaboration
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On the other hand, among the elements that needed im-
provement, Figure 3 shows timing (as it was reflected in
the first set too) and more practice on grammar. This in-
formation, together with other elements also included in
this section (i.e. the use of the course book or doing more
essays) lies in the fact that students were used to the tra-
ditional communicative method and in previous years,
they usually followed course books and teachers usually
emphasized the use of a correct grammar. Moreover, they
were only assessed on their grammar and written skills
with written tests. It was not unusual to find this type of
comment since it was what they had always been expec-
ted from them. Comments on workload were also present,
which are in accordance with the timing issue.

- Open-ended Q2.
mare difficult activities

none
non familiarity with some..
workload
timing
using the book
doing more essays
mare practice on grammar

[==]
=

Figure 3. Open ended Question 2.
Source: Own elaboration

Finally, in the last question, students could make any com-
ment they considered necessary. As illustrated in Figure
4, 59,09% of participants answered this question and all
the comments were positive. All the comments insisted on
the “fun” element of the lessons and on the fact that they
were aware of their learning while enjoying the lessons.

Cpen-ended 23,

Figure 4. Open ended Question 3.

Source: Own elaboration
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DISCUSSION

The purpose of this research is to analyze to what extent
gamification could be a suitable methodology for teaching
EFL to the sample of study, and therefore, it may also be
effective when working with other populations with simi-
lar variables. The study aimed to analyze the learners’
attitude towards the methodology experimented. The re-
sults of this study indicate that participants hold a very
positive view of gamification in their EFL context. Students
positively value working in collaborative and cooperative
groups, feel they are listened and respected, believe they
improve their linguistic and generic skills and are aware
of their learning process. As items Q3.2. and Q4.3. re-
flect, timing needs to be adjusted in order to allow suitable
time frames to complete the workload. In the line with the
research conducted by Sun & Hsieh (2018) students felt
very motivated, interested and engaged in the lessons.
Their skills, both linguistic and generic skills, improved
due to the gamified experience, as it also occurs in Lam,
et al.’s (2018) and Mogrovejo, et al.’s (2019) works.

As evident in Hernandez-Prados, et al.'s work (2021),
the use of analogical tools is positively valued. In this re-
search, they have been combined with digital resources
so students have always been expectant and active in
their learning process.

CONCLUSIONS

In the light of the results obtained in this exploratory re-
search and the scare studies focused on gamification and
EFL at the secondary education stage, it would be con-
venient for EFL secondary education teachers to choose
the use of gamification in their classes in order to increase
students’ motivation, engagement and consequently, lin-
guistic competence and generic skills.

This research has had some limitations that are identi-
fied and may modulate the interpretation of the results.
On the one hand, regarding the research methodology,
the assignment of students was done by convenience
and not randomly. To mitigate this, a preliminary analysis
was performed to verify that there were no differences in
sociodemographic variables such as gender or age that
could influence the results obtained in the research. On
the other hand, regarding the design study, it is a pre-
experimental study of a single group. This choice was
considered so that all students could have the same tea-
cher and all received the innovative proposal in the real
context of the classroom. Finally, the work focuses on
secondary education students enrolled in an EFL course
who learn English in gamified educational environment.
Despite scientific literature that different designs should
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be adopted depending on the learning task, in this work
the same procedure and methodology (gamification) and
different resources (but all of them gamified) have been
used in the classes, so it is estimated that the effect obser-
ved in the students’ perception was due to the innovative
proposal itself.

Future research could be aimed at increasing the sample
size and applying it in other disciplines, educational sta-
ges and international contexts, thereby, testing the propo-
sal on other types of students. Future work could extend
the analysis to other variables that provide objective data,
such as academic performance, a validated test on moti-
vation, etc. Moreover, the use of other types of qualitative
and/or quantitative methodologies (depending on the va-
riables used and their operationalization) could be intro-
duced to enrich the results obtained.

The pedagogical implications are aimed at the teaching-
learning process in secondary education. First, the em-
pirical evidence that students enjoy this way of learning
much more than through traditional communicative lan-
guage teaching methodology. Secondly, the implemen-
ted proposal had a duration of a whole school year (ten
months) which is considered to be a substantial period of
time for the results to be reliable. Thirdly, research could
be extended to university contexts or to other subjects
and courses. The constant interaction among the team-
mates, the development of interpersonal skills and of their
autonomy and the high engagement and motivation of
students, which helps to increase knowledge, facilitate the
acquisition, not only of the target language in a distended
atmosphere, but also of the different competences that
need to be fulfilled by the end of secondary education.
The fact that students show a positive attitude in gamified
lessons make them increase their active participation and
their self-confidence. As a result of the interaction among
students, they also improve their oral skills.
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