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Abstract

This paper explores the application of gamification as a teaching pedagogical approach to enhance student learning in
the Public Administration curriculum at the University of the Free State, in South Africa. The study purposefully
selected students enrolled in a second-year module, presented in the Department of Public Administration and
Management at this university. The students developed a board game aligned to the module’s learning outcomes.
Using a quantitative research design, an open-ended questionnaire was administered to 208 students, and the collected
data were analysed using NVivo software. The students acquired skills and learning from their peers beyond the
intended objective of the game. The game firstly contributed to students’ knowledge of theory across three of the
module’s four learning outcomes. Secondly, students’ development of the game resulted in the development and
application of life skills, including creative and critical thinking, communication, and time management. Thirdly,
students acquired skills from their peers, such as collective decision-making and task delegation. These life skills are
essential for success in both academic and professional settings, and their development is a testament to the holistic
nature of the learning experience. The usefulness of gamification for enhancing student learning is influenced by its
design and application in achieving learning outcomes. Incorporating game design elements into students’ learning
could benefit from student engagement on how the game design and student participation could enhance their learning.
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1. Introduction

Introduced in the early 2000s, gamification has been widely accepted and used across various fields to support
student learning, success and achievement (Humeniuk et al., 2022; Irwanto, Wahyudiati, Saputro, & Laksana, 2023).
Over the last decade, the application of gamification as a teaching pedagogical approach has gained increasing
popularity in higher education (Irwanto et al., 2023; Gupta & Goyal, 2022). Gamification encompasses using game
elements in non-game activities to create game-like experiences (Langendahl, Cook, & Mark-Herbert, 2016;
Humeniuk et al., 2022). Globally, the application of gamification is receiving growing attention as a mechanism for
students’ improved understanding of learning outcomes in higher education settings (Alomari, Al-Samarraie, &
Yousef, 2019). This stems partly from benefits such as introducing objectives that attribute learning with a purpose,
fostering skills, promoting student engagement, increasing motivation, optimising learning, and increasing
knowledge (Putz, Hofbauer, & Treiblmaier, 2020; Alomari et al., 2019; Dichev & Dicheva, 2017; Krause, Mogalle,
Pohl, & Williams, 2015).

Despite its benefits, some studies highlight uncertain outcomes concerning the application and advantages of
gamification in educational settings, as well as its purpose for learning engagement (Gupta & Goyal, 2022; Smiderle,
Rigo, Marques, Pecanha de Miranda Coelho & Jaques, 2020; Alomari et al., 2019; Hakulinen & Auvinen, 2014;
Christy & Fox, 2014). Amongst these findings are firstly that gamification may not be applicable to all types of
curricula, and secondly, that negative learner attitudes towards game-based learning may not result in changes in
instructional outcomes (Landers & Armstrong, 2017; Thornton & Francia, 2014). Thirdly, whilst each game has its
learning potential, this potential may not be relevant to other game contexts (Lainema & Saarinen, 2010). Lastly,
gamification does not guarantee an improvement in students’ grades or performance (Mekler, Briihlmann, Tuch, &
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Opwis, 2017). The selection of appropriate pedagogical approaches is therefore instrumental in determining how
student engagement can be integrated into learning and teaching through gamification.

Pedagogical teaching approaches that shift the focus from the teacher or lecturer to “what students do” to learn have
become fundamental for improving teaching and learning in higher education settings (Biggs & Tang, 2011). “What
students do” as a teaching approach places students at the center of their own learning through the activities they
engage in to achieve the intended learning outcomes (Biggs &Tang, 2011). In this context, this paper considers how
student participation in the development of a module-specific board game, as “what students do”, contributed to
enhancing their learning. Numerous studies consider student participation in the playing of games or game-like
experiences in non-game activities to enhance their learning (Sinar et al., 2024; Andrade, 2021). Studies focusing on
student participation in the development of games for non-game activities to enhance learning are, however, limited
(Naudé & Meier, 2025; Ye, Shi & Liao, 2023). Therefore, with a focus on “what students do”, this paper explores
student participation in the development of a module-specific board game as a teaching pedagogical approach to
enhance their learning in a Public Administration module at a South African University. The research question posed is:
How does student participation in the development of a module-specific board game as a teaching pedagogical
approach enhance their learning in a Public Administration module?

The literature review of this paper examines teaching pedagogical approaches, such as “what students do” to learn,
learning, and gamification and its value. The gaming context explains the instructions that students followed to develop
the module-specific board game. In the methodology, the study population, sample, data collection and analysis
methods are described. A survey with 208 second-year students at the University of the Free State captures student
learning experiences. This paper concludes with findings that provide a realistic view of students' understanding of the
module content and the emergence of life skills as part of their learning experience.

2. Literature Review
2.1 Teaching Pedagogical Approaches — “What Students Do~

High-quality teaching and lifelong learning in higher education require effective student-centred pedagogical
approaches (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Alwadeen & Piller, 2022). The concept of pedagogy is embedded in what instructors
and teachers do to influence student learning (Langendahl et al., 2016). Pedagogy is further grounded in concepts and
theories from which teaching and learning are implemented in practice (Langendahl et al., 2016). Traditional
pedagogies are predominantly designed around instruction in lecture halls through the one-directional transfer of
information to students (Gupta & Goyal, 2022). For these pedagogies, homework is the most common means to
achieve learning outcomes (Gupta & Goyal, 2022). More contemporary teaching pedagogies engage students in the
learning process through interactive learning activities such as gamification, and are preferred by students (Kiili, 2005).
In this regard, student-centred pedagogies that focus on students’ participation in their own learning, have increased in
recent years (Mohd, Ali & Abdul-Hafeed, 2024).

Biggs and Tang (2011) distinguish three approaches to teaching, namely “what students are" at level one, “what
teachers do” at level two, and “what students do” at level three. In the first teaching approach, “what students are”,
teachers present and transmit information to students, while students absorb this information and learn from it (Biggs
& Tang, 2011; Biggs, 2012). This first approach emphasises students taking responsibility for their own learning
through prescribed reading, note taking and by attending lectures (Biggs, 2012:43; Prosser & Trigwell, 1998).
Teachers also distinguish students at this level in terms of mastery of information and performance (Biggs, 2012). With
the second teaching approach of “what teachers do”, the focus is still on teachers transmitting information, but the
focus is on explaining or elucidating principles and concepts to students. At this level, the emphasis shifts to what the
teachers do to relay knowledge to students, who develop a variety of skills to grasp these concepts and principles
(Biggs & Tang, 2011; Biggs, 2012). This often involves developing teaching skills and ways to transmit information
effectively to students (Biggs, 2012).

Through the third teaching approach of “what students do”, the focus is on the students and to “engage with learning
activities and achieve intended learning outcomes” (Biggs & Tang, 2011; Biggs, 2012). At this level, teachers focus on
whether activities result in student learning by determining the extent to which learning occurs (Biggs, 2012). Unlike
the first two approaches with their delineated teaching focus on transmitting facts, concepts and principles, and the
extent to which these are understood, this teaching approach considers two questions - firstly, what the understanding
of concepts and principles means in the way that they should be understood, and secondly, the type of teaching and
learning activities required to attain such understanding (Biggs, 2012). Given these two questions posed through this
teaching approach, Biggs (2012), attributes this level of teaching as contributing to the student-centred theory of

Published by Sciedu Press 53 ISSN 1927-2677 E-ISSN 1927-2685



http://jct.sciedupress.com Journal of Curriculum and Teaching Vol. 15, No. 3; 2026

teaching. In this regard, for students to effectively attain learning outcomes, teachers should engage them in learning
activities that will help them to achieve this (Shuell, 1986). This consideration takes into account factors such as the
context, which is influenced by the way that content is presented, prior knowledge, and students' interpretation and
understanding of new information, which is influenced by the way interlinked content is made available (Shuell, 1986).
Therefore, when assessing the extent of learning, what the student does is more important than what the teacher does
(Shuell, 1986).

2.2 Learning

Learning is described as a process grounded in the creation of knowledge that is informed by the transformation of
experience (Kolb in Ajani, 2023). Such knowledge creation is not acquired or transmitted independently, but is an
iterative transformation process of creating and recreating knowledge (Junling & Xianyin, 2022; Fernando & Marikar,
2017; Kolb in Ajani, 2023). Therefore, learning occurs when those who engage in learning activities acquire new
understandings of knowledge as supported by prior beliefs and knowledge (Dou, Halim, & Saad, 2024; Vygotsky,
1978). Such learning is embedded in interactive activities that could occur between the learner and their socio-cultural
environment (Vygotsky, 1978). To enhance student learning, it is apparent that the teaching pedagogical approaches
adopted by teachers or instructors should include interactive activities that engage students in assessing their
knowledge.

Ajani’s interpretation of Kolb’s transformative four-stage cycle of learning experiences indicates that learning
comprises what learners understand and, in turn, apply from their own reflection (Kolb in Ajani, 2023:145). Active
experimentation, as the first stage, involves the introduction of a new concept or learning experience (Ajani, 2023). In
the next stage (concrete experiences), learners’ participation is instrumental in shaping their learning into concrete
experiences (Somnam, Wongtip, & Buaphanngam, 2025; Farhat & Moray, 2024; Ajani, 2023). During this stage,
where learning occurs through abstract concepts, learners attach meaning to their learning experiences through
problem-solving, role-playing and constructing their own knowledge (Hansuk, Jansoda, & Poonputta, 2024; Ajani,
2023; Ongon, Wongchantra, & Bunnaen, 2021). At the third stage (reflective learning), learners develop a clearer
understanding of concepts by (i) relating past and present experiences, (ii) engaging in discussion, analysis and
reflection sessions of their learning experiences, and (iii) peer reflection of their learning experiences (Hamamabh,
Rohmah, Muttaqin, Nurmansyah, & Fadillah, 2025; Ajani, 2023; Nunaki et al., 2023). Lastly, at the fourth stage
(abstract conceptualising), the discussion of new learning experiences is centred on relating learning to common or
different situations (Ngoc, 2024; Ajani, 2023; Debre, Vakulenko, Savchenko, Lysenko, Kondor, & Kis, 2023).
Learning that becomes active and self-directed can be regarded as an important outcome of teachers' instructional
methods. These instructional methods should engage students in the learning process, and should be embedded in
teaching pedagogical approaches that are student-centred and self-directed.

Self-directed learning has influences from Knowles’ Theory of Adult Learning (Moll, 2024; Sinelnikova, Ivchenko,
Pistunova, Regesha, & Skazhenyk, 2022) and the Theory of Active Learning (Liu, Tahri, & Qiang, 2024; Mujallid,
2024; Mercat, 2022). During self-directed learning the learner takes control of and manages the situation in which
learning takes place. The participation of students in self-directed learning is central to student-centred pedagogies
focused on students’ active participation in their own learning, and in controlling the learning process (Knowles, 1975;
Alwadeen & Piller, 2022; Mohd et al., 2024). In self-directed learning, students create their own learning experiences
by planning their learning needs and goals, achieving such goals, identifying learning resources, and evaluating
learning outcomes (Skiff & Beckendorf, 2009; Alwadeen & Piller, 2022; Mesaoud et al., 2023). Since the learner takes
control of the learning process, self-directed learning yields benefits, including meeting individual learning needs,
studying at their own pace, tailoring their learning styles, and gaining a sense of their performance through
self-assessment (Boubih, 2022). Emergent from this key role of the learner in the learning process is the fostering of
curiosity, the development of problem-solving skills and abilities, the enhancement of time management skills, and
increased motivation to engage in deeper learning (Boubih, 2022). Significantly, Tremblay (2003) and Smith (1982)
highlight that the effectiveness of self-directed learning depends on the learners possessing specific skills and their
ability to “learn how to learn”. While this is true, Alwadeen and Piller (2022) present a different view that highlights
the role of the teacher in using engaging teaching techniques to develop innate capabilities in students, enabling them
to become self-directed learners. Thus, self-directed learning as a learning and instructional method seems to rely on
teaching pedagogical approaches where the instructor’s focus is more on “what students do”” and less on “what students
are”, or “what teachers do”.

Self-directed learning can also occur through collaborative learning, which is grounded in teamwork. Collaborative
learning activities include problem-solving, discussion, organising information, reciprocal teaching, writing, and the
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use of games (Barkley, Major, & Cross, 2014). Schmutz, Meier & Manser (2019) argue that working in teams
improves performance even at the individual level, regardless of assigned responsibilities. Collaborative learning
encompasses various pedagogical approaches during which students are directly involved in their education process
through active learning (Gapinski, 2018; Smith & MacGregor, 1992). Unlike traditional pedagogical approaches to
learning embedded in teacher-centredness and a focus on individual learner performance and competitiveness,
collaborative learning results in a positive interdependence between team members (Gapinski, 2018). Emergent from
this is a change in student learning from being recipients of information to becoming active participants in the
construction of knowledge (Gapinski, 2018). This requires group and individual accountability. While it necessitates
skills such as teamwork and social skills, it also contributes to the development of other skills regarded as the benefits
of collaborative learning (Smith, Johnson, & Johnson, 2017; McCown, 1994; MacGregor, 1992). These include,
amongst others, being responsible for managing individual progress in the educational process, problem-solving,
critical thinking, social skills, communication, conflict resolution, trust building and leadership (Gapinski, 2018;
Nerona, 2017; Barkley et al., 2014; Johnson, Johnson, & Johnson Holubec, 2013; Griesbaum & Gortz, 2010; Smith et
al., 1992).

In contrast to individualistic learning, collaborative learning is grounded in different pedagogical methods, value
systems, and levels of student participation (Johnson & Johnson, 2017; Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 1998; MacGregor,
1992). Barkley et al (2014) contend that it is therefore important that such activities are guided by careful planning in
line with the five stages of the learning process. The first stage, before, entails preparation for the activity or
assignment, and should include a time schedule for submitting tasks (Barkley et al., 2014). The second stage,
beginning, includes explaning the objectives and communicating expectations (Barkley et al., 2014). Next, the during
stage focuses on facilitation and monitoring, followed by the ending stage, which involves presenting the findings
(Barkley et al., 2014). The last stage, after, includes an analysis of results, reflection, strengths and weaknesses, as well
as possible improvements (Barkley et al., 2014). Some research highlights student challenges associated with
collaborative learning activities, which may result in resistance, apprehension, misconception, and uneasiness to adapt
to a new way of learning (Barkley et al., 2014; G6l & Nafalski, 2007; MacGregor (1992). This is attributed to a lack of
student preparedness and maturity, inequitable participation, poor attendance, and behaviours that negatively affect the
group’s functioning and collective work, ultimately influencing students’ level of participation in the activity (Barkley
et al., 2014; Gol & Nafalski, 2007; MacGregor, 1992).

From the preceding discussion it is clear that students are instrumental in their own learning and effectiveness in
self-directed learning. Teachers or course instructors play a significant role in supporting and creating a conducive
learning environment for students’ engagement in learning activities. This role is guided by instructional methods that
underpin the teaching pedagogical approaches adopted by course instructors to direct learning. Student-centred
teaching approaches that focus on students’ engagement in learning activities, for example collaborative learning or
“what students do” to achieve learning outcomes, appear to support self-directed learning. Such approaches should
structure learning processes by engaging students in interactive activities that stimulate learning and allow them to take
control of the learning process. It could therefore be concluded that teaching pedagogical approaches and planning for
collaborative learning activities are important determinants of learning and self-directed learning.

2.3 Gamification

Over the past decades, the use of gamification in higher education settings has increased considerably (Varannai,
Sasvari & Urbanovics, 2017). This increase is firstly attributed to gamification proving to be an effective learning and
teaching strategy (Alsadaji, Al-Fayyadh, Al-Saadi & Mohammed, 2022). Secondly, traditional pedagogical
approaches are becoming inadequate for engaging Millennials (born between 1980 and 2000) in learning (Gupta &
Goyal, 2018). Unlike Baby Boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) and Generation X (born between 1965 and 1979),
research shows that Millennials have a preference towards collaborative learning styles, experiential learning activities,
and using technology (Gupta & Goyal, 2018). This stems from Millennials’ extensive interaction with technology and
new media.

Gamification encompasses using game elements in non-game activities to create game-like experiences, with the aim
of making learning more engaging, motivating and supportive (Langendahl et al., 2016; Ortiz, Chiluiza, Valcke, 2016;
Landers & Armstrong, 2017). In education, gamification is conceptualised as the use of elements of game design in
non-game environments as part of the learning experiences offered to students (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017; Treiblmaier,
Putz, & Lowry, 2018). This could involve incorporating game design elements into the learning process (Dichev &
Dicheva, 2017). Two approaches are distinguished in game design, namely the instructor’s perspective and the
entertainer’s perspective (Tang & Hanneghan, 2010). From the instructor’s perspective, a game is designed with an
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emphasis on learning outcomes and the curriculum. In contrast, the entertainer’s perspective focuses on making
learning fun and memorable.

The usefulness of a game for learning is premised on how the teacher uses it to achieve learning (Becker & Gopin,
2016). Research shows varying results concerning the impact of gamification to achieve or support learning outcomes
(Dichev & Dicheva, 2015). Some research reports a positive effect of gamification on learners' performance and
retention (Groening & Binnewies; Koivisto & Hamari, 2019). Other studies, however, show no significant difference
in the achievement of learning outcomes between environments that use gamification and those that do not (Putz et al.,
2020). Research shows that gamification has gained attention in the educational context due to its potential to enhance
student motivation and make learning more enjoyable (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017; Holiuk, Kruty, Desnova, Blashkova
& Korylchuk, 2022: 110). One shortcoming, however, is the lack of practical guidelines for the efficient integration of
game design principles in educational experiences (Dichev & Dicheva, 2017).

In the education context, gamification has been adopted to support learning and address associated behaviours,
attitudes and activities comprising student creativity and retention, self-guided study, collaboration, participatory
approaches, and exploratory learning approaches (Holiuk et al., 2022; Caponetto, Earp & Ott, 2014). Gamification is
known to contribute to motivation and engagement in student learning, fostering productive learning experiences and
positive change in student behaviour (Alomari et al., 2019; Dichev & Dicheva, 2017:2; Holman, Aguilar & Fishman,
2013). The use of games in educational settings derives its value from allowing students to learn in a more immersive
and deep way compared to classic ways of lecturing or modern instructional media (Thornton & Francia, 2014). This is
supported by research showing that gamification’s use in higher education positively impacts behavioural and learning
outcomes, student performance, motivation and engagement (Bovermann & Bastiaens, 2018; Ortiz et al., 2016).

It is argued that when games are applied for educational purposes, unintended learning often occurs, which might even
be of greater value to the learner (Gosenpud, 1990 in Lainema & Saarinen, 2010). Although often unanticipated
(Gosenpud, 1990 in Lainema & Saarinen, 2010), such outcomes constitute amongst other the development of lifelong
skills of a social and technical nature (Gatti et al., 2019). Some of these skills, such as problem-solving and time
management, align with the emergent skills of self-directed learning as a learning method (Boubih, 2022). Moreover,
the use of gamification in educational settings has attributes of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, supports the
processing of information, increases students’ ability to retain knowledge, and even results in changing learners’
behaviour (Gatti et al., 2019; Majuri, Koivisto, & Hamari, 2018; Hamari, Koivisto & Sarsa, 2014). Again, these
attributes align with the skills learners develop when applying self-directed learning (Boubih, 2022).

Against this background, it could be deduced that the use of gamification as an activity to enhance student learning
appears consistent with student-centred pedagogical approaches with a focus on “what students do”. These deductions
are based, first, on the interactive nature of the development of a board game by students to enhance learning, as in the
case of this study. The second reason is predicated on the fact that the development of the board game allows students
to reflect on their understanding of concepts and to adduce meaning to these concepts as a test of its
student-centredness (Biggs, 2012). Lastly, aligned with a student-centred teaching pedagogical approach, learning
activities should be based on student engagement in interactive activities that will enhance learning. These interactive
activities are present in the students’ development of the board game because they have to derive information from the
learning outcomes. It could further be argued that the use of gamification, where students develop a board game, aligns
with the principles of active or self-directed learning. In this regard, the students take control of the learning process
through the development of the board game.

3. Game Design Framework

This study was conducted with students in an introductory module to the South African local government context in the
Bachelor of Administration Programme at the University of the Free State. The module formed part of this university's
undergraduate curriculum for Public Administration. The development of the board game was aligned with the
module’s learning outcomes, served as the module’s assignment, and contributed to a students’ final module mark.
Students worked in teams of up to 10, and each team had to develop a board game, which was peer-reviewed by the
other student groups towards the end of the semester. The peer review of the board games was done by playing and
evaluating the games anonymously.

The following instructions for developing the board game were shared with the students. You work for a global
company that develops games that assist university students in obtaining a better understanding of particular module
learning outcomes. The South African National University of Local Government, which provides training for students
pursuing careers in the South African local government sphere, procured your company's services to design and
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develop a board game. This board game, titted DOMUNION, will be used as a learning aid for students enrolled in this
module next year and should be aligned with the overarching module learning outcomes.

This game illustrates the stages of development of South African local government through the dominion that this
sphere of government has gained regarding the areas covered in the learning outcomes of this module. This relates to
dominion in (i) the decentralised system of government; (ii) its development as a system of government; (iii) the
electoral system, and (iv) respect of applicable environmental factors. As such, the board game should consist of the
following:

1. A detailed list of instructions and rules to play the game (developed by your company).
2. A dice (designed by your company).

3. Player pieces (also called munions) for the following roles: mayor, deputy mayor, speaker, executive mayor,
deputy executive mayor, municipal official, councillor, and citizen.

4. A board on which to play the game (designed by your company).

A game comprising the following levels: Domunion level 1 (DEMOCRATIC DECENTRALISATION);
Domunion level 2 (THE SOUTH AFRICAN LOCAL GOVERNMENT SYSTEM); Domunion level 3 (SOUTH
AFRICAN LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTORAL SYSTEM); Domunion level 4 (ENVIRONMENTAL
FACTORS). A munion can only move to the next level once it has mastered the current level.

6. Stacks of cards for each Domunion level.

Guidelines for the development of these stacks of cards included the following. Each level should contain a stack of
15 cards that test knowledge. The back of each card will have a single sentence testing the knowledge of a specific
player’s munions (mayor / deputy mayor/ speaker / executive mayor / deputy executive mayor / municipal official /
councillor / citizen) of that level. A correct answer will move the player forward on the board or result in a reward,
while a wrong answer will result in a penalty or a player moving back on the board. Additionally, each level should
include 15 cards of aspects (also referred to as municons) that threaten the protection of a dominion.

4. Methodology

A quantitative research approach with a survey design was applied to answer the research question: how does students’
participation in developing a module-specific board game as a teaching pedagogical approach enhance their learning in
a Public Administration module? The selection of a survey design for this study was twofold. Firstly, survey designs
have been widely used in educational research and are deemed beneficial for evaluating educational programmes
(Creswell, 2012), which applies to the phenomenon under investigation. Secondly, survey designs enable researchers
to gather information about a population’s opinions, characteristics, beliefs, or behaviours (Creswell, 2012). To this
end, this study aimed to determine students’ opinions and experiences about how their participation in developing a
module-specific board game as a teaching pedagogical approach enhanced their learning.

The target population for this study comprised all 256 undergraduate students enrolled in the second-year module
Introduction to South African Local Government in the first semester of the 2018 academic year. From this population,
responses from 154 research participants were determined to be representative with a 95% confidence level and 5%
margin of error (Yamane’s formula). In survey research, Yamane’s formula is deemed appropriate where the
population is finite (Yamane, 1973). The sampling frame was derived from the list of students enrolled in the
second-year module, and a purposive sampling method was applied to select research participants for the study. The
general inclusion criteria for research participants were based on students who (i) had registered for the module, (ii)
participated in the development of the game, and (iii) could provide in-depth and relevant information regarding the
phenomenon under investigation and the research question.—

This study used a self-administered questionnaire to collect data from the research participants. Questionnaires are
regarded as one of the most basic methods for data collection in survey research designs (Creswell, 2012). These
self-administered questionnaires were distributed to students before the peer-review process of the respective board
games. Of the 256 (N) students, 208 completed the questionnaire, yielding a response rate of 81%. This high response
rate aligns with the requirements for survey research to have confidence in generalising the findings to a population
(Cresswell, 2012). The questionnaire comprised open- and closed-ended questions to elicit students' experiences and
perspectives on how gamification enhanced their learning experience. As such, the first section of the questionnaire,
probed students’ experiences of how the development of this game enhanced their learning and understanding of the
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respective four module outcomes. The second section of the questionnaire probed the students’ experiences about the
value of the game-

Using quantitative content analysis and NVivo for coding, the data were analysed according to the questionnaire's
subsections, aligned with the four module learning outcomes. This involved the systematic coding of qualitative data,
such as text or words, to identify themes. In alignment with the learning outcome, data analysis was conducted to
assess whether the board game's development helped students better understand the theory, relate it to practical
scenarios, study the theory, and prepare for semester tests. Lastly, the data were analysed using patterns regarding
questions about the game's value to the students, learning from their participation in the game, and learning from team
members.

5. Results and Discussion-

This section presents the study’s results according to the subsections of the questionnaire. The first section reports on
the extent to which students’ participation in developing a module-specific board game enhanced their learning. The
second section reports on the value of the game for self-directed and collaborative learning.

5.1 Developing the Board Game Towards Enhancing Student Learning

In this section, the results are based on four questions posed during data collection. These questions are: did your
development of the Domunion Board Game assist you in (i) understanding the theory better?, (ii) relating the theory to
practical scenarios?, (iii) studying the theory? and (iv) preparing for semester tests? In this section, these results are
reported according to the four module outcomes.

5.1.1 Module Outcome 1

For outcome 1, the following results, as illustrated in Figure 1, are presented regarding students’ participation in
developing the board game to enhancing their learning. Of the respondents, 78.3% were of the view that they
understood the theory better, while 21.7% did not. The results indicate that the majority of the students were able to
construct their own knowledge, which could be regarded as the foundation for understanding theory. Such construction
of own knowledge occurs at level two (concrete experiences) of Kolb’s transformative cycle of learning experiences
(Kolb in Ajani, 2023). They were also able to develop a clearer understanding of the theory, which occurs at level three
(reflective learning) of Kolb’s cycle.

More than half (56.3%) of the students were able to relate theory to practical scenarios, while 43.3 % could not. To
connect theory to practical scenarios, students should be able to relate learning to common or different situations. This
usually occurs at stage four (abstract conceptualising) in Kolb’s learning experience cycle (Kolb in Ajani, 2023). The
result means that 43.3% of the students may not have achieved abstract conceptualising to relate theory to practical
scenarios. Moreover, the instructor’s design of the game may not have supported learning at this level.

Outcome 1: Democratic Decentralisation

100
90
80
70
60

78.3
56.7 56.3 56.1

50 43.3 43.7 43.9
40
30 21.7
20
10

0

Understand the Relating theory to Study the theory Preparing for the
theory better practical scenarios semester tests
mYes mNo

Figure 1. Outcome 1 — Democratic Decentralisation
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Regarding the study of theory, 56.3% of the students found the development of the game beneficial, compared to 43.7%
who did not. The results could imply that the majority of the students have achieved the ability to construct their own
knowledge (stage two of Kolb’s cycle), and to reflect on their learning (stage three of Kolb’s cycle) to relate theory to
understanding. Lastly, 56.1% of students, compared to 43.9% indicated that the development of the game assisted them
in preparing for semester tests. Overall, most of the students indicated that their participation in the board game yielded
positive results for enhancing their learning of outcome 1.

5.1.2 Module Outcome 2

For outcome 2, the following results, as illustrated in Figure 2, are presented regarding students’ participation in the
development of the board game, aimed at enhancing their learning. The majority of the students (65.7%) indicated that
their understanding of the theory was improved, compared to 34.3% who did not. This could mean that 65,7% of the
students were able to develop a clearer understanding of the concepts in outcome 2 through reflective learning (Kolb in
Ajani, 2023), which they had to apply during the development of the board game. Further, 47.9% of the students could
relate theory to practical scenarios, while 52.1% could not. Based on the transformative four-stage cycle of learning,
stage four (abstract conceptualising) requires learners to relate learning to common or different situations (Kolb in
Ajani, 2023). The result implies that the majority of the students may not have achieved abstract conceptualising to
relate theory to practical scenarios. Seemingly, the development of the board game did not support this stage of their
learning process, or students’ prior knowledge for constructing knowledge in a practical scenario was not effectively
developed.

In terms of studying theory, almost half of the students (49.7%) found the development of the game to be beneficial,
while 50.3% felt that it did not benefit them. Studying theory would require students to construct their own knowledge
through stage two of the transformative cycle of learning experiences (Kolb in Ajani, 2023). Such construction of their
own knowledge is deemed crucial for understanding theory or new concepts in Kolb’s third stage (reflective learning).
These results could imply that, firstly, students' participation in developing the board game did not allow them to
construct their own knowledge and develop a clear understanding of the theory. Secondly, it could mean that the
instructor’s design of the board game did not support learning to occur at stages two (crncrete experiences) or three
(reflective learning) of the transformative four-stage cycle.

Regarding test preparation, 50.3% of the students believed that developing the game enhanced their learning, while
49.7% felt differently. The students found the game's development beneficial for better understanding of the theory and
in preparation for the semester tests.

Outcome 2: Development of the System of
Local Government in South Africa
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Figure 2. Outcome 2 — Development of the System of Local Government in South Africa

5.1.3 Module Outcome 3

For outcome 3, the following results, as illustrated in Figure 3, are presented regarding students’ participation in
developing the board game, aimed at enhancing their learning. For 60.8% of the respondents, the game improved their
understanding of the theory compared with 39.2%. Similar to outcomes 1 and 2, this could mean that 60.3% of the
students were able to develop a clearer understanding of the concepts for outcome 3 through reflective learning (Kolb
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in Ajani, 2023). Moreover, this demonstrates that these students were able to effectively apply reflective learning to
make sense of the theory in this outcome.

Almost half of the students (47.7%) could relate theory to practical scenarios as a result of developing the game, while
52.3% could not. This is similar to the results for outcome 2. At stage four in Kolb’s four-stage cycle of learning
(abstract conceptualising), students should be able to link learning to common or other contexts. From the results, the
majority of the students were unable to apply abstract conceptualisation to relate the outcome’s content to practical
scenarios.

Students who felt that the development of the game assisted them in studying theory were in the minority (44%),
compared to 56% who felt that the development of the game did not benefit them in studying theory. This could imply
that at stages two and three of Kolb’s four-stage cycle of learning experiences, students could not construct knowledge
or develop a clearer understanding of concepts that would assist them to better understand the theory. As with outcome
2, it could mean that the way the game was designed did not support learning to occur at stages two (concrete
experiences) or three (reflective learning) of Kolb’s transformative four-stage cycle. Only 42.6% of the students
indicated that developing the game enhanced their learning, while 57.4% did not. In terms of the results for outcome 3,
it can be deduced that the students found the development of the game beneficial for enhancing their learning in terms
of better understanding the theory.

Outcome 3: The Local Government Electoral
System

56 57.4

60.8
52.3
55,5 47.7 44 426
40
30
20
10
0

Understand the Relating theory to Study the theory Preparing for the
theory better practical scenarios semester tests

mYes mNo
Figure 3. Outcome 3 — Development of the System of Local Government in South Africa

5.1.4 Module Outcome 4

For outcome 4, the results, as illustrated in Figure 4, are presented regarding students’ participation in the development
of the board game to enhance their learning. The minority of the students (45.4%) stated that the game contributed to
their understanding of theory for outcome 4, compared to 54.6% who did not. Only 30.7% of the students indicated that
they could relate theory to practical scenarios due to their development of the game, while 69.3% could not. Similar to
outcomes 2 and 3, the majority of the students believed that their development of the board game did not support their
ability to relate theory to practice. This highlights that the game’s design may not have supported their ability to apply
abstract conceptualising, which is supposed to enable them to link learning to common or other contexts.

The fact that 37% of the students did not perceive the game as beneficial for studying theory, may suggest that they
were unable to construct knowledge or develop a clearer understanding of concepts that would aid them in
comprehending the theory more effectively, as required at stages two and three of Kolb’s four-stage cycle of learning
experiences. As with outcomes 2 and 3, it could suggest that the game’s design did not support learning at stages 2
(concrete experiences) and 3 (reflective learning) of the transformative four-stage cycle. To prepare for tests, 33.2% of
students believed that developing the game enhanced their learning, while 66.8% held a contrary view. This could
imply that the students did not view their development of the game as an aid to prepare for tests. The results further
indicate that for outcome 4, across the four areas, the majority of the students did not find the development of the board
game beneficial for enhancing their learning. Compared with the results for outcomes 1, 2, and 3, the results for
outcome 4 illustrate the poorest performance on whether students’ development of the game enhanced their learning.
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Outcome 4: Environmental Factors

100
90

80
69.3
70 66.8

63
60 546
50 454

40 30.7

37 332
30
20
10
0

Understand the Relating theory to Study the theory Preparing for the
theory better practical scenarios semester tests

mYes mNo

Figure 4. Outcome 4 — Development of the System of Local Government in South Africa

From the above results it is clear that the students experience enhanced learning, specifically in better understanding
theory, relating theory to practical scenarios, studying the theory, and preparing for the semester tests only for outcome
1. A notable decrease is visible in the areas the students deemed beneficial for enhancing their learning, with outcomes
1 to 4 declining. For outcome 1, students confirmed that their learning was enhanced across the four areas. For outcome
2, only the two areas of understanding the theory better and preparing for semester tests were prominent. For outcome
3, only the area of understanding the theory better was prominent. In stark contrast to outcome 1, the results for
outcome 4 present a completely different picture of students' perception of how their learning was enhanced by the
development of the game. The students felt that although they participated in developing a board game, they did not
benefit from enhanced learning in terms of understanding the theory better, relating the theory to practical scenarios,
studying the theory, and preparing for the semester tests.

From the findings across the four learning outcomes, it can be reasoned that student learning occurred through this
board game. In determining the extent to which student learning occurred (Biggs, 2012), the findings indicate that
students consistently reported a better understanding of theory better across three of the four learning outcomes,
followed by preparing for semester tests with respect to the first two learning outcomes.

5.2 Value of the Game for Students

The second section reports on the value of the game for self-directed and collaborative learning. The questions are: (i)
what was valuable for you about this activity?, (ii) what did you learn from your participation in this activity?, and (iii)
what did you learn from your team members during your participation in this activity? Such value is consistent with
stage three of Kolb’s transformative four-stage cycle of learning, during which learners attach meaning to their
learning experiences (Ajani, 2023).

5.2.1 Value of the Game

Concerning the value of the game (Figure 5), most students referenced teamwork (108) and understanding and learning
the subject (90) as valuable during the development of the board game. Notably, and at the lower ends, themes include
stimulating and creative activity (26), knowledge exchange (17), designing the game (16), preparation and revision
(12), different perspectives (8), improved communication skills (9), utilising knowledge learned (8) and time
management (7).

The two highest ranking themes were teamwork and understanding and learning the subject. This is consistent with the
views of Biggs and Tang (2011) and Biggs (2012), regarding student actions to engage with learning activities to
achieve the intended learning outcomes. These authors contend that the right type of teaching and learning activities
are fundamental for students to gain an understanding of concepts, and further contributes to student-centred teaching
(Biggs, 2012). As with this board game, it can be argued that these activities are not only fundamental to support
learning, but also influence the extent to which students stay committed to and determine their own learning. In this
regard, learning did not occur only from an individual perspective, but also within the team context of collaborative
learning. What the students learnt from their team members was considered equally important to them in engaging in
the development of the board game. This concurs with the literature on self-directed learning and collaborative
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learning, which emphasises the development of skills such as time management, communication, and knowledge
construction (Boubih, 2022; Gapinski, 2018). More importantly the findings illustrate that the value students attached
to their participation in the game is consistent with stage three of Kolb’s transformative four-stage cycle of learning,
during which learners attach meaning to their learning experiences (Ajani, 2023).

What was valuable for you about this activity?
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Figure 5. Value of This Activity

5.2.2 Learning Through Participation in This Activity

Regarding the learning that students acquired through their participation in developing the game (Figure 6), the most
frequently referenced were teamwork (163), life skills (79), and knowledge exchange (70). Other aspects include
understanding and learning the subject (25), learning skills (20), and technical skills (12). The emphasis on teamwork
(163) was a recurring theme throughout the data. The prominence of teamwork as an outcome of learning is a testament
to the power of collaborative learning, highlighting the importance of cooperation, mutual respect, and open
communication in achieving common goals. By working together, students were able to share perspectives, pool their
knowledge, and develop a deeper understanding of the subject matter.

What did you learn from your participation in this
activity?
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Figure 6. Learning Through Participation in This Activity
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The results indicate that life skills (79) represent a significant aspect of the students' learning experience. Patterns
emerging in this area include developing different perspectives, communication, time management, patience,
compromise, cultural competence, dedication, leadership, organisation, accountability, conflict resolution,
self-reliance, and providing assistance. Some of the life skills identified by the students, such as accountability,
communication, conflict resolution, and leadership, are also consistent with the literature on the benefits of
collaborative learning (Gapinski, 2018; Nerona, 2017; Barkley et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2013; Griesbaum and Gortz,
2010; Smith et al., 1992). According to the findings, students acquired a wealth of valuable life skills that will benefit
them in various aspects of their lives. These life skills are essential for success in both academic and professional
settings, and their development is a testament to the holistic nature of the learning experience.

Knowledge exchange (70) was another significant factor in the students' learning experience. This finding suggests
that the game development process facilitated the sharing of ideas, expertise, and best practices among students. The
patterns that emerged in this category, including creative thinking, utilising knowledge learned, critical thinking, and
diligence, demonstrate the depth of learning that occurred. Furthermore, the development of technical skills (12), such
as creating educational games and research skills, although less prominent, was still a notable outcome. Being able to
create educational games, for example, can help students communicate complex ideas in an engaging and interactive
way.

While the development of learning and understanding the subject (25) and learning skills (20) were less prominent,
they are still important aspects of the students' learning experience. Emerging patterns in learning skills include
creative thinking, utilising knowledge, critical thinking, and diligence, which demonstrate the students' growing
mastery of the subject matter. Albeit to a lesser extent, the learning skills (20) identified by the students are consistent
with self-directed learning, in which students create their own learning experiences through planning their learning
needs and goals, achieving the goals, identifying learning resources, and evaluating learning outcomes (Skiff &
Beckendorf, 2009; Alwadeen & Piller, 2022; Mesaoud et al., 2023). The findings illustrate that, beyond the educational
context, these skills are essential for situations requiring innovative solutions to solve problems.

The findings show that the students' experience of developing a game was rich and multifaceted. From the patterns and
themes that emerged from the data, a deeper understanding was gained of students’ learning experience and how it can
be replicated or improved in the future. Through “what students do”, incorporating game development into educational
settings can have a profound impact on students' learning experiences. Through collaborative learning opportunities,
students can develop teamwork, life skills, and knowledge exchange, which will help them become more skilled,
well-rounded, and empathetic individuals. It is therefore essential to consider how to create such learning experiences
to help students develop the skills they need to thrive in an ever-changing world.

5.2.3 Learning from Team Members

Regarding learning from team members, most respondents (85) referenced teamwork. The students’ emphasis on
teamwork and different perspectives aligns with the literature on the benefits of collaborative learning, which is also
deemed necessary for the development of other skills (Smith et al., 2017; McCown, 1994; MacGregor, 1992). To this
end, the findings illustrate that teamwork underscores the value of mutual support and collaborative effort in achieving
common goals. The next theme, different perspectives (72), aligns with the literature on the benefits of collaborative
learning (Smith et al. 2017; McCown, 1994; MacGregor, 1992). The findings demonstrate that learning derived from
different perspectives is enhanced by exposure to diverse approaches and viewpoints.

From the data, additional themes were identified, which, while not as predominant, still played a significant role in the
students’ learning experience. These include members' dedication (30) and the process of resolving team disputes and
differences (27), which is consistent with the literature regarding the benefits of collaborative learning (Gapinski,
2018; Nerona, 2017; Barkley et al, 2014; Johnson et al., 2013; Griesbaum & Gortz, 2010; Smith et al, 1992). The
findings suggest that observing and participating in team members' dedication to the activity, as well as navigating
conflict, provided the respondents with valuable lessons. Other notable patterns that emerged, albeit less frequently,
included communication (17), new knowledge and exchange (16), creative thinking (15), patience (12), hard work and
focus (11), and time management (11). The patterns of communication, creative thinking and time management are
consistent with the literature on the benefits of collaborative and self-directed learning (Boubih, 2022; Gapinski, 2018;
Nerona, 2017; Barkley et al, 2014; Johnson et al., 2013; Griesbaum & Gortz, 2010; Smith et al., 1992). The findings
suggest that these themes, while less prominent, are no less important, as they contribute to a well-rounded learning
experience that extends beyond the immediate goals of the activity.
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What did you learn from your team members?
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Figure 7. Learning from Team Members

Within the current literature, these findings resonate with the notion that teamwork and exposure to diverse
perspectives are fundamental to personal and professional growth. The emphasis on dedication, conflict resolution, and
softer skills such as communication, patience, and time management, highlights the multifaceted nature of learning
within team settings. As such, the results of this study contribute to our understanding of the dynamics of team-based
learning, emphasising the value of collaborative environments in fostering a wide range of skills and competencies
essential for success in both academic and professional spheres.

The findings show that what the students learnt from their team members during the development of the board game
was fundamental to support their own learning. At the same time it allowed them to stay focused on their own learning.
As such, students took control of the learning process, even though this took place in the context of collaborative
learning. Moreover, it demonstrates that learning occurs not only in isolation but also through peer learning. Thus,
what students learnt from their team members was considered equally important for both developing the board game
and their own learning process.

Research shows that in an educational context, gamification does not only support learning, but also addresses
associated behaviours, attitudes and activities comprising student creativity and retention, self-guided study,
collaboration, participatory approaches, and exploratory learning approaches (Caponetto et al., 2014). From this study,
the findings confirm that students’ development of a board game contributed to learning skills such as creative thinking,
utilising the knowledge learned, critical thinking and diligence, as well as technical skills, including creating
educational games and research skills. It could be argued that the continued application of these skills could help
develop behaviours and attitudes to support future learning.

6. Conclusion

This paper explored the application of gamification as a teaching pedagogical approach to enhance student learning in
the Public Administration curriculum at the University of the Free State, South Africa. The research question was: how
does students’ participation in the development of a module-specific board game as a teaching pedagogical approach
enhance their learning in a Public Administration module? The findings indicate that student learning improved mainly
through a better understanding of the theory, as indicated in three of the four learning outcomes. In addition to
answering this research question, the teaching approach of “what students do” was applied, utilising gamification as
pedagogy to place students at the centre of their own learning. The outcome of this teaching pedagogical approach was
that students found developing the game useful for enhancing their learning. It yielded further benefits such as skills
that contribute to lifelong learning. By applying this teaching pedagogical approach, where students stay central to
their own learning, they take control of their own learning. Such control is embedded in the activities that they
undertake to learn and the skills they apply. This research demonstrates that, from both individual and team
perspectives, such activities and skills are essential for enhancing learning.

Published by Sciedu Press 64 ISSN 1927-2677 E-ISSN 1927-2685



http://jct.sciedupress.com Journal of Curriculum and Teaching Vol. 15, No. 3; 2026

The study found that student participation in developing a board game to enhance their learning was valuable in terms
of improving their understanding and learning of the subject. The game contributed to their understanding of the theory
across three of the four learning outcomes. This was the most consistent aspect of learning that occurred, followed by
preparing for semester tests for the first two learning outcomes. The game was also of value to the students in terms of
teamwork. In addition to the intended objective of the game, which was to enhance student learning, their participation
led to the acquisition of skills not anticipated as an outcome of the game. These include contributions to learning life
skills such as creative and critical thinking, communication, time management and dedication. In terms of learning
from team members, skills include collective decision-making and task delegation. The findings show that the student
activities to develop this board game ranged from developing life skills to applying them, and learning from their team
members.

The findings of this study present a compelling case for the multifaceted value of gamification in self-directed and
student-centred learning, extending beyond the classroom and curricula. To this end, this research presents significant
findings on the integration of gamification to create an engaging learning environment, that also promotes the
acquisition of valuable life skills (communication, time management, and collaboration). The development of learning
skills such as creative and critical thinking, utilising knowledge learned, and diligence, as well as technical skills such
as creating educational games and research skills, underscores the potential of game development to facilitate a deeper
understanding of complex subjects and concepts. Whilst subject knowledge, technical and learning skills, and
knowledge exchange were important aspects of the learning process, the development of life skills and teamwork, were
the most significant outcomes.

For policymakers and educators interested in using gamification as a teaching pedagogical approach, the development
of technical skills and subject knowledge underscores its value in providing students with practical experience.
Furthermore, the development and application of life skills, teamwork, and knowledge exchange foster mutual support,
collaboration, and communication among students. These skills, along with the ability to work in teams, engage in
knowledge exchange, and communicate effectively with others, are essential in a globally interconnected world and for
success in the workplace.

The practical implications of this paper are fourfold. Firstly, the future application of gamification should consider how
gamification is designed to support formative assessments of student learning. Secondly, the usefulness of applying
gamification for enhancing student learning should be premised on how it is designed and used to achieve learning
outcomes. Thirdly, incorporating game design elements into the learning process could benefit from student
engagement, as the design and their participation in the game should ultimately benefit them. Fourthly, developing
more advanced game design elements in learning processes may require institutional support and resourcing to
measure its benefits. Further empirical research on the application of gamification in non-game learning environments
could enhance how the game is applied with respect to “what students do” to enhance learning. The limitations of this
study relate to its context-specific nature, which means that the findings may not be fully generalisable to other
contexts. This limitation could be addressed through future research that incorporates broader contexts, thereby
enhancing the practical and theoretical understanding of using gamification in student-centred, self-directed, and
collaborative learning.
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