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Background and Purpose: Gamification is an emerging instructional strategy broadly
applicable across educational contexts. First introduced in 2002 by Nick Pelling, the
term "gamification" is defined as "using game design elements in non-game contexts"
(Deterding, p. 9, 2011). It has shown promise in educational settings by providing
students with a sense of progression and achievement (Caponetto et al., 2014; Majuri et
al., 2018). Additionally, it has been utilized in different areas of education, such as
course creation, self-guided studies, and completion of assignments (Werbach et al.,
2016). Regardless, its application in designing a course syllabus remains largely
unexplored. Despite its foundational role, the syllabus is often perceived as a static,
text-heavy document that prioritizes rules over relationships or learning trajectories. This
traditional approach may alienate students from the outset and contradict a dynamic,
student-centered pedagogical approach, where creativity, adaptability, and continuous
engagement are essential. The present conceptual paper provides the rationale behind
gamifying the syllabus of a course focused on developing consumer experiences in
retail settings, but gamification of the syllabus is applicable to other courses.

The syllabus serves as a foundational document that outlines course
expectations and structure. It offers students security and direction (McKeachie, 1978).
However, one key concern is that the traditional syllabus's rigidity can hinder learning
and student engagement (Lujan et al., 2021). To address this issue, emerging
technologies such as generative artificial intelligence (Al) offer innovative methods to
enhance educational outcomes (Owoc et al., 2019). Integrating Al tools into syllabus
design, mainly through gamification elements, presents a novel and timely approach to
reimagining the student learning experience.

Theoretical Framework: This concept paper applies Self-Determination Theory (SDT)
to explore how Al-supported gamification of course syllabi can enhance student
engagement in retailing education. SDT provides a well-established framework for
understanding how the fulfilment of three core psychological needs—autonomy,
competence, and relatedness, fosters intrinsic motivation which manifests in higher
engagement and improved learning (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Wang et al., 2019).

o Autonomy refers to a student’s sense of control and choice in learning.

« Competence is the feeling of effectiveness and accomplishment in one's work.

« Relatedness involves meaningful connection and interaction with others.
According to SDT, students are more likely to experience purpose, engagement, and
improved learning when these needs are met. Conversely, when these needs are
unmet, students may rely on extrinsic motivators, such as grades or rewards, which can
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limit deeper learning. An illustration of how each SDT element can be embedded into
syllabus design is provided in Figure 1 to guide practical implementation.

SDT Need [Gamification Features [Syllabus Implementation
Autonomy  |Choice of content format [Students choose among formats (e.g.,
and assignment type videos, readings, or podcasts) and
assignment types (e.g., essay,
infographics)
[Competence |Progress tracking, Al dashboard showing progress bars,
milestones, badges unlocked content, skill badges
[Relatedness |Collaborative tasks, peer [Team challenges, peer-voted
eedback, Al-assisted submissions, interest-based group
group formation pairing

Figure 1. Practical Application of SDT Elements in a Gamified Syllabus

Propositions: Drawing on existing literature regarding gamification, SDT, and
motivation, this paper proposes how Al-enhanced syllabus design can address
students' core psychological needs. In applying SDT to syllabus design, gamification
elements become mechanisms for fulfilling basic psychological needs. Al is the delivery
system that personalizes, scales, and sustains these mechanisms throughout the
course experience.

Autonomy: When students are given meaningful choices and multiple ways to
interact with course material, their sense of autonomy increases, leading to greater
intrinsic motivation (Ryan & Deci, 2020; Wang et al., 2019). In a syllabus, this could
include options for how students interact with content (e.g., videos vs. readings),
complete assignments (e.g., essay vs. presentation), or progress through modules.
Proposition 1: A gamified syllabus that offers students meaningful choices in content
formats, assignment types, and learning sequences will (a) increase students’
perception of autonomy, which in turn will (b1) enhance their engagement and (b2)
improve their learning, compared to a traditional syllabus.

Competence: Progression systems and achievement indicators provide a clear
structure, allowing students to track their growth and feel accomplished (Hart et al.,
2020; Kaya et al., 2023). In a syllabus, this could include Al-generated progress
dashboards, level-based task unlocking, or milestone markers (e.g., badges or check-
ins) that visually signal learning goals. Al can also deliver timely feedback to reinforce a
sense of progress and competence. Proposition 2: A gamified syllabus that uses Al to
visualize progress and provide achievement-based feedback will (a) increase a
students' perception of competence, which in turn will (b1) enhance their engagement
and (b2) improve their learning, compared to a traditional syllabus.

Relatedness: Social features, including collaboration and peer recognition, build
a sense of belonging, which is crucial for sustained motivation and engagement
(Seddon et al., 2008). A syllabus can support relatedness by offering team-based
challenges, peer feedback opportunities, or Al-assisted group formation tools that match
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students based on interests or skill levels. Proposition 3: A gamified syllabus that
includes Al-supported peer interaction and collaborative tasks will (a) increase students’
perception of relatedness, which in turn will (b1) enhance their engagement and (b2)
improve their learning, compared to a traditional syllabus.

Integrated SDT Approach: When all three psychological needs are addressed
simultaneously, the impact on student outcomes is magnified (Cheung et al., 2021).
Proposition 4: A gamified syllabus that simultaneously supports autonomy,
competence, and relatedness will (a) lead to higher levels of engagement and (b)
greater learning than a traditional syllabus or a gamified syllabus addressing fewer SDT
needs.

Conclusion and Implications: This paper addresses a key gap in retailing-related
education by proposing the integration of Al-enhanced gamification into course syllabus
design. Grounded in SDT, this approach supports psychological needs that drive
motivation, engagement, and lifelong learning. It offers practical direction for educators
aiming to increase student involvement in retailing courses and has broader
applications for courses across the disciplines. As Al becomes more embedded in
education, the syllabus may serve as a vehicle for reinforcing engagement and learning
in student-centred courses. Future in vitro studies should pre-test student perception of
gamified elements to ensure they create a sense of autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. Consequent in vivo research could empirically test whether Al-gamified
design elements of syllabi influence student interaction, intrinsic motivation,
engagement, and long-term learning.
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