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Abstract: The European Union has recognized the close relationship between mental health, well-
being, and education, encouraging studies and whole school interventions that work in the interre-
lationship between mental health and school, especially in aspects related to Early School Leaving
(ESL). Literature shows that there are research gaps in this regard, but there are some inklings to
think that innovative teaching methods can improve both adolescent´s mental health and reduce the
rates of ESL. The main objective of this article was to find out how the use of game-based teaching
techniques affects the well-being of students at risk of ESL. The life story of one young student that
has left school early has been studied, focusing on the impact that gamification had in his scholar
trajectory and well-being. Data analysis was carried using the constructivist version of the grounded
theory. Results showed a certain degree of interrelation between all three aspects. Pointing that a
period of gamification can have a positive effect in school engagement as a result of better levels of
wellbeing, but also, that if this methodology is not maintained or accompanied it can cause a rebound
effect acting as a risk factor to ESL.

Keywords: gamification; adolescence; game-based learning; early school leaving; dropout; well-
being; mental health; life story; grounded theory

1. Introduction

Early school leaving (ESL) is a phenomenon on which the European Union has taken
a strong stance since its formation, warning about the need to drastically reduce the rates
below 10% in its member states [1] in an attempt to ensure the “professional, social and
personal fulfilment of all citizens, employability and sustainable economic prosperity,
while promoting democratic values, social cohesion, active citizenship and intercultural
dialogue” [2]. This makes early school leaving a pending issue for the education systems
of all member countries, especially those, such as Spain, that have rates above 15%, leading
to the blacklist of countries with the highest ESL rates [3,4].

ESL is a complex phenomenon with a multifactorial and interrelated origin, where
social background, school context, and individual characteristics are influential factors in
the process, but where none of them are explanatory by itself [5]. Therefore, there is no
“magic recipe” that can reduce these figures. However, if we move away from a simplistic
view, in which we identify causes and perpetrators, and strive to find lines of action, the
school system is a privileged environment for tackling the multiple challenges posed by
early school leaving. To do so, literature shows that it is necessary to foster attachment to
the institution [6], to listen to the "voices" of the pupils present in its classrooms [7,8], to
meet their needs through less exclusive methodologies [8–10] and to guide them towards
a future in which, as Europe demands, they must be able to develop themselves both
professionally and socially, regardless of the starting point provided by their context [11],
having access to good general and psychological health [12], particularly as the mental
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health and well-being of early school leavers is one of the factors receiving more attention
in recent times regarding the importance of improvement [1,13].

This article focuses on the need to seek more inclusive methodologies [8–10] to allevi-
ate ESL and improve the well-being of students at risk. To this end, it examines students’
perceptions about the use of gamification in a secondary education classroom as a mech-
anism for combating school leaving. This is a methodology characterized by the use of
game mechanisms and structures in non-game environments to engage users, incite action,
promote learning and solve problems about a particular subject [14,15].

The use of gamification in education has given room to a growing body of literature
over the last decades [16]. Consequently, gamification experiences have been described in
different educational stages, from Early Childhood Education to Higher Education [17–19],
including Primary Education [20–22], and even Secondary Education [23]. However, as
pointed out by Peirats et al. [24], these studies have focused on exploring the process
of introducing this methodology in the classroom and have barely enquired into the
perceptions and experiences from the students’ point of view, with the exception of a
few university-based publications [25]. As a result, the use of gamification as a possible
protective factor against school leaving has been reduced to a very small number of
studies, almost anecdotal [24–26] whose findings have made progress in communicating a
beneficial relationship between interactive games and ESL prevention [24], in describing
specific designs of interactive games to increase the employability of students at risk of
leaving school [26], or explaining concrete activities to prevent school leaving using specific
software as a motivational element to work with families in out-of-school periods [25]. This
leaves important gaps in the knowledge about gamification and ESL, which include among
others the need to approach it from the student’s point of view. This could be key in order
to advance towards a greater understanding about the specific effects of gamification on
students at risk, deepening in mechanisms that can turn this methodology into a protective
factor, as well as the possible conditions that may pose a risk or may diminish the effects of
this methodology.

This paper builds on the aforementioned research gaps and presents a case study of
the life course of a Spanish young man, Hercules, to explore the possible relationships
between the use of gamification and school leaving, paying particular attention to students’
well-being when they are at risk of dropping out of school. In this way, it sets out to achieve
the following objectives:

• O.1: To study the effect of gamification regarding school leaving and adolescence
within the life story of Hercules.

• O.2: Establish middle-range theories about the relationship between gamification,
school engagement, and adolescent well-being to partially void the gaps existing in
literature regarding risk and protective factor related to ESL and adolescent well-being.

Following this introduction, the article briefly discusses the situation of Spain re-
garding early school leaving, the country of Hercules; the relevance of gamification in
education to foster student engagement; and the need of working towards well-being
seeking methodologies to combat school leaving. This would create a background in light
of the objectives proposed.

2. Background
2.1. The Fight against Early School Leaving in Spain and Policies Aimed at At-Risk Pupils

Early school leaving is one of the greatest challenges faced historically by the Spanish
Educational System [4], which is urged with the need to deal with a problem that goes
beyond the field of education and also affects the social and economic sphere [27]. As
NESSE [28] points out, individuals who leave school early have a high probability of
suffering unemployment, accessing precarious jobs, and needing social assistance. This is
materialised in Spain through unemployment rates of 19.9% among the population with
only a lower secondary education degree, compared to 8.8% of the population with higher
education [29], as well as in the estimation of an additional cost in public expenditure for
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each student who leaves the education system early, of approximately €230,000, derived
from social benefits, health care, and unemployment benefits [28–30].

In recent years, there has been a decrease in the number of ESL in the country, with
23.5% of students failing to obtain the school leaving certificate in 2015, compared to
17.3% in 2019 [29]. However, early school leaving continues to be a key objective on
the national and regional political agenda, giving rise to a wide variety of policies to
address this challenge [31], which has left the country far behind the 10% target set by the
Lisbon agenda.

In general terms, policies aimed at reducing early school leaving in Spain have focused
on three areas of action, (1) offering financial aid to families and individuals at risk of
leaving school, (2) establishing national plans for educational support and reinforcement
beginning at primary education, and (3) establishing specific programmes within the
structure of the education system that can offer an environment more oriented to the
attention to the diversity of students at risk [32]. In the following, we will focus on the
third of those, as the curricular diversification programme that Hercules caters for falls
within this category.

Policies to Combat Early School Leaving within the Structure of the Spanish Education
System. The Curricular Diversification Programme (PDC)

In Spain, the General Law of Ordination of the Educational System (LOGSE), specific
programmes were implemented within Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO), aimed to
act as a second chance for pupils with greater difficulties and therefore more likely to leave
school before obtaining any qualification. These programmes have been controversial, as,
on the one hand, they have been strongly questioned for entailing a process of labelling and
expulsion of the least advantaged students from general secondary classrooms, fostering
in these individuals an even greater individualisation of their own failure; while on the
other hand they have been recognised for the positive results in terms of graduation that
they have had [32].

Among those, the PDC, initiated in 1990 and in operation until 2013, stands out for
its historical trajectory. This programme was offered within the ESO, with the aim of
providing a response to students from second year onwards enabling them to achieve the
lower secondary education qualification by completing the programme. To be applicable,
those students should have had a history of repetitive grade repetition, be up to 16 years
and less than 18.

PDC was a measure of attention to diversity with curricular and organisational actions.
Among those actions included the reorganisation of subjects into three curricular areas
of a more globalised and integrated nature, which were the linguistic-social area and
the scientific-technological area, worked on in the PDC group from an integrated and
global perspective; and an optional area in which students could choose specific subjects
of secondary education that they could develop with a reference group of the general
modality. This reorganisation of school subjects resulted in a reduction in the number of
teachers in contact with the group, which was reduced by almost 50% compared to the
general modality, and a greater individualisation of the contents dealt in class, which, from
a global and meaningful perspective, had to be adapted to the specific needs of the pupils
in the group, which in any case should not exceed the number of 15 per group [33].

2.2. The Importance of Methodology to Tackle ESL and the Use of Gamification in the
Educational Field

Explanatory models used to explain ESL usually recognize the importance of the
individual characteristics of students but have gradually ceased to be centred on deficit
models belonging to more traditional approaches. In this way, the role of the school habitus
has been questioned, and school engagement has become a central element which has been
linked to the school’s welfare and dependent on social (in which family origin plays a
major role) and historical conditions. Thus, Tedesco’s model [34] as part of the cultural
variables, Wehlage’s model [35] through his critique regarding the immobility of educa-
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tional methodologies, and Escudero’s multidimensional model [36] through his criticism
on the excluding factors arousing form the school environment, all refer to the importance
of teaching methodology as a protective factor against school abandonment, recognizing
its relationship with well-being and the pupil’s engagement. However, independently of
the model in focus, the literature has made a clear statement defending that combating
early school leaving requires concrete, problem-oriented, cooperative and autonomous
learning involving whole school interventions [35]. Taking this is into account, what could
be the advantages of using gamification?

Gamification and ESL

The use of games in the educational field has been highlighted in the literature as
a key factor for improving teaching [37–43]. This is as games seems to have a naturally
motivating effect on students, who could find a fun way to learn compared to what
they previously perceived as a monotonous subject [44]. This has been supported across
various phycological theories of learning, which, from sociocultural approaches, has been
explained as games being able to help broaden the zones of proximal development both
at socioemotional and cognitive levels by leading users to perform above their cognitive
capacities and logical thinking in everyday settings. Piagetian constructivism has argued
that games are both a reflection of existing cognitive structures and a means to achieve
new learning and are consequently attributed as highly relevant to children’s development.
Nowadays, the literature is increasingly exploring games that take place in or are based
on virtual environments. Gamification, through its use of tokens, challenges, and visual
settings are part of this group [45].

There is a great number of studies that point out the benefits of gamification on
improving both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation [44,46–51]. Several authors point out
that this effect seems to be quite immediate, having a substantially positive effect on the
initial motivation for the proposed activities [52,53]. In addition, literature reports that
this methodology could have a positive effect as it gives participants an active role and
relegates the traditional conception of teachers, turning them into facilitators of the learning
process [54], propitiates cooperation, could favour a positive climate in the classroom, and
provides a much more significant learning [55].

On the contrary, the literature also warns about an increase in competitiveness, frus-
tration, and drop in the quality of materials presented by students, concluding that this
methodology seems to have a very limited impact regarding the pupil’s grades if we
compared it with traditional methodologies [46,56–58]. Nevertheless, some authors have
despised those claims, and an example of this can be found in a systematic review on
gamification’s literature, which showed a positive effect of this methodology in areas
where students have learning difficulties and a background of bad experiences, improving
the emotional perceptions of the subject [59]. Others have claimed that the adolescent
population is familiar with those settings as part of their experience as users of video games,
and that therefore the environment offered by gamification, even though there could be
different student’s profiles in a classroom, acts as an element of fun for and can help them
to set and achieve teachers’ objectives instead of being a source of stress [60]. Markopoulos
et al. [57] argues that there is insufficient solid empirical evidence on the impact of this
tool in the educational field, and as a result there is still not a widespread consensus on
the matter.

Our main hypothesis is that this boosting in motivation that can be produced by
gamification, together with its seemingly speedy effects and its apparent potential to
erase bad experiences associated with the educational process, can be fundamental in
the prevention of early school leaving, which, as we have seen, can be explained as the
result of a process of disengagement from the school environment, characterized by a lack
of motivation towards education [35]. It could also have a positive effect on student’s
wellbeing. Although it is yet to be fully studied, because, as it has been explored in the
introduction, there is almost inexistent research on the interrelation of both topics.
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2.3. Exploring the Growing Importance of Working on Mental Health and Well-Being in the
International Framework and Its Connection with Early School Leaving in the European Context

A recent literature review [61] shows that, even when there is a need for further
researching on this topic, there are significant evidences to think of schools as effective
environments to promote mental health and well-being. This could be explained because
of the amount of time that children and adolescents spend on it, but above all because it
is an environment that through learning experiences enables students to build aspects of
their identity, establish relationships and develop interpersonal and intrapersonal skills
that may help in laying the foundations for good mental health in the future [12]. Yet, it
could also be an environment that can be conducive to the development of mental illness
associated directly or indirectly with the school environment, with phenomena such as
bullying, academic stress or problems related to integration into the school environment
that can cause lifelong problems [62–65].

Thus, bodies such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Orga-
nization’s (UNESCO) or the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) have specifically recognized the role of schools in promoting adolescent mental
health and well-being, and have respectively created the “Strategy on Education for Health
and Well-Being” and “PISA Framework for the Analysis of Student Well-Being” which
focuses its analysis on the general well-being of school children and studies psycholog-
ical well-being as part of its five main domains, which, as Gorova et al. indicates [65]
are: “(1) cognitive well-being, which includes variables related to student knowledge
and abilities for resolving everyday issues; (2) psychological well-being, which includes
students’ perceptions about their lives, their school engagement, and their future plans;
(3) physical well-being, which refers to students’ health and habits related to sports and
eating; (4) social well-being, which evaluates how students perceive their relationships
within and outside of school; and (5) material well-being, which refers to the available
resources for students’ needs [66]”.

Not surprisingly, the European Union has recognized the close relationship between
mental health, well-being, and education, and has encouraged studies and interventions
that involve entire schools in investigating the interrelationship between mental health and
school, especially in aspects related to educational attachment, school failure, and early
school leaving [12,67]. Simultaneously, it also recognizes that there are still inconsistent
information and research gaps in the understanding of risk and protective factors and of
effective and efficient interventions in this regard [67].

Since Lisbon’s agreement, reducing ESL has been a constant, as a part of the European
Union’s strategy for achieving a knowledge-based society that grows efficiently and pro-
motes equity among its population, this can be seen in both 2020 and 2010 strategies of
European growth, which poses it as a priority objective. However, when we talk about ESL,
social logic has not always been followed, and sometimes the objectives have responded to
more economic than humanist interests, focusing not so much on the welfare of students,
but rather on economic aspects related to employability [68,69]. For that reason, a recent
report published by the European Commission “Mental health: Challenges and Possibil-
ities” [67] after the Vilnius conference (2013), and especially the Third Health Program
2013–2020, are of vital importance, as they break with a more economic approach to com-
bating school abandonments and propose a very interesting framework for intervention in
the educational field, proposing an intervention based on the development of well-being in
the adolescent population.

ESL in the Literature and the Complexity of Linking It to Mental Health and Adolescent
Well-Being

As we said before, with the exception of the Third Health Program 2013–2020, the
importance of linking psychological well-being and health with school leaving has hardly
been carried out or explicitly mentioned in education policies. Some authors, such as
Downes [70], state that this is due to a lack of commitment to qualitative research in the
field of education, which, linked to the difficulty of studying aspects such as emotions, are



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2569 6 of 19

highly dependent on subjective aspects, and there is hardly any literature on the subject.
Other authors, such as Limerick [71], go further and point out that there is a certain
complexity when it comes to linking health and education without being deterministic,
since there is a series of personal, social, and economic factors that mediate and influence
educational trajectories, which depend on and are influenced by wider social and economic
policies, as well as by specific education and health policies [72]. This makes it complicated
to design interventions from the educational area as they depend on other spheres which
do not always have the necessary coordination mechanisms.

In a limited way, the initial study on ESL used models focused on deficit theory and
the multidimensional models, which are currently being developed, the welfare and mental
health of early school leavers has been taken into account in a recurrent way. However, the
way in which we understand their relationship has varied considerably [73].

Traditionally, literature has focused on pointing out the causes and consequences of
desertion [3]. Hence, causes of ESL related to well-being and psychological health have
been identified. Those include an identification of possible psychological and cognitive
characteristics of the individual, and general health status as a factor that may lead to aban-
donment [74]. Similarly, mental health and well-being implications have been identified,
with authors such as Liem, Dillon, and Core [75] stating that compared to their high school
graduate peers, early school leavers had significantly higher levels of depression at the
time of expected graduation. Several studies [76–78] indicate that those who left school
early were significantly more likely to have a mood disorder and were at significant risk of
suicidal thoughts. In the same vein, a high percentage of authors indicate that those who
leave school early are at greater risk of long-term marginalization and social exclusion [79],
something that a large group of research [80–82] associate not only with poorer levels of
mental health, but also with poorer overall health and shorter life expectancy. Currently,
explanatory models of school abandonment have a multidimensional character [36] and
acknowledge that life course is cumulative and interactive, and therefore ESL must be
explained on the basis of those interactions, avoiding conclusions that point to a wide
variety of specific risks without taking into account potential mediating factors, presenting
causal relationships that are consequences and vice versa [83].

3. Materials and Methods

This research has been conducted using Charmaz’s Constructivist Grounded Theory
(GT) [84–88] as a guide for both data collection and analysis with the main objective of cre-
ating mid-range hypotheses and theories about the interrelation between ESL, gamification,
and well-being.

Grounded theory is a methodology with a long tradition, which has been heavily
criticised for its excessive positivism and for rejecting the use of prior knowledge on
literature for grounded research [86,88]. For this reason, and taking into account the
characteristics of our study, whose starting point is the observation of gaps in the literature
and does not attempt to make generalizable claims, we have chosen the constructivist
version of this methodology.

Furthermore, we have opted for Charmaz’s GT because of its epistemological ap-
proach, through which Charmaz situates the role of the researcher as a co-protagonist in the
social construction of knowledge. This is, insofar as researchers’ perceptions, practices and
level of reflexivity intervene in the creation of theories through a dialogical process [85].
This is a departure from early GT theorists who asserted that the role of the researcher
was to discover theories and categories existing in reality [86] and whose methods were
noted as excessively based on quantitative parameters to allow for the reflexivity needed
in qualitative studies [87].

3.1. Study Design and Data Collection

Data was collected using semi-structured retrospective interviews with open-ended
questions. Those questions were organized in three main blocks starting for the request
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of a general description about the participant scholar trajectory, followed by intermediate
questions about specific situations described in the aforementioned block, to finish in
some ending question that requires that the interviewed reflects about specifics aspects
observed and made explicit by the interviewer. This was organised following Charmaz’s
guidelines [89], which explain the content of each block pointing about out the need
while conducting this interview to “mentally categorise” the information being given and
included it in the interview in the making. The importance of the interviews not being
based on rigid structures and for it to be adaptable to each case was emphasized.

As Charmaz argues [89], reaching a comfortable environment is key for this interview
to be fruitful, and for this reason the conversations took place in a familiar and discreet
environment, making the interviewee feel relaxed and comfortable to share his story. To
facilitate later analysis, the audio of the interviews was recorded. In accordance with
research ethics, the interviewee signed an explicit consent form for the recording and was
informed of who and how their interview would be processed, as well as being informed
that it would be used in publications. All data has been anonymized to protect the person
interviewed, names have been changed, and places and locations have been blacked out.

3.2. Sampling Criteria

The sample of this research is reduced to a single individual—Hercules— who was
chosen as part of a wider investigation about school-to-work transitions in which his contact
with gamification prior to dropping out was targeted. This positioned him as a unique
case in the gamification literature, because, as seen in the introduction, the perceptions of
students who have leave school early after having a contact with gamification has never
been explored. Following this realization, it was decided to delve deeper into his life
experience and make a specific interview about the topic of matter that has given grounds
for the present paper.

The choice of a single subject for conducting this research may be controversial in
terms of the generalization and external validity of the results displayed. However, we
have followed the line of authors such as Ferrarotti [90] Stake, [91], or Merriam, [92], which
recognize the importance of studying atypical cases, even if this is an individual person.
We strongly advocate that this decision is fully supported by the literature, where authors
such as Yin [93,94] have taken a clear position in favour of single-subject studies due to the
capacity of these to challenge old theoretical assumptions and explore new categories of
studies. In this line, Willis [95] points out that single subject studies are often questioned by
positivist approaches, in search of representativeness of larger sample studies. However,
he [95] claims that while multi-person studies are successfully showing the average of
the experiences lived by participants, they sometimes forget the importance of knowing
and understanding how phenomena unfold within an individual person. On the contrary,
he explains, single-subject studies, originated in the interpretative paradigm, focus on
understanding the complexity of a phenomenon through the voice of an individual, allow-
ing scientists to test theories, to render description, and to further develop theory about
several topics [96]. Single-subject studies are traditionally associated with a qualitative
approach [95,97,98], and have their origin in renowned authors in the field of psychology
such as Skinner or Freud, and for this reason they have been more widely used in this
area. In the educational sphere, these studies have traditionally been linked to research on
special education, although several authors [99–101] defend the convenience of spreading
the use of these studies to other areas which fully support the decision of conducting
this research.

3.3. Data Analysis and Category Selection Criteria

For data analysis, the Charmaz’s Grounded Theory has been followed too. To do so, a
process of initial coding also known as axial coding was made during interview. This was
followed by a redefinition of categories by constant comparation assisted by a literature
review until reaching focussed codes. After this, a refined process was conducted through
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constant comparation, which was followed by peer-reviews needed for this publication,
which led to the revision of axial coding and refining of categories and codes. This has
given shape to the final draft presented in this paper. Doing this, we have strictly followed
the inductive analysis described by Charmaz [102]. The flow of the analysis conducted
could be follow in Figure 1:
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As seen in this figure, in step 4, some codes related to wellbeing were transferred from
literature research, specifically from Framework for the Analysis of Student Well-Being
in the PISA 2015 Study: Being 15 In 2015" [66] and used in PISA 2015. This decision
was made because well-being has been widely criticized in the literature for its lack of
specificity [65,103], and even when there are three main traditions regarding the concept:
(1) hedonist happiness—centred view, (2) Developmental—psychological view and the
newest of the approaches, the (3) multidimensional explanation [104], there is still a
confusing panorama for this topic. This was adding to the important complication of the
difficult task of exploring school leaving, a multidimensional phenomenon that together
with gamification has limited theoretical background [105].

To do the data analysis, RQDA software has been used, as this has been identified by
literature [106] as an adequate tool [87] to perform constructivist grounded theory analysis
systematically, and has been a key element to create and negotiate codes and categories until
theoretical saturation has been met as permits for both open coding and categorization.

3.4. Representativeness and Reliability of the Process

As previously mentioned, the Charmaz grounded theory is a clear departure from
the more positivist version of the grounded theory initially presented by its founders,
Glasser and Straus [107], in which there is a more traditional approach of knowledge
and is consequently strongly relied in representativeness and saturation. In opposition
to this, Charmaz acknowledges that researchers co-construct a reality, and following the
interpretivist tradition, claims that any analysis is historically situated in a place, time,
culture, and situation. Because of that, a constructivist grounded theorist moved themselves
away from the traditional concept of saturation and introduced the concept of theoretical
saturation, which relies on the depth and quality of interviews to unfold categories and
codes, instead of on the size of the sample [86,87]. All information presented has reached
theoretical saturation.



Sustainability 2021, 13, 2569 9 of 19

4. Results: The Life of Hercules
4.1. Brief Description of Hercules

Hercules is a 21-year-old boy that left school at the age of 19. He is currently living with
his uncles in a household compounded by his three underage cousins, his uncles, his older
brother, and himself. Only his uncle has a stable job in construction, being the only income for
the family. With the aim of helping, Hercules sometimes has work in street vending at the beach.
At this point, no one in the household has earned their secondary education degree. During
the interview, he highlights his fighting attitude in the face of the difficult life circumstances
that he has had to overcome throughout his childhood and adolescence. He never met his
father until he was a teenager, when due to his mother’s addictions he was forced to live with
him for a full year. After his uncles gained custody, the father has retaken an absent role. His
childhood was characterized by his mother’s condition, which forced him to live unstable, with
multiple changes of residence. In relation to his personal characteristics, he declares himself to
be a “good” person, but “a lazy and influential fool”.

4.2. Summary of the Dimensions of Hercules’ Life

Below are the main results of each of the categories explored in the analysis of the
interviews (see Table 1). The information contained here has been compared and contrasted
until it reached theoretical saturation, i.e., until the Hercules interviews provided no new
information for the proposed category.

Table 1. Summary of the dimensions of Hercules’ life.

Cognitive Dimension
Hercules’ perception of his cognitive abilities is closely linked to the school environment, and
school results. He consequently associates his failure at school with low IQ and poor general
skills. Describing himself as "dumb and lazy".

Psychological dimension

This perception of his cognitive abilities affect him negatively, and causes his school expectations
to be very low, anticipating failure even when the school year has not begun. These low
expectations cause him to see himself as a stranger to the school environment, so much so that
when asked directly about his school expectations he says: “I felt that the last thing I could do
was study, that it wasn’t my thing”.
Even so, he acknowledges that there are two moments in his school career when he felt motivated
in the school environment. These are in the training course he is currently attending, and during
a school year when a gamification experience was carried out in the classroom. However, his
motivation, as he points out, comes from different circumstances, such as being able to find a
better job in the first case, and methodological reasons in the second (both cases will be seen in
more detail in the following sections).
In general, when talking about his overall life satisfaction, he describes himself as happy,
although he recognizes that there are very difficult moments in his daily life, motivated by
economic tensions, the feeling of job uncertainty, family problems, and lack of fulfilment.

Physical dimension With regard to the physical dimension, Hercules claims to have more or less healthy habits, and
highlights his position against drug consumption, both before and after dropping out of school.

Social dimension

He constantly highlights the influence that the class group had on his school results, which was a
major factor in leaving school, but makes it clear that he can only be influenced by “bad” things.
This influence is identified as one of the factors that led to his desertion, as he was assigned to a
class in which all the students were year-round students.
The relationship with his teachers is also important to him: " that it is what I like, that they are
good, that they treat you well and speak to you . . . and they are worried . . . I don’t know . . . "
In general, Hercules perceives that teachers have ignored his needs, although when asked why,
he tends to take responsibility, explaining that for teachers to listen, you have to “study and do
your homework” and he did none of these things. However, on the occasions when he has
perceived success in the school environment, he attributes this success to external circumstances,
in this case to the attitude and methodology of the teachers.
As far as his relationship with his relatives is concerned, it should be noted that his mother has
addiction issues, and his father, with the exception of one year in which he lived with him, has
been totally absent. The relationship with the parents has therefore been unstable, and they have
been little involved in the educational process. From the third secondary grade onwards, his
uncles took custody of him, and both are very concerned for Hercules education.
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Table 1. Cont.

Material dimension

From a material point of view, Hercules’ life has been highly conditioned by his many changes of
residence, which have been accompanied by changes of school. This is identified by the
interviewee as a chaotic aspect, so much so that he is not even able to remember how many
schools he has been to. These changes of residence and school have been accompanied by
changes in legal custody, so it could be said that the material resources at their disposal have been
unstable during their school years.
It is significant that, although in all the schools and high schools where he has been, there were
school counsellors as part of the resources of the center, who could have worked on some of
Hercules’ needs. He stresses that their role with respect to the students was absent, and that they
never worked on their study techniques, their learning needs, their psychological needs, their
self-esteem, or their self-concept.
After leaving school, the low economic resources of his current family unit, made up of his older
brother, his uncles, and his cousins, have forced Hercules to work in non-legislated activities,
such as street vending on the beach. This was a source of discomfort for him, as he felt exploited
and did not allow him to shape a future life plan. In addition, the lack of means to acquire a
vehicle forced him to walk about 20 km every day, from his town to the neighboring town, which
also created a great physical exhaustion for him.
In the future, his aspiration is to be able to help his family financially.

Socio-historical dimension

The context in which the gamification experience takes place has some very specific
characteristics, partly as a result of the conditions of the Spanish Curricular Diversification
Program aimed at students at risk of school failure and that want to finish compulsory secondary
education, which has recently disappeared as part of the latest legislative changes. The program,
in which this student took part, was characterized by a lower ratio and a greater flexibility and
openness of the curriculum, which allows subjects to be worked on together and to have a
general teacher for several areas, conditions which are totally opposite to which was the school
environment up to that moment for Hercules, characterized by ordinary lessons with between 25
to 30 students and specialist teachers for each of the subjects.

Gamification and ESL

Within these circumstances, the weight of the teacher who carries out the gamification experience
(both in class hours and on a methodological and social level) stands out, a factor that has been
highlighted as very positive by Hercules. The gamification was carried out with the whole group,
dividing them into small subgroups of two students. The theme chosen for this experience was
ancient civilizations, specifically Egypt and Mesopotamia. These groups were assigned tasks in
relation to the curriculum of the year, after their completion they were rewarded with “tokens”,
in this case soldiers or food, which gave power to their civilization.
Hercules emphasizes that, despite being a complicated year in the family environment, as a result
of his mother’s entry into prison, unlike previous years with this methodology he approved all
the subjects, obtaining in many of them the qualification of outstanding: “I even got a high score
and I passed everything, I got up to nine . . . ”. Furthermore, and despite the fact that Hercules
presents a low self-concept, identifying himself as a lazy person, he states that in that year he was
sufficiently motivated to work at home if necessary, attributing his success directly to the teacher."
During the period that gamification existed, Hercules and his companions showed a significant
improvement in their academic results, and furthermore, individually, as our interviewee
experienced a significant increase in motivation and attachment to the school environment as
well as a loss of motivation and interest. However, he claims that this led, after one school year, to
early school leaving. Once this experience ended, his results fell back to the levels of the past,
with a detrimental effect on engagement.

Source: Author´s own elaboration.

4.3. The Power of Gamification As a Tool to Tackle Early School Leaving and Improve Adolescent
Well-Being

As would be seen below, the life story of Hercules shows us that gamification as a
technique can have a positive effect on the well-being of adolescents at risk of leaving
school early and could act as a protective factor against the decision to leave. However,
those improvements in well-being are limited to the school environment, increasing the
affection for school, the sense of permanence, and improving results in a notable way
during the gamification process. In contrast to this, it also allows us to observe that once
this methodology is withdrawn, a rebound effect can occur, turning the said gamification
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period into a risk factor for leaving school. The data resulting from the analysis that
supports the formulation of this hypothesis are presented below:

4.3.1. A Scholar Trajectory until Gamification

Hercules’ school trajectory to this gamification experience is characterized by con-
tinuous changes of home and school, accompanied by a clear absence of family support,
resulting from the addictions of his mother and an absent father.

“I don’t even remember where I started school, and I think I went to all the
schools in ***** (the town where the interview was held). I spent a year, I think,
in ****** (a nearby town), where I had to go and live with my father, and so as not
to lose a year, I signed up for school there. This was the first time meeting my
dad, and next year he was gone, I have never seen him again”

Among his characteristics, he stands out for his low self-esteem and for being highly
influenceable regarding his group of equals, especially for bad behaviors.

“I am very influenceable . . . Once I even got influenced by a handwriting. I
sat down with a friend, and I saw him writing and accidentally copied his
handwriting . . . I am very easily influenced ( . . . ) Although, when I went from
sixth grade to first secondary grade with all my friends, one of them was the
smartest of the whole group, he was a nerd and was studying all the time . . .
everything! But no, I didn’t get influenced by him at all . . . ”

At school we can highlight a low performance and two repetitions of the course. We
can clearly see that before the gamification experience, he identified himself as dumb and
lazy. Furthermore, he points out that he is disengaged from the school environment, which
he perceives as something unrelated to himself. He declares that teachers do not usually
"like" him and that they do not pay attention to him, something that acts as a source of
discomfort, even though he saws this as his owns sets of personal characteristics.

“The second time I did grade six I was approached by a very perfectionist teacher
and I said: “Listen, teacher, I’m stupid” [ . . . ]”. Teachers don’t like people like
me, they ignore me, but this is normal” [ . . . ] “I felt that the last thing I could do
was study, that it wasn’t my thing”.

Although he points out that there were a couple of teachers on this path that he liked
and who tried to help and motivate him, he recognizes that this did not have an impact on
his grades.

“Once I have a good teacher in la ESO (secondary education) that was very good
to me, she told me that I wasn’t a dumb, she was good, but I failed as always”

4.3.2. During the Gamification Process

The context in which the gamification experience takes place has some very specific
characteristics, partly as a result of the conditions of the Spanish Curricular Diversification
Program, which recently disappeared as part of the latest legislative changes. This program,
in which this student took part, was characterized by a lower ratio and a greater flexibility
and openness of the curriculum, which allows subjects to be worked on together and to
have a general teacher for several areas. Conditions which are totally opposite to what has
been the school environment up to that moment for Hercules, which was characterized
by ordinary lessons with between 25 and 30 students and specialist teachers for each of
the subjects.

“I had a kind of class, which was very good, which was like . . . I don’t know, we
were always together, everything was perfect for us and we were 10 students”.

Within these circumstances, the weight of the teacher who carried out the gamification
experience stands out as a factor that has been highlighted as very positive by Hercules.
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“I was influenced by the teacher, who was very good, I liked him very much . . .
and he was with us all the time, he gave us almost everything . . . that teacher
. . . I liked him very much”

The gamification was carried out with the whole group, dividing them into small
subgroups of two students. The theme chosen for this experience was ancient civilizations,
forming groups that have to fight academically to conquer the other civilization. All
activities during the day were arranged to facilitate the “academic war”. The teams were
Egypt and Mesopotamia.

“I liked the way the teacher did it . . . he even played games and everything. For
example, there was one thing, called gamification, which organized us in groups
of two . . . and then two big groups, one was Egypt and the other Mesopotamia.
I even looked for a nickname! I was “Tutankhamun of the first-grade classroom”
[ . . . ]. “I have never liked more going to school”

These groups were assigned tasks in relation to the curriculum of the year, after
completion they were rewarded with “tokens”, those being soldiers, materials, or food,
which gave power to their civilization.

“And every time we finished an activity the teacher gave us soldiers or food.
Then, sometimes you have to fight it, it was like a duel and you had to fight . . .
we arrange everything, it was very cool”.

Hercules emphasizes that, despite being a complicated year in the family environment
as a result of his mother’s entry into prison, unlike previous years, with this methodology
he passed all subjects, obtaining in many of them the qualification of outstanding: "I even
got a high score and I passed everything, I got up to nine . . . ". Furthermore, and despite
the fact that Hercules presents a low self-concept, identifying himself as a lazy person,
he states that in that year he was sufficiently motivated to work at home if necessary,
attributing his success directly to the gamification process:

“This year I didn’t feel like always. I even did homework and everything [ . . . ] I
really liked this game [ . . . ] I worked at home, I did everything he would send
me, I was motivated, I was not even lazy . . . that was because of my teacher, who
I liked. ( . . . ) And my classmates flourished the same way, there was one mate
who used to fall asleep in every class and that year he approved everything! That
was because we all liked the game of Egypt and Mesopotamia”

4.3.3. After Gamification

The end of the gamified experience coincided with the end of the academic year. The
following year, Hercules continued in the same “curriculum diversification program”,
but the teacher changed, and the methodology disappeared. From that moment on, our
interviewee’s grades dropped drastically, failing several subjects and qualifying to repeat
the course.

Hercules assures that the change in methodology was the end point, and led him to
leaving school, since it meant a significant loss of the school welfare he had during the
previous year. He went back to experiencing a period of disaffection at school, feeling
“dumb” and “lazy” and despite the fact that by then his uncles had gained custody of him
and were trying to help him academically, he ended up leaving.

“In the next year, this was the worst . . . things changed . . . , and I . . . went back
to the way I was . . . I didn’t like it to see me like this again because I was feeling
so good, same thing again, that was it . . . I started to fail, they started to leave
me behind. The teacher tried to be good to me . . . ( . . . ) but the next year . . .
that was it . . . that was it”.

In this life story we can observe some contradictory or confusing data regarding
our hypothesis, but we consider that there is sufficient data to contrast this. First, we
acknowledge that effects and improvement in Hercules’ self-perception, grades, and sense
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of belonging to school could be attributed to the positive relationship created with the
teacher and to the fact that he was attending a program characterized by a low ratio
and a reorganization of school subjects, we consider that these factors, although being
determinants, are not explanatory for the improvement of well-being and school results
by itself. As Hercules declares that in previous years, he has had a good relationship with
some teachers without this impacting on his grades, and because in the following year,
the class group and program was maintained without this affecting his grades positively.
Secondly, it could be argued that the exponential increase in school disaffection, even
when the school circumstances are maintained, could be explained by factors external
to the school environment, but we see that Hercules’ life acquires stability the year after
the gamification experience, when his uncles acquired custody, which gave him material
stability and increased academic support, but with this having no power over this final
process of disaffection.

We consider that, from the data presented, it is possible to establish the hypothesis
that gamification, if conducted globally or interconnected within multiple subjects, can act
as a protective factor against early school leaving during the time that this methodology is
conducted. This seems to be because there is an improvement on the well-being associated
with the educational environment, producing an increase in the affection towards the
institution and an improvement in school grades. However, at the same time, it can act
as a risk factor when withdrawn, as it causes in this particular case a shock that seems to
cause a rebound effect in regard to school disaffection.

5. Discussion
5.1. Gamification: A Protective Factor against ESL during Its Conductions that Could Negatively
Impact Engagement Once Withdrawn

This grounded theory investigation has shown that students at risk of leaving school
early seem to be interested in gamification, which seems to have a positive effect on their
motivation, engagement, and well-being in school, as well as a significant increase in their
grades. This follows the line of those studies not specifically focused on school leaving
that show a positive relationship between gamification and the improvement of school
motivation [44,46–51], reinforcing the idea that this effect occurs quickly [52,53], since in this
specific case the improvements occur from the beginning of the gamification experience.

In addition, while this case explicitly states the existence of competitiveness among
its participants, which is one of the most commonly used arguments against gamifica-
tion [46,56–58], it does not seem to be associated with a negative feeling, nor with a decrease
in the learner’s well-being. On the contrary, it seems to act as a motivational element at a
team level, with benefits reported by the interviewee at both an individual and group level.
Reinforcing more Vygotskyan views of learning, this motivation for competition seems to
be explained by a positive socio-emotional interaction and framed within an organisation
of learning adapted to the abilities of the participating pupils. The selections carried out in
the PDC programme according to abilities and academic results [33], may play a role in
enabling this balance between competitiveness and well-being/motivation insofar as, a pri-
ori, everyone starts from a similar level, making it possible to access balanced experiences
of success (token winning).

Moreover, this research reinforces the idea that gamification can be effective for
students with learning difficulties [59], as it has been observed that during the gamified
period there is a clear improvement in the emotional perceptions of students towards the
school institution and a loss of fear of certain subjects.

In addition, is also interesting to note that while studies on gamification in secondary
education have been carried out based on experiences in which it has been conducted on
a specific subject [23,59], with results that are still inconclusive, this research has allowed
us to observe the effects that gamification has when it is worked on jointly in several
subjects, as the curricular structure of the PDC [33] has acted as an experimental laboratory
to observe the sustainability of this implementation in a globalised manner, resulting in a
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positive experience. The results reinforce the idea that problem-oriented cooperative whole
school interventions are needed to combat early school leaving [12,35,65].

Despite all this, on a more negative note, this research showed the positive effects
on school motivation described in the literature [44,46–51] and, therefore, its impact on
well-being in the school environment and engagement. These effects seem to be limited to
the period in which gamification takes place for this at-risk pupil, without having lasting
positive results. It should also be noted that just as these effects appeared quickly [52,53],
they also disappeared easily. As Hercules’ story shows, a rebound effect can be caused
once said methodology disappears, leaving the student with a feeling of helplessness that
can lead to one more risk factor to add for school leaving to occur, leading to a perception
of bad performance in the academic sphere in which the gamification period, and the
perceived success during the process, comes to be understood as a kind of one hit wonder.

5.2. The Implications on Well-Being

This life story has also allowed us to reflect on the concept of well-being, and, through
grounded theory, observe how it develops in adolescence as part of the school environment.
As we said in the background section, well-being is still a blurred concept with multiple
definitions [65,103] and traditions. This research has reinforced those theories defending
the multidimensionality of well-being [104], because, during the category formation process
we have been able to observe the coexistence of multiple dimensions of well-being, which,
although they are more or less related, seem to operate on an individual and independent
level, coexisting with periods in which, for example, there is great uneasiness in the social-
family dimension of Hercules, where we find the entry of his mother into prison, which
coexists with periods identified as happy and positive, with a significant academic growth
in the school environment.

In addition to this, it is also important to reflect on the appropriateness of the method-
ology used to explore this relationship. As we have seen, to carry out this study we have
relied on the categories designed for a study related to well-being in the school environment
carried out by the OECD, as part of its well-known PISA studies [66]. These categories
have worked relatively well when transferred to the qualitative method and have reached
the theoretical saturation in the sample that the Hercules story implies. However, we have
found a main problem, the lack of integration of social devices and historical conditions
between these categories, which has required the addition of a new category, the socio-
historical one. To this end, it has been of vital importance to cross the multidimensionality
studied around well-being and the multidimensionality of ESL. The phenomenon of early
school leaving, as mentioned earlier, must be understood as a phenomenon arising from
multiple interrelated factors [36], but in which social and historical circumstances have
a great weight, and factors such as educational and health policies, working conditions,
changes in age-specific norms have a direct effect on students, acting as a protective or
influential factor in their leaving [5]. If we understand this to be the case, it also seems
clear that these same conditions, their presence or absence, are going to cause an impact on
the well-being of this population. This has been reflected in the case of Hercules, where
the educational policies available at that time and their effects on the school environment
are relevant to understanding this case, since the success of this gamification experience
seems to depend largely on the characteristics of the group and its ratio defined by the
Curriculum Diversification program, as well as on the regrouping of subjects and them
being leisured by a generalist teacher.

It has often been required that this socio-historical dimension be taken into account in
the study of ESL [36], in order to avoid the responsibility for it falling on the individual
and to avoid a conception guided by capitalist or materialist visions of education [69,70].
Similarly, if we ignore this dimension in well-being, we may be in danger of turning it
into a double-edged sword, which, while identifying it as an important element for the
correct development of life, points to individuals and their environment as the only ones
responsible for reaching this ideal state, ignoring a whole series of social and historical
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devices that will have great relevance for the chances of the individual reaching a certain
state of well-being [108].

6. Conclusions

The main objective of this article was to find out possible interactions between game-
based teaching techniques, the well-being of students who are at risk, and the decision
of leaving school prematurely through a personal narrative. As we have seen, the litera-
ture on gamification minimally explored the perceptions of participants in gamification
experiences at stages other than the university level [25]. Furthermore, there was an im-
portant gap in the literature on early school leavers and gamification, with the exception
of recent descriptive studies about specific software for working with possible at-risk stu-
dents [24–26]. Consequently, the interaction between early school leavers and gamification
was not assessed, making this research a pioneer not only in studying this interrelationship,
but also in doing so from the point of view of an early school leaver.

Despite the limitations of this study, derived from the small size of the sample selected,
and distancing ourselves from the intention of making generalizable claims, we consider
that this study shows important hypotheses that can contribute to the development of the
literature on early school leavers and gamification at the international level, with relevant
conclusions also about the role of well-being in the process. These include among others
the performance of gamification as a protective factor against ESL during the gamification
process and the disappearance of these effects once the methodology has been withdrawn.
Taking this into account, we can conclude that the objectives proposed for the study have
been fully met, always bearing in mind that this case is defined by very specific socio-
economic, historical, and situational conditions, and that therefore these results will have
to be investigated on a larger scale if they are to be generalised.
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