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    ABSTRACT

    The Level Up Your Mind program was implemented at the At-Tanzil Guidance Studio in Malaysia to enhance student engagement in guidance and counseling services through a digital gamification approach. The activity aimed to develop students’ emotional awareness, regulation, and social-emotional skills. Conducted from August 20–23, 2025, the program included module preparation, implementation of five counseling games, and evaluation using observation and questionnaires. Results showed an increase in student attendance from 55% to 88%, along with improved emotion recognition and active participation. The program contributed to strengthening students’ emotional intelligence and provided an innovative, engaging, and sustainable model of counseling services for non-formal education institutions, particularly those serving Indonesian migrant children abroad.
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INTRODUCTION


Education
is the main foundation in shaping character and child development, encompassing
cognitive, affective, and psychomotor aspects. At the elementary school age,
children are in a period of rapid intellectual and emotional growth. Therefore,
the educational services provided are not only oriented towards academic
achievement but also need to develop social-emotional intelligence, empathy,
and the ability to interact with the environment. One important component that
supports this holistic development is guidance and counseling services (BK).
Through BK services, children learn to recognize themselves, manage emotions,
develop self-confidence, and build healthy social relationships. As stated by
Goleman (1995), "the ability to recognize, manage, and appropriately express
emotions is the foundation for an individual's personal and social
success."


However, in
practice, counseling services often face significant challenges, especially in
non-formal educational institutions that serve vulnerable groups such as
Indonesian migrant worker children abroad. Low interest and participation of
students in counseling sessions is a common problem in various educational
contexts (Nugroho, Setiawan, & Lestari, 2025). Traditional counseling
activities conducted verbally or in a one-way manner are often considered
monotonous and irrelevant to the modern children's world, which is more
accustomed to visual interactions and digital technology. This situation is
also found at Sanggar Bimbingan At-Tanzil, Malaysia, a non-formal educational
institution that serves as a learning center for Indonesian migrant worker
children. The students there face limited learning media, restricted access to
technology, and the absence of a fun and interactive counseling service model.


The context
of these migrant children has unique characteristics that make it an important
social and academic phenomenon to study. They live in socially and emotionally
unstable situations, often face economic limitations, and sometimes experience
feelings of inferiority due to their family's social status in the country of
residence (Wulan, Hakim, & Siregar, 2021). Such psychological pressure
requires a counseling approach that is not only informative but also
recreational, safe, and capable of building emotional connections. Therefore,
it is necessary to innovate school counseling services that are tailored to the
needs and developmental characteristics of migrant children.


One
innovative approach relevant to these challenges is gamification. Deterding
(2011) defines gamification as "the use of game design and game elements
to enhance user engagement in a non-game context." In the context of
education and counseling, gamification serves to increase intrinsic motivation
through mechanisms such as points, levels, challenges, and rewards (Hamari,
Koivisto, & Sarsa, 2014). These game elements not only provide enjoyment
but also trigger active engagement, curiosity, and the desire to achieve
specific goals. Lee and Hammer (2011) add that gamification shifts students'
learning orientation from merely "getting grades" to
"experiencing learning as an adventure."











The
implementation of gamification in counseling services offers great
opportunities to strengthen interactions between teachers and students. Through
a game-based approach, counseling sessions can be transformed from rigid
activities into enjoyable emotional experiences. For instance, games such as
the Wheel of Emotion or Problem Solver Bingo can help students recognize and
express their feelings, while activities like Future Hero encourage the
development of a positive self-image. This approach aligns with the
concrete-operational cognitive developmental stage in elementary school
children, who tend to understand things through direct and visual experiences
(Piaget in Prasetyaningrum, Wulandari, & Putra, 2025).


Furthermore,
this approach can be analyzed using the framework of Self-Determination Theory
(SDT) developed by Deci and Ryan (1985). This theory asserts that human
motivation is influenced by three basic psychological needs: autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. Gamification allows these three needs to be met:
children gain freedom in taking on game roles (autonomy), feel capable of
completing challenges (competence), and experience positive social
relationships with their peers (relatedness). Fulfilling these psychological
needs has been shown to enhance intrinsic motivation and active participation
(Ryan & Deci, 2020).


In
addition, advances in digital technology also expand the possibilities for
applying gamification in counseling. Research by Prasetyaningrum et al. (2025)
shows that mobile app-based digital counseling can increase students'
accessibility and motivation to attend counseling sessions. Similar findings
were reported by Cheng (2023), who stated that digital gamification is
effective in promoting mental health and enhancing participant engagement. In
the context of migrant children, digital counseling packaged with simple game
elements becomes highly relevant, as it can create an interactive learning
environment without requiring sophisticated technology.


Thus, the
"Level Up Your Mind" study provides a significant contribution to the
development of knowledge, both theoretically and practically. Theoretically,
this study expands the application of Self-Determination Theory and the
Emotional Intelligence Framework in the context of gamification-based
counseling for migrant children. Practically, this study presents a counseling
service model that is easy to adapt, enjoyable, and sustainable for non-formal
educational institutions abroad. The novelty of this research lies in the
combination of the target context (migrant children), the approach (digital
counseling gamification), and the social outcomes (enhancing student engagement
and emotional well-being).


By
designing participatory and meaningful counseling experiences through digital
gamification, this study is expected to open new paradigms in elementary school
counseling services, particularly for the Indonesian migrant children community
abroad.











IMPLEMENTATION AND METHODS


Implementation Approach


The Level Up Your Mind program is
implemented using a digital counseling gamification approach, which is a
strategy that integrates game elements into the guidance and counseling (GC)
service process to enhance students' motivation, engagement, and emotional
learning experience. This approach is designed with consideration of the
developmental characteristics of elementary school-aged children, particularly
students at the At-Tanzil Guidance Studio in Malaysia, who are children of
Indonesian migrant workers. Each game used is not only intended to provide
entertainment but also contains educational meaning that fosters
self-awareness, emotional regulation skills, social abilities, and
problem-solving skills.


The principle of implementing this activity
emphasizes being active, participatory, and enjoyable. Children are not
positioned as passive recipients of advice, but as active participants who
learn through experience and social interaction. This aligns with Vygotsky's
(1978) view that effective learning is formed through social processes and
direct experience. Thus, gamification-based counseling activities are designed
to align with the world of children, which is closely associated with play.
According to Gee (2018), effective learning processes should be experiential,
playful, and emotionally engaging. In this context, gamification serves as a
transformative medium that bridges the cognitive and affective aspects of
children.


This approach is also based on the
Self-Determination Theory proposed by Deci and Ryan (1985). This theory
emphasizes the importance of satisfying three basic psychological needs, namely
autonomy, competence, and social relatedness, for individuals to be
intrinsically motivated. Through gamification, students are given the freedom
to choose activities, challenges that match their abilities, and collaborative
experiences that strengthen their sense of connection with peers. Thus,
gamification not only creates an enjoyable play atmosphere but also fosters motivation
and emotional engagement in the counseling process (Ryan & Deci, 2020).


 


Activity Stages


The implementation of the Level Up Your Mind program
is carried out through three main stages, namely the preparation stage, the
counseling game implementation stage, and the monitoring and evaluation stage.


 


Preparation Stage


This stage begins with coordination between the implementation
team and the management of the At-Tanzil Guidance Studio to determine the
activity schedule and adjust it according to the conditions of students and
teachers. At this stage, the development of a gamification-based counseling
game module is carried out, consisting of five main types of games: Wheel of
Emotion, Problem Solver Bingo, Emotion Quest, Future Hero, and Solution
Spinner. The module is developed with consideration for aspects of child development
as well as the values intended to be instilled during the counseling
activities. In addition, the implementation team also prepares supporting media
such as scoreboards, game cards, emotion wheels, and symbolic prizes that serve
as a form of positive reinforcement for students' participatory behavior
(Hamari, Koivisto, & Sarsa, 2014).


 


Counseling Game Implementation
Stage


This stage is the core of the activity, where all gamified
counseling activities are carried out directly with the students. Each
counseling session is packaged in the form of group games that foster
self-confidence, the ability to express emotions, and social skills. For
example, in the Wheel of Emotion game, students are invited to recognize
various types of emotions and share relevant personal experiences. Meanwhile,
Problem Solver Bingo helps students practice finding solutions to everyday
problems creatively, and Future Hero encourages students to envision a positive
self-image as a future hero with good character. All activities are carried out
collaboratively among teachers, facilitators, and students in an enjoyable
atmosphere. According to Kottman and Meany-Walen (2018), play-based counseling
approaches like this are effective in helping children express themselves without
pressure while building a sense of safety in the counseling process.


 


Monitoring
and Evaluation Stage


The final stage focuses on assessing the process and outcomes of
the activities. Evaluation is conducted in a participatory manner involving
teachers, students, and facilitators. Direct observation is used to observe the
level of participation, emotional expressions, and student enthusiasm during
the activities. In addition to observation, group reflection is carried out to
assess the effectiveness of each game and to gather input from participants and
mentors. This reflective approach follows Brookfield's (2017) view that
learning evaluation should not be seen as a final judgment but as an ongoing
process to improve and strengthen educational practices. Through this
evaluation, an understanding is gained of the most effective games and the
tangible impact of gamification on increasing student engagement in counseling
services.


Overall, these three stages run continuously to achieve the main
goal of the program, namely to enhance the motivation, engagement, and
emotional well-being of migrant children through an interactive, adaptive, and
enjoyable counseling approach.


 


RESULTS AND
DISCUSSION


The
implementation of the Level Up Your Mind program at Sanggar Bimbingan
At-Tanzil, Malaysia, has yielded significant results in enhancing student
engagement in guidance and counseling (GC) services. This program was carried
out through a counseling gamification approach that integrates game elements
with the emotional learning process. Observation and evaluation results showed
improvements in several key aspects, namely student attendance, emotion
recognition, social problem-solving skills, and self-confidence in
interactions.
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Table 1. Comparison of Results Before and
After the Level Up Your Mind Program


These
results confirm that a gamification approach can enhance students' motivation
and participation in counseling services. Activities packaged in the form of
games provide an enjoyable and meaningful learning experience. According to
Hamari, Koivisto, and Sarsa (2014), game elements such as challenges, points,
and instant feedback can stimulate students' intrinsic motivation through
positive reinforcement. This is evidenced by a significant increase in student
attendance in counseling sessions, from 55% to 88%.


Improvements
in the aspects of emotion recognition and expression indicate the effectiveness
of the Wheel of Emotion and Emotion Quest games in helping children recognize
and name the emotions they feel. This finding aligns with Goleman (1995), who
stated that emotional awareness is the foundation of emotional intelligence.
The Problem Solver Bingo and Solution Spinner games also contribute to
enhancing students' abilities to solve problems and manage negative emotions
constructively.


From the
perspective of motivation theory, this finding can be explained through
Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2020). The
gamification approach provides students the opportunity to satisfy three basic
psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and social relatedness. The autonomy
aspect is seen when students are free to choose roles and express opinions
without pressure. The competence aspect appears when students successfully
complete game tasks and feel capable of overcoming challenges. Meanwhile, the
social relatedness aspect is built through peer support and a collaborative
group atmosphere. These three aspects contribute to increased intrinsic
motivation and active student participation.


From a social
and emotional perspective, the Future Hero activities have a positive impact on
students' self-image and future expectations. Children begin to see themselves
as individuals with positive values, such as a “patient hero” or a “brave
hero.” Visual reflection processes like this help them cultivate hope and
healthy self-confidence. This approach aligns with Kottman and Meany-Walen's
(2018) view that play-based counseling creates a safe space for children to
express themselves and develop their potential without fear of judgment.


In
addition, the observation results showed a change in teachers' perception of
the role of BK services. Previously, teachers considered BK merely as the
provision of individual advice. After participating in training and gamification
mentoring, teachers began to understand that BK can also be a medium for
creative and enjoyable social and emotional learning. This aligns with the
findings of Prasetyaningrum, Wulandari, and Putra (2025), who asserted that
digital-based counseling innovations can enhance the effectiveness and
accessibility of BK services.


The context
of Indonesian migrant children in Malaysia is an important aspect that
strengthens the contribution of this research. Their unique social conditions living
far from extended family and formal school environments in Indonesia demand an
inclusive and adaptive counseling approach. The Level Up Your Mind program has
successfully created a safe interaction space for them to learn how to
recognize and express themselves. This demonstrates that the gamification
approach is highly relevant in the context of cross-cultural education and
vulnerable children groups.


Overall,
the results of this study not only demonstrate the successful implementation of
gamification methods in enhancing student engagement, but also provide
theoretical contributions to the strengthening of the Self-Determination Theory
and the Emotional Intelligence Framework in the context of counseling guidance
for migrant children.


 


CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS


The
implementation of the Level Up Your Mind program at the At-Tanzil Guidance
Center in Malaysia shows that a gamification-based counseling approach is
effective in enhancing student engagement, motivation, and emotional competence
in guidance and counseling (G&C) services. The integration of game elements
such as the Wheel of Emotion, Problem Solver Bingo, Emotion Quest, Solution
Spinner, and Future Hero successfully transformed the previously passive
counseling atmosphere into an interactive, enjoyable, and meaningful learning
process.


Quantitative
results showed a significant increase in student attendance, the ability to
recognize emotions, social problem-solving skills, as well as confidence in
expressing personal feelings. These findings demonstrate that gamification not
only serves as a form of entertainment but also as an effective pedagogical and
psychological strategy to develop emotional literacy, self-regulation, and
social connectedness among students. When counseling is packaged in the form of
engaging and student-centered activities, intrinsic motivation naturally grows,
and participation becomes more sustainable.


Theoretically,
the results of this study reinforce the relevance of Self-Determination Theory
proposed by Deci and Ryan (1985) and the Emotional Intelligence Theory by
Goleman (1995). The fulfillment of three basic psychological needs autonomy,
competence, and social relatedness was evident in the implementation of the
program, contributing to increased students' intrinsic motivation. Furthermore,
these results provide empirical evidence that play-based and gamification
approaches can be effectively implemented in non-formal educational contexts,
particularly for Indonesian migrant children facing emotional and social
challenges.


Overall, Level
Up Your Mind contributes to the enrichment of theory and practice in counseling
by presenting an innovative model that integrates emotional learning,
motivation, and pedagogical creativity. The success of this program
demonstrates that gamification-based counseling has the potential to be a
sustainable strategy for enhancing emotional well-being, particularly for
children who are vulnerable or in cross-cultural educational environments.


Based on
the results and reflections from the program implementation, there are several
recommendations for further development and application. First, formal and
non-formal educational institutions are advised to adopt a gamification
approach in guidance and counseling services. Simple, inexpensive games that can
be easily adapted to the local culture can serve as an effective means to
increase student interest and engagement. Therefore, training for teachers and
counselors should include modules on game- and technology-based counseling
methods to ensure more optimal implementation.


Second,
future research and community service need to examine the long-term impact of
gamification-based counseling, especially on emotion regulation, learning
motivation, and students' social adjustment. Longitudinal studies are necessary
to assess the sustainability of behavioral and emotional changes after the
intervention ends.


Third,
policymakers and educational institutions are expected to support the
integration of gamification approaches in both national and international education
programs, especially for communities of Indonesian migrant children abroad.
Collaboration between schools, learning centers, and universities will help
ensure the sustainability of emotional education services for these children.


Ultimately,
replicating the Level Up Your Mind program in various cultural contexts is
highly recommended. By adapting the game content, language, and local values,
this model can serve as a flexible framework for character development and the
emotional well-being of children in diverse global educational settings.
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