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Notes to accompany slides

OPENING SLIDE
 In this presentation I will be describing a new online course developed in response to a need for

increased engagement with key research skills in a first year undergraduate degree in Historical
Studies.

SLIDE 2: in 2007
 Let’s step back to 2007. There are 150 first year students, who receive a lecture on online research

skills, and work through worksheets to practice their skills in a large computer suite.
 The students are visibly poorly engaged during the sessions (particularly those in the lab), and show

poor take-up of the skills both in the short term, and later in the more important second and third
years. In addition, the cohort had a poor sense of community and belonging to the subject.

SLIDE 3: STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES
 As a result, there was a clear need to improve motivation and engagement with these key research

skills [learning outcomes as slide]. Additionally, with growing numbers on the course, we wanted to
explore the option of flexible working patterns.

SLIDE 4: ACTIVITY & SLIDE 5: ANSWERS
 [interactive section to demonstrate the type of activity developed for the course. Answers removed]

SLIDE 6: KEY FEATURES FROM RESEARCH IN ARGs
 To achieve the learning objectives, I looked at high engagement models involving large cohorts. Part

of my recent research had been looking at various forms of online games, and one genre in particular
- that of Alternative Reality Games or Immersive Online Games - had shown dramatic levels of
engagement, motivation and community across a prolonged period of time.

 I had identified these key features as being of interest for higher education - the alternative reality in
our context being: one where the students learn!

SLIDE 7: FEATURES USED
 These particular features were chosen to fit in with the learning objectives for the Historical Studies

course, and a model developed based around them.
 Alongside the development of this framework, I worked closely with subject lecturers and library

staff to define the resources and skills which the students need to pick up - particularly the ones they
currently struggle with in later years.

SLIDES 8-11: WALK THROUGH THE COURSE
 The course was designed to run primarily online for four weeks, but opened with a face-to-face

lecture to introduce the cohort to the activities and concepts; and closed with a reflective/prizegiving
lecture.



 The course is primarily based around problems or puzzles, which require the students to actively
search for resources and develop methodologies in order to solve them. Different categories of
puzzles were developed to cover different research skills (finding resources, differentiating between
them, analysing them, and using them), but within those there were different puzzle types to engage
different types of students [four types shown on slides 8 and 9].

 To maintain levels of motivation, and fit into flexible working patterns, the activity was semi-
automated. A custom web-based system allowed solutions for the puzzles to be entered and checked
any time of day or night; with marks then being added to their personal total, their position on a
leaderboard changing, and a new puzzle being delivered to them via email - all within the space of a
few seconds. In this way, motivation levels were kept very high. [Slide 10]

 Communal aspects were encouraged through some of the puzzles themselves, but also by requiring
the students to swap duplicate puzzles with each other by email - gradually encouraging them to
widen their contacts within the cohort. We also found groups of students discussing the puzzles over
coffee or at the end of lectures.

 Points from individual puzzles all fed into a constantly-updated Leaderboard: linked directly to
assessment, so that students could track their module score as they progressed. Prizes were up for
grabs to the top three students on the leaderboard, which were presented at the prizegiving ceremony
at the end. [Slide 11]

SLIDE 12: ASSESSMENT
 Assessment was considered very carefully as part of the design for this course. It had to encourage

engagement, cover non-traditional forms of work, and yet cope with a large online cohort.
 To cope with the high numbers, History postgraduates were trained as online moderators, and were

used to mark the discussion and wiki stages of the activity (details to follow).
 Each of the three stages formed a third of the total assessment, and students only had to get a

minimum of 1% in each of the three stages - therefore allowing specialism in the way students could
achieve a good pass mark.

SLIDE 13/14: DISCUSSION & WIKI
 Students were asked to discuss the puzzles they were working on within the BlackBoard discussion

areas set up for them. They could post requests for help if they were stuck, or post comments or hints
on the methodology they used to solve it. A set marking criteria was devised and published to the
students, so that posts showing high critical or reflective elements received greater marks. The
postgraduate moderators marked and commented on each post visibly and uploaded the marks to the
leaderboard daily, so that students received quick feedback on their posts. [Slide 13]

 Both the discussion forums, and the final stage - the group Wiki - played a large part in the
community development aspects: with students working in groups of 20 to solve puzzles and, in the
wiki, to reflect on and write up the resources and methods they discovered for future reference. These
two aspects also led to deep critical understanding of key issues.

 The Wiki stage was assessed in a similar way to discussion posts - individual entries were marked
according to a set criteria by the postgraduate moderators, but the overall Wikis were then marked by
a subject tutor according to more traditional academic criteria. This was the one stage of the
assessment which wasn’t visible to the students. [Slide 14]

BEFORE NEXT:
 We ran two pilots of the course in 2007/8, with the first full iteration running with 200 students in

Autumn 2008. The following slides show data and feedback from the first full course.

SLIDES 15-20: RESULTS



 [slides self explanatory]

SLIDE 21: END
 The next stage in the development of this course, is to turn it into a more generic model for

distribution to other subject areas. In addition, I am conducting ongoing research into other areas
where immersive games might provide useful features or models for use in higher education teaching
and learning.


