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Teaching and learning legal research in the law

school classroom can often be challenging for
both the teacher and the student, especially when
the content is technical or complex. As legal
research teachers, we are continually striving to
increase student engagement, learning, and reten-
tion. One method that has gained popularity
recently is gamification. This involves utilising
game mechanics, such as points, levels or rewards,
to encourage involvement and motivation. Gami-
fication can take many forms, and coding skills
are not needed to create a simple game. The
Librarians and Learning Skills Advisers at the
Monash University Law Library (MULL) have
recently used gamification to teach two topics of
importance for law students; researching legisla-

tion and academic integrity.

The games were developed using different tech-
niques and have different teaching methods.
One is used within the classroom and is led
by the teacher to help students develop legisla-
tive research skills. The other is a component
of a broader Academic Integrity for Law online

module, and is designed to be played individually

in the online environment.

This paper explores the theory behind the use of
gamification in education, the process of develop-
ing these games, the challenges and opportunities
that gamification provides, and reports on local
user experiences. Overall it is shown that, with the
right audience and context, gamification can be a
useful technique in a Librarian or Learning Skills

Adviser’s teaching toolbox.

Background and Context
What is Gamification

Gamification is widely defined as the ‘use of game
design elements in non-game contexts’.* While
this idea has been in use across a range of areas
such as organisation marketing and mobile apps,
it is a relatively recent area of academic study.’ It
is arguable that gamification has been present for
some time, particularly in education settings as
‘game-based learning’, in the ‘intentional use of
digital or non-digital games or simulations for the
purpose of fulfilling one or more specific learning
objectives’.® The opportunities afforded through
online and digital media used for eLearning have
expanded the application of gamification and

therefore academic interest.
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Gamification relies on the inclusion of game
‘dynamics, mechanics, and components” within
a context where games would not normally be
present. Essential here is the distinction of games
as opposed to “play”. While play is important in
performing the game, this is structured through
the necessary rule systems and goals that define
the game itself.® Rules provide important bound-
aries for the players to explore and progress
through the game. This is crucial for cohesion and
equity amongst players.” Goals are usually present
through rewards such as points, progress through
levels, or attainment of a final prize. These act as
a motivating force to engage the player, creating
competition to succeed and tempering failures
as “trial and error” to try again.'” The MDA
Framework'" provides further useful explanation
and background about game design by relating
game mechanics to dynamics (users’ behaviours
and experiences such as progression, competition
and cooperation) and aesthetics (users’ emotional
responses such as narrative, challenge, discovery

and fellowship).

Why Use Gamification

In education settings, gamification is highly useful
in its alternative opportunities for engagement
and learning. Wiggins states that the various
applications of gamification in teaching incentiv-
ises learning through rewards, particularly where
traditional modes have been ineffective.'? This is
also argued to suit current trends in flipped class-
rooms and blended learning designs."”” The game
engages players in its content through a different
context that secks to enhance their experience.
This often involves an emotional connection such
as competitive motivation or enjoyment through
choices, solutions and storytelling that supple-
ments their cognitive skills in problem solving or
knowledge application; a combination that creates
heightened learning opportunities and knowledge
retention.' Additionally, the “freedom to fail”
not normally afforded to students in conventional
learning models facilitates considerable learning
through reflection and practice. A game context
provides a ‘safe environment for exploration

and experimentation that ‘reduce[s] the sting
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of failure’.’®> However, the incentivisation of
learning through rewards is equally approached
with caution as overuse may devalue personal
motivation to learn or instill a flippant attitude
to content.'® As a result, studies have widely
concluded that gamification is not a “silver
bullet” for effective teaching and learning. Rather
it requires mindful application in education that
considers audience and purpose carefully in its

design and application."”

Previous teaching by MULL mostly followed
conventional methods of information delivery
with student understanding reviewed through
question and answer or quiz assessments. While
effective for certain settings and content, this
mode of delivery did not necessarily achieve the
knowledge or ability levels set out in the learning
objectives for first year law students, and retention
was commonly low. Gamification was considered
as an alternative format for students to engage
with the required content, incentivise learning
of important content, and improve knowledge

retention.

Incorporating Humour

Another concept linked to increased student
engagement is the use of humour in the class-
room. This has been the subject of separate

studies, concluding that

There is some general empirical evidence that
the judicious use of appropriate, relevant and
inclusive humour can help create a friendly,
unintimidating learning environment, which
can in turn increase student engagement and
participation. In addition, and perhaps more
importantly, the literature also suggests that
humour can have a significant positive impact

on students’ retention of material.'®

Students are technology savvy, and intuitive

visual communicators, image-oriented and
craving interaction,” making gamification a
perfect means to incorporate humour. Humour
captures and maintains students’ attention.?
Although ‘humour is not traditionally associated
with teaching and learning at law school’,” there

are numerous examples Of amusing cases and
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law-related cartoons and video clips (for example,
The Simpsons and Rake) with which to illustrate
a teaching point. Incorporating humour into
games in the classroom can only help to further

strengthen engagement and, therefore, retention.

Gamification in Practice

Initial experimentation by MULL staff using
games in class began with Kahoot!* This is a
quick and simple way to test student prepara-
tion and understanding using multiple choice
questions that students can access using a mobile
device. The upbeat music and bright colours,
along with game mechanics of points, levels and
rewards, combine to start the class on a humour-

ous and fun note.

Staff also investigated other existing examples of
academic gamification. Quitch® is an app which
pushes out quizzes to keep students engaged and
learning after class; the use and study of Quitch
has shown evidence of a ‘positive correlation
between students’ scoring highly on the app and
achieving higher academic grades.’* Another
example is the use of game based mechanics to
create a diagnostic tool for Monash Talent,”
a new service which matches Monash graduates
with suitable employers. These are both quite
sophisticated examples of gamification, requiring

funding and expertise. Keen to extend student

engagement using game mechanics, staff decided

to design and build a simple game internally.

Using the theories discussed above as a basis for
the project, two games were initially developed
to support teaching. Initial preparation involved
determining target audiences and learning objec-
tives to inform game design, as suggested by Huang
and Soman.” The games were storyboarded by
Librarians and Learning Skills Advisers working
collaboratively, then built using H5P software,
and finally reviewed by Subject Librarians and
the MULL Manager. The prototypes were then
tested by casual MULL staff, with revisions made
to create the final versions. H5P was selected as
the principal software because it fulfilled all the
necessary requirements to meet this project’s
goals; it is free, open source, and easy to use. This
software enabled staff members to create simple
games without requiring any additional funding,
high-tech coding skills, or external game devel-
oper’s input. Games could be quickly created and
edited, and embedded in any website. The build
time, once all storyboarding was completed, took

approximately two hours per game.

Legislative Research Game

The first game developed by MULL was a
legislative research game.” This game was built
for first-year law students to consolidate their

research skills during class. Library research classes
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are embedded into a core first-year law unit,
Public Law and Statutory Interpretation, with
enrolment of approximately 500 students. Librar-
ians first taught the students how to research
legislation using legislative databases and govern-
ment websites, covering authoritative versions of
legislation, amendments, commencement dates,
Bills and extrinsic material. In the second class,
the Librarians facilitated the research game on the
screen, while students worked together to answer
the questions. The game was also provided online
through the University’s Learning Management
System for students to revisit after class and

continue practicing their skills.

The premise of the game is that the players’
puppy has been stolen. Players must use their
legislative research skills to solve puzzles and
find clues to save their puppy. This cooperation
between players creates a social aspect to the
game that players enjoy.”® Other incorporated
game mechanics include time/urgency, storyline,
goals, freedom to fail, and reward. Integrating
this combination of game elements into the class

activity, increased students’ intrinsic motivation

to learn.”” Time was incorporated in each section
of the game by embedding a countdown timer on
each level. This instilled a sense of urgency in the
players to answer each question and move on to
the next stage — it was a motivator for action.”
This sense of urgency also mimics the real world
scenario where lawyers or students in clerkships
may be under time pressure to produce an answer

for a client or law firm.

Storytelling and the freedom to fail are two of the
four key game mechanics that have been found to
consistently lead to success when used in learning
environments.”’ Weaving the legislative research
questions into the “save the puppy” storyline and
creating a quest with a clear goal added purpose
and focus to the game.?> The narrative ‘provides
relevance and meaning to the experience’ which
engages and motivates the player.®® A benefit of
this game design is that it also allows students
the “freedom to fail without penalty’, so that they
can experiment without fear of repercussions.™
This encourages exploration, curiosity and leads
to an increase in engagement.”® The low stakes

create a positive relationship around failure which
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enhances learning; ‘failure is not seen as an end,
but as a step on the journey to mastery’.*® The
trial and error involved in the game leads to
eventual success through practice and learning.

In addition, the game also employs reward
structures.”® Rather than providing badges or a
leaderboard, when all the questions are answered
correctly the class is able to save the puppy as their
reward. The final screen of the game (see Figure 1)
empbhasises this reward to increase player satisfac-

tion and sense of achievement.?® Research shows

that rewards are effective when teaching skills

that have a practical application, such as research
skills, because the real-world benefits of the skill
will provide players with intrinsic motivation
after the rewards from the game cease.”” A puppy
was chosen for the storyline and reward due to
its universal popularity. The instinctive affection
many feel towards a cute baby animal®' meant
interest in the game and motivation to ‘save the

puppy’ amongst the players would be high.

Humour was added as an element to the class
through the verbal “performance” of the game.
Teachers are often ‘hesitant to test the humour

f I's
YOU DID IT!! YOU SAVED HIM!

Life is once more how it should be, you and
pup are together again.

Thank God for your legislative research skills!

f———

{ Back to start

Figure 1 — Final screen of the legislative research game (reward)
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waters because of feelings, such as: “I'm going to
fail” or “I'll get embarrassed.”* However, for the
game to work it was important for the librarians
to play a role and show exaggerated enthusiasm to
save the puppy. Students generally ‘want you to
succeed and will feel badly if you don’t do well'®
and this was borne out in our classes. Hearing
laughter, or even an amused chuckle, from the
students at the appropriate points in the game is

a reward for the teacher!

Academic Integrity Game

The second game developed by MULL was a
‘choose your own adventure’ style game. The aim
of this game is to teach first-year law students

about the consequences of academic integrity,

both at university and in their professional lives.
The game is to be played independently online
and is embedded on a publicly accessible website,
as part of a wider “Academic Integrity for Law”
online tutorial.* The game mechanics utilised in
this activity include storyline, role-play, choice
and replay. In the game, players take on the avatar
of a student who has to make different choices
along their path from law student to practicing
lawyer. Depending on the choices the player
makes for their avatar, different outcomes occur
(see Figure 2). Providing these meaningful choices
puts the player in control of the game and gives

them a sense of autonomy and agency.”

The character’s story arc may see them face the
university discipline committee and fail a unit

Laiyzie taps you on the shoulder,

You say:

change the words.

Yeah no worries, take the paragraph
OR

Yes, that's fine, take the paragraph; but you have to

"Uuggh, I'm so sick of this, plus I wanna get home to
watch TV. I'm so close to finishing, I just need a
conclusion. Yours looks awesome, any chance you'd
let me just use some of it?"

Figure 2 — Academic integrity game provides players with different dialogue choices

2 Berk, above n 15, 110.
4 Ibid.
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or be dismissed from their traineeship after
university, and ultimately they may or may not
be admitted to the legal profession by the Legal
Admissions Board. This story helps to ‘add
meaning, provide context, and guide action’ in
the game.” Not only does this engage players,
but it helps them to vicariously learn the desired
thinking patterns around academic integrity. By
involving the player in the story, the lessons
become more powerful and memorable.” In
addition, by creating a narrative that mirrors
the real-world and shows potential outcomes
for behaviours, players can make more informed

decisions should they face similar situations.*®

This story mechanic was achieved through inbuilt
branching logic in each section of the game. Every
choice a player selects takes them to a different
screen in the game, thus creating a unique game
experience for each player. There is only a limited
number of options to take, however players can
replay and make different choices to see what
effect their academic integrity decisions may have
in the real world. The freedom to fail, as discussed
above, is especially important in this game design,
enabling players to explore multiple options and
place their character in deliberate “danger” to

see the different outcomes and learn from the

experiences.®

Analysis

Notably, the audience for both these games is
first-year students. According to research, larger
groups of undergraduate students are more
likely to engage with, and be motivated by
games in comparison to a smaller post-graduate
cohort®® The positive effects of gamification
greatly depend on the implementation context
and types of players.”' It is therefore important
to understand the target audience and broader
context to ensure the success of a new program
such as this.”> For example, by considering what
the ‘pain points’ were for first-year students doing
legislative research, MULL was able to design a
game that attempted to overcome those issues.”
Previous iterations of the classes had shown
that many students found legislative research
somewhat overwhelming and dull. Therefore,
by breaking the research skills down into differ-
ent game stages and injecting humour and play

into the class activities, this concern could be

addressed.
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Feedback on the legislative research game was
very positive. Staff members who facilitated
the sessions commented on the enthusiasm of
students and their engagement with the game.
Students could be heard cooing when first shown
the puppy they must save, and laughing at the
humorous sections of the game, such as when
the puppy refuses to leave its captor until it
knows of any current Bills. Students cooperated
to answer the questions and move forward in the
game as a class, bringing a sense of camaraderie
and achievement when the game was won. After
the classes, students provided feedback via a
digital form and although the response rate was
low, the data indicates the success of the game.
Of the 31 respondents, 81% agreed or strongly
agreed that the game helped them to practice the
research skills they learnt in class. In addition,
74% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed
that they were more engaged in learning during

the game, than through other class activities.

Implementation of the game in class, however,
required some experimentation in terms of pace
and timing. Each class of students differed in the
time required to find the answers and understand-
ing of the research processes previously learned.
Students requested the methods used to find the
answers, so these were posted onto Moodle (the
Monash Learning Management System) after
the classes. Playing the game as a group in a timed
situation also made it difficult to see who was not
following along. For this reason, the game was
made available on the unit’s Moodle site so that

students could try it on their own.

Analysis of the Academic Integrity for Law game
has proved more difficult as it is available on a
public access website. Statistics show 514 views by
438 users over the period from January to April
2018, spiking in March when first year students
are encouraged to view it. The online tutorial was
embedded into the first year unit, Foundations
of Law, and lecturers have made it a requirement
for students to work through it before their class
which deals with this topic. Future analysis may
take the form of a survey within this unit.

Future Directions and Conclusion

Gamification is increasingly being used as an
innovative solution to a number of problems
at universities. The Law Library team’s imple-
mentation of gamification is at a fairly basic
level, taking small steps to improve engagement
in teaching and learning. Using simple applica-
tions of existing software such as Kahoot!, and
internal development of class activities using
open access H5P software, we have been able
to harness existing staff knowledge and capabil-
ity. As Kevin Bell, Pro Vice Chancellor (Digital
Futures) at Western Sydney University, writes:
‘students don’t want their education to spill over
into their social lives. They are, however, happy
to say, “Give it a go. Give me something vaguely
interesting that speaks to me and that shows that
you have made an effort to meet me halfway”.””*
So, we will continue to use elements of gamifica-
tion where there is a fit with learning objectives
to create a more engaging and effective learning
environment; with the aim of helping our law
students become well prepared for law school and,

thereafter, the work environment.

* Kevin Bell, Game On! Gamification, Gameful Design, and the Rise of the Gamer Educator (John Hopkins

University Press, 2018) 187.
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