M-Power Game:  A game playing approach to student support




An innovative approach initiated by the Gippsland campus of Monash University.

Background

The challenges of engaging with a university environment are encountered on at least three levels – academic, personal and cultural.  Not all of these challenges are stated, visible, easily recognised or even acknowledged.  As a consequence, difficulties often arise for individuals to successfully navigate their way through the uncharted waters of academia.  As we all know, students repeatedly encounter common difficulties and problems when making the transition into their new environments.  Traditionally, institutions take a conservative approach to student induction, and these methods are notoriously poor mechanisms for the effective transfer of information.  So, rather than using ‘talking heads’, the M-Power Game© seeks to raise students’ awareness of important information through an activity based learning format.

The M-power Game© was developed at Gippsland, the regional campus of Monash University, and is designed to be an innovative shift away from more routine methods of information transfer and to engage students in considering institutional, personal, and intercultural negotiation.  It engages students, physically, emotionally and mentally, by raising their awareness about situations they may face and encourages them to consider self-empowering strategies. Teamwork, problem solving, study skills, recognition of staff roles and strategy discussions are integral to the aim of this interactive device.

Process

The game is delivered in a context that introduces the range of challenges that confront new students.  After the game, a debriefing seeks to bring together the various issues and strategies raised through the course of the game so that students feel confident and empowered in commencing their studies.  The activity itself takes approximately 90 minutes.

Students are assigned randomly to teams in the game to give them an opportunity to begin forming friendships.  Teams are then presented with a series of hypothetical situations commonly confronted by new students, accompanied by consequences of their decisions.  Each team has to reach a consensus in their answers with the assistance of facilitators (senior students, general staff, counsellors and academics) acting as roaming advisers. The use of staff volunteers as advisers seeks to familiarise students with staff in a relaxed and cooperative environment.  Students physically move across a playing space symbolising their transition through first year. Some of the consequences allow the teams to move forward across the playing space, some consequences require that they remain stationary, and other consequences may send them backwards.  

An important element at the conclusion of the hypothecial part of the game is a debriefing session with the students.  This seeks to bring together various issues and strategies raised through the course of the game so that students feel confident and empowered in commencing their studies.  
Intended Outcomes

In posing hypothetical questions or scenarios and consequences, the aim is for students to appreciate the range of issues they may confront over the course of the year, to become aware of the challenges, both stated and unstated, that students may face and to raise their awareness of how their choices will shape the nature of their experience. At a practical level, the engagement stimulates the opportunity for social networking and enables students to interact informally with relevant staff.

Whilst the intention is for students to be introduced to a range of strategies for learning and coping with institutional transition issues, the purpose of the game is not to produce a ‘winning’ team. Rather, we hope that students will be able to evaluate their current approach and what they can do to improve, inform, and empower their own choices.  This will help them to develop strategic thinking about possibilities and that some outcomes of their decision making can be random, outside their control, unforeseen as well as more obvious. 

The challenges presented to students deal with issues such as:

· developing intercultural learning practices – what may or may not be acceptable in areas such as appropriate staff and student conduct,
· learning and teaching styles are addressed – lectures, tutorials, timetable issues, essay writing, exam preparation, and so on,
· the importance of engaging with the university as a learning community – forming peer support networks, approaching staff for assistance, seeking study skills support, 

· the need to strike a balance between learning, work and social commitments, 

· gaining a broader a familiarization with all the university has to offer, and 

· specific areas such as sexual harassment, plagiarism and relationships are introduced in a non-threatening environment.

In raising awareness of individuals, we interrupt the perpetuation of dominance and subordination, enable access & equity and interrogate the acceptance that students need to be assimilated.
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How do we know it works?

Formal evaluation is an important part of assessing the game’s ability to raise students’ awareness of the issues they may confront in their first year.  Our findings indicate the game can make a difference.  

Pre- and post-game questionnaires target specific areas of interest covered by the game and provide a measure of the students’ awareness of particular issues emerging from the transition to university study.  A follow-up questionnaire is conducted in Week 4 to assess, to some degree, the effectiveness and benefits of participation in the game.   

Results from the pre/post game questionnaires were significant for the majority of indicators (7 out of 10, 8 out of 10 and 10 out of 10 for three separate groups).  Data from the Week 4 follow-up questionnaires provide evidence of the long lasting effect the game has achieved.  For example, our Likert-type scale indicated ‘high’ to ‘very high’ level of confidence or understanding in terms of confronting issues (75.5%), in seeking assistance (80.4%), in understanding independent learning (98.04%), and in acting assertively (88%).   This was also the case with responses about the immediate future where 68.6% of students felt confident (‘high’ to ‘very high’) about the month ahead.  However, the students expressed a degree of anxiety about impending assignments with only 47% feeling highly confident about this aspect, perhaps demonstrates an element of strategic thinking.

The M-power game engages the participants at both an emotional and intellectual level in an activity that introduces them to many of the central aspects of transition that students commonly find problematic. The indications are that the students have taken the opportunity to begin forming friendships among their peers and to meet senior students and staff in an educational but informal activity.

Other possibilities
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Conclusion

For those interested in improving support services for students, providing an engaging introduction to their institution, and empowering students to make informed decisions then this interactive approach may be useful.  In addition to providing social networking opportunities with other students and an opportunity to interact with relevant staff, this game-playing initiative raises awareness of important student issues. Students are encouraged to develop strategic thinking about possibilities and to develop a broader awareness of personal, academic and cultural issues they may encounter. 
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