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Abstract  

 An Ethical Island is an introductory ethics course designed on gamification 

mechanics to both increase ethical attitude and aptitude.  The course was studied to 

answer the following two research questions, 1) What effect does The Ethical Island 

course have on changes in ethical aptitude and 2). What effect does An Ethical Island 

course, based on Gamification, have on changes in ethical attitudes? The participants 

were first-year college students from varied backgrounds. The study used a mixed-

methods approach, collecting data through observations, journals, interviews, pre and 

post assessments, and other research tools.
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Overview of Topic 

Ethics is often taught to undergraduate students as one of their required general 

education courses and, traditionally, in a lecture format.  However, many students find 

these lectures boring and confusing especially in a course that is more about making 

moral decisions and understanding why you make these decisions than about learning 

facts and theories.  At the same time, both industry and educators are recognizing the 

need for students to graduate from college able to function as an ethical member of a 

team.  To address this disparity, in recent years, other techniques have been introduced to 

increase learning in an introductory ethics course.  One such technique that will be 

investigated in this research is the use of Gamification.  Gamification is the use of game 

techniques in a non-game setting to increase participation.  It is suggested that using 

gamification can actively engage students in learning ethical theories and principles to 

form a foundation for ethical reasoning.  

 Significance. This topic was chosen because having taught ethics for the last 3 

years, in a variety of ways, there still appears a need to make the class more student 

interactive, motivating, and challenging.  Each time is has been taught, it was changed 

slightly in order to find a better way.  Discussions with ethics instructors from other 

universities also suggest that it is hard to motivate students, teach students to think 

ethically, or to engage deeply in the topics.  When teaching a business ethics course, the 

researcher quickly realized that the students did not have a theoretical foundation they 
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should have received from their basic ethics course.  After trying to teach both the 

theoretical ethics and then move into the more specific business ethics, the researcher 

found that there was not enough time to cover all of the important topics.  Therefore, the 

next term the researcher taught Humanities 110, an introductory ethics course to see if 

there was a way to better prepare students early in their education in the basics of ethics 

and ethical theory, thereby preparing them for later program specific courses in ethics. 

 At the time, the basic ethics course as it was previously taught was very difficult 

and confusing for the students.  It was driven by theories and ancient philosophers.  The 

students did not see how the two related.  Therefore, the course was restructured to lay a 

foundation in ethics.  It was expected that once the foundation was laid students would 

begin to recognize their ethical framework, and they to understand why ethical theories 

are the building blocks to more specific ethics courses.  

 After taking basic ethics (HUM110) students in business and health science fields 

must also take a law class. This is expected to further separate out in their minds law, 

ethics, and the theories behind why they make the decisions they make.  Soren 

Kierkegaard (1541) a famous philosopher said, “Life can only be understood backwards; 

but it must be lived forwards.”  After two years of various attempts at teaching the ethics 

course, in an attempt to continue to lay a solid foundation in ethics, and to motivate 

students to become active participants in their learning, a class, An Ethical Island has 

been designed.  An Ethical Island was birthed out of the need for one’s personal ethical 

framework, looking back to look live forward. 

 Importance.  Ethics in both academics and business has been in the media 

considerably in the last several years.  Accrediting agencies are pushing universities to 
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teach their students how to be ethical.  However, are the unethical behaviors we are 

seeing in the media illegal actions or unethical actions?  Accrediting bodies, academics, 

and business leaders may be confused about what ethics really is.  Business leaders have 

intertwined law and ethics to the point that they are no longer seen as two separate 

domains. 

 This underpins the importance of teaching a foundational ethics course.  Students 

need to know what choices they should balance and when they should just follow the law.  

It is important for students to understand when they are dealing with an ethical dilemma 

verses a legal dilemma.  The media claims that the Penn State child molestation case was 

an ethical dilemma.  However, at what point will people learn that ethics is about making 

two right choices, not about making a legal choice or an illegal choice.  The problem with 

blending law and ethics is that a student thinks that when faced with a legal decision, they 

just choose what they think is right.  This blending of personal ethics to a legal question 

has led to the confusion over what is ethics.  There needs to be a point where the line is 

drawn both in our own framework and in our academic framework.  

 In order to be ethical beings, students need to find out what ethics is, what their 

personal ethics framework is, and how they make choices each day.  As indicated by 

media events and feedback from employers, Ethics instructors are realizing that schools 

are failing to teach ethics.  This research will investigate a new course structure, An 

Ethical Island, to determine how students learn ethics and how to better engage students 

at a level that affects change in attitude and aptitude. 

Introduction to the Problem 

 Incoming first year students in a private university often are not eager to take the 
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required ethics course, the students do not see why it is required, and they would rather 

take courses directly related to their degree.  Previous students in this course have voiced 

a misconception about what ethics is and what an ethics class entails.  Many students 

believed that an ethics class will teach them how to follow rules and that they believe 

they already know all about following rules and do not need the course.  Furthermore, 

many prior students have not succeeded academically in the traditional ethics course.  As 

ethics is a required course, and the students must pass the course or repeat it, this has 

presented a stumbling block for many students in their college progress.   

Possible causes of the problem.  There are two sides to the problem of ethics 

education.  One, what is ethics and why is it important to teach to college students, and 

two, how does one structure an ethics course so that students will be engaged, learn, and 

want to take it.  It may be that there is confusion in ethics education of what ethics is, 

what an ethics course should teach, and why it is important for students to study. 

Corporate America has repeatedly experienced ethical crises often highly publicized in 

the news.  Most recently, we have seen these ethical crises also cropping up in 

educational institutions.  In response to requests from industry to produce a more ethical 

workforce, accrediting bodies are now requiring an ethics component to many degree 

programs.  Higher education in response to the need to both produce a more ethical 

workforce and to function itself as a more ethical entity, has seen more colleges and 

universities requiring an ethics course also.  However, these bodies are not elaborating on 

what ethics is and how it should be taught.  This has led to a broad spectrum of ethics 

courses with varying results. 

 A possible cause for students not wanting to take the ethics course may be 
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because of their experience in other general education courses or high school classes. 

Students who have taken other courses and found most of them to be taught in a teacher 

centered or lecture style may then make the connection that if those were unengaging 

lecture classes, ethics, as another general education course, will also be teacher centric 

and unengaging as well.  In addition, many of the students in the current private 

university are career directed and focused on their core program seeing little need for 

courses outside their area of interest.   

 Therefore the problem must be addressed from both perspectives.  The course 

must have a clear focus to change attitudes and aptitudes about ethics and ethical 

decision-making, and it must address the problem of student engagement and motivation. 

Proposed solution to the problem.  Just as the problem has two focuses, so must 

the solution.  Teaching ethics in a different way based on scientifically sound principles 

and pedagogy may engage students in a way that will foster deep conceptual learning.  

While a number of different methods have been suggested in the literature, one founded 

on Gamification appears to suggest a way to motivate and engage learners while at the 

same time presenting the content necessary to facilitate student understanding of what 

ethics is and how it drives decision-making.  Gamification is using a well-developed 

game to teach a concept or course.  An Ethical Island is a ten-week ethics course in which 

students are placed into teams, also known as ’Islands’, where they compete in learning 

challenges. Each week challenges, and other pre-class activities earn one island The Most 

Ethical Island Award. 

The course content is well defined and includes both traditional philosophy and 

psychology material.  It uses a required ethics book that includes several ethical theories 
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on which people base their ethical foundation.  Six to eight of these theories are studied 

in depth.  Additionally, moral philosophy is included. The students will analyze the 

content in light of their ethical foundation (also known as ethical system).  

Research Questions 

What effect does The Ethical Island course, based on Gamification, have on changes in 

ethical attitudes?  

What effect does The Ethical Island course have on changes in ethical aptitude? 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

Teaching and Learning 

Academic freedom is an exciting concept in education.  It is the “ idea that 

scholars ought to be free from outside influence when teaching or conducting research” 

(Fox, 2011, p.173).  Because of academic freedom, educators are encouraged to explore 

their field of expertise and build enduring learning experiences for their students.  This is 

even truer in higher education where state standards and No Child Left Behind dictates 

are absent.  Not all instructors would agree that academic freedom is exciting at all. Some 

even find that this freedom is burdensome and overwhelming.  This is often because 

higher education instructors are experts in their field of study and this often does not 

include education.  The lack of how students learn becomes burdensome.  How to create 

a course is overwhelming.  

 Overwhelmed and overburden college instructors often turn to traditional course 

design (Dalsgaard & Godsk, 2007; Hansen, 2011).  Dalsgaard (2007) elaborates calling 

these traditional designs content-based and lecture-based.  Traditional course design 

moves along the continuum of choosing a textbook, selecting chapters to cover, create 

assignments that “separate the good from the poor students,” determine grading 

procedures, and “translate course content into instructor objectives” (Hansen, 2011, p.12).  

Traditional course design, in Hansen’s view, is void of true design because it leaves out 

the necessity of designing authentic performance tasks that lead to learning outcomes.  

Traditional course design needs a facelift. 
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There is a need for college instructor experts to meet pedagogy.  Pedagogy is the 

art of education.  Education includes more than an expert’s knowledge. It is no longer an 

impartation from expert into an empty vessel, the student.  Education involves concepts 

like how students learn, in what order or with what cues they might learn, and how to 

deliver content for enduring learning.  These concepts are the basis that every teacher 

needs.  This literature review, provides a brief overview of pedagogy, such as 

constructivism and cognitivism, and new emerging pedagogy, such as game-based 

learning and gamification.  The content of the literature review is not an exhaustive look 

at pedagogy, but rather a flashlight in a dark college classroom. 

The researcher will shine the flashlight on both old concepts that some educators 

suggest are out dated and should be left in the closet, and other concrete building blocks 

that are a must have in all classrooms.  The flashlight will shine brighter as it relates to 

the teaching of an ethics course using game theory.  This will give a greater 

understanding of where the ideas of this class originated. 

Constructivism.  Constructivism is a learning framework that holds, “meaningful 

learning occurs when people actively try to make sense of the world by filtering new 

ideas and experiences through existing knowledge structures (Snowman, 2009, p.324). ” 

These structures are also known as schemes.  This view of learning is not new and dates 

back to John Dewey, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, and Jerome Bruner (Denton, 2012; 

Matthews, 2003; Snowman, 2009).  However, constructivism has grown up in recent 

years. New theories have come out of the original work.  All constructivist theories, 

however, share four basic facets (Snowman, 2009).  The first facet is that “meaningful 

learning is the active creation of knowledge structures from personal experiences 
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(Snowman, 2009, p.325).”  In other words, students come to a learning environment with 

Polanyi’s concept of “entering behavior” (Ray, 2009).  This entering behavior is an 

integral part of learning.  

The second facet all constructivism shares is “one person’s knowledge can never 

be totally transferred to another person because knowledge is the result of a personal 

interpretation of experience (Snowman, 2009, p.326).”  The personal experience is 

influenced by race, ethnicity, age, gender, and knowledge (Greene, Jensen, & Jones, 

1996; Hunter, Gambell, & Randhawa, 2005; Machery & Faucherm, 2005; Singleton, 

2009).  Therefore, a student comes to the learning environment with a set of experiences 

influenced by his environment. 

The third facet is that “even though knowledge is personal, people often agree 

about what is true (Snowman, 2009, p.326).”  Personal knowledge is qualified by a set of 

true knowledge that most agree upon (Cardellini, 2006).  Agreed upon knowledge is true 

through observations, hypothesis, and conclusions (Snowman, 2009).  Therefore, an 

individual comes to a learning experience with knowledge that is then tested to find truth. 

The fourth facet states that “additions to, deletions from, or modifications of 

individuals’ knowledge structures come mainly from the sharing of multiple perspectives 

(Snowman, 2009, p.326).”  Students need discussion and interactions with other people to 

be moved to learn.  A student needs to hear different perspectives that challenge his own. 

Piagetian and Vygotskians both advocate for moving into a deeper understanding at 

different levels (this is where Cognitivism comes into play). 

Vygotsky stressed the need for peer interaction for learning to be constructed 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  This interaction should be structured in such a way that students are 
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challenged by other peers and pushed just outside their comfort zone.  Vygotsky refers to 

this as the zone of proximal development (ZPD).  Though this is a cognitive argument, 

the implementation of ZPD is a constructivist task.  Students each have a zone of what 

they know and what they are able to know.  When the knowledge is near the outer edges 

of the ZPD, students are challenged to construct knowledge.  This construction is 

accomplished through peer interaction within a similar zone of proximal development. 

The basic facets of constructivism demonstrate the role between the student who 

comes to the learning experience with some knowledge, mental model, or concept, and an 

instructor also coming with knowledge, a mental model, or concept that may be more 

scientific or complex.  Where the types of constructivism diverge is in how the student 

and the instructor interact.  Variations of constructivism include challenge-based learning, 

problem-based learning, inquiry-based learning, experiential-based learning, and situated 

learning, among many others.  The implementation of constructivism is better understood 

through the particular constructivist pedagogy. 

Problem-based learning.  The first constructivist learning strategy is Problem- 

based learning (PBL).  PBL is an active learning pedagogy based on a social 

constructivist approach to education (Vygotsky, 1978).  Active learning is “the extent to 

which students are involved in experiences that involve actively constructing new 

knowledge and understanding (ACER, 2009, p.3).”  Social constructivists believe that 

learning cannot be effective unless it is active (Dalsgaard & Godsk, 2007).  Active 

learning needs a goal.  The problem is the goal that makes learning active.  

Problem-based learning is attractive because it promises deep learning (Douglas, 

2012).  Deep learning approach proposes that students integrate new material with 
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personal experience, past knowledge, and what their interests are (Ramsden, 2005).  

Problem-based learning also promises to “increase teaching and learning efficiency” 

through self-governed work (Dalsgaard & Godsk, 2007).  

PBL has three phases.  The first phase is the problem analysis phase. During the 

problem analysis phase student groups are presented with a problem.  A problem is 

presented by the instructor.  No previous introduction of the problem content is given. 

The initial step in this phase is for the students to identify the nature and scope of the 

problem.  The next step is to generate the list of possible issues (Douglas, 2012).  During 

this phase, self-directed learning is generated (Nicholl & Lou, 2012).  Teamwork and 

individual voice is critical to this phase (Visschers-Pleijers, Dolmans, DeGrave, 

Wolfhagen, Jacobs & Van der Vleuten, 2006). 

The second phase is the study phase, also known as researching the problem 

phase. In the second phase students individually research the learning issues (Dalsgaard 

& Godsk, 2007; Visschers-Pleijers et al., 2006).  There are two variations of the study 

phase. One variation of this phase is for each student to study a different issue.  Another 

variation is for each student in the team to study all the learning issues.  

The key to the second phase is that it follows Vygotsky’s theories on self-guided 

learning.  The students are in control of their learning.  They are expected to find the 

solutions to their problem.  Some instructors guide the students by giving them starting 

points that might be articles, websites, or other content.  The starting points are only 

meant as a jumping off point (Schmidt, Rotgans, & Yew, 2011).  Once information is 

gathered, the next phase begins. 
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 The final phase is the reporting phase.  During the reporting phase students 

present their results first to each other in the group and then to an audience.  The 

discussion phase and the interaction of the group members are both very important.  An 

effective group discussion has been consistently studied since PBL was designed. Studies 

have concluded differing formulas for producing dynamic groups.  However, once the 

reported information is synthesized, a deeper more detailed understanding is formed.  

Research by Visschers-Pleijers et al. (2006) studied the perception and 

characteristics of effective group discussions in PBL.  This research resulted in four main 

themes.  These include (1) asking for explanations, (2) integrating and applying 

knowledge, (3) discussing different opinions and perspectives, and (4) guiding and 

monitoring discussion (Visschers-Pleijers et al., 2006).  It appears that these themes are 

surrounded around multiple discussions.  It can further be argued that PBL is not a one-

pass- system.  Deeper student learning may need to move through the three phases 

multiple times reframing and reanalyzing the problem. 

Challenge- based learning.  Another important learning theory is Challenge- 

based learning (CBL).  Challenge-based learning has its roots in problem-based learning. 

CBL was developed by Apple, Inc. during its 2008 initiative called Apple Classrooms of 

Tomorrow (ACOT²).  Apple sought to identify design principles for the 21st century 

classroom.  The initiative created a multidisciplinary approach to teaching and learning. 

This approach “encourages learners to leverage the technology they use in their daily 

lives to solve real-world problems. 

Challenge-based learning is centered around twelve main components.  Apple 

describes CBL design as, “The Challenge Based Learning process begins with a big idea 
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and cascades to the following: an essential question, a challenge, guiding questions, 

activities, and resources, a solution, implementation, evaluation, reflection, assessment, 

and publishing.”  The big idea is a broad idea that enables students to engage in multiple 

of ways.  It is not necessarily the same as a problem like in problem-based learning, but 

more of a concept that is explorable.  An example is health or sustainability.  

The second component is the essential question.  An essential question is similar 

to other essential questions found in curriculum design.  In curriculum design, essential 

questions “articulate to the students what they are expected to learn” (Chiarelott, 2006, 

p.13).  In CBL the essential question “narrows to one essential question that reflects the 

interests of the learners and the needs of their community” ("Challenge-‐based	  learning,"	  

2011).  The difference is that the students choose the essential question rather than the 

instructor. 

The challenge is the next component in CBL.  A challenge “asks the learner to 

create a solution that will result in concrete, meaningful action.”  It is derived from the 

essential question.  Students can create their own challenge or they can join a challenge 

already created.  Communities such as challengebasedlearning.org are online 

communities.   

The next three components can be lumped together.  These include guiding 

questions, activities, and resources.  These are all generated by the student.  The teacher’s 

role in this phase is secondary to the role of the students within the group.  The students 

are expected to identify lessons, simulations, and content accomplish the challenge. 



USING GAMIFICATION TO TEACH  20 
	  
	  
	  

The solution is the next component.  Students are encouraged to create a solution 

that is well articulated so a local community can implement the solution.  Implementation 

of the solution is the next component.  During the implementation of the solution, 

students try out their solution in a real world setting.  This can either be completed 

superficially or in depth depending on time constraints.  The purpose of the solution, 

however, is that it is actionable and can be implemented by them or by the local 

community at large.  To determine whether the solution and implementation is an 

actionable solution, it must be evaluated.  This is the next component. Evaluation is 

accomplished in a variety of ways.  These include quantitative and qualitative methods. 

Apple articulates that “Through this process the learners determine the efficacy of the 

solution and identify the next steps.” 

The next component of CBL is documentation, publication, and reflection.  Apple 

suggests that the components can be used interchangeable and not necessarily as a 

process or steps.  This is evident during these components. Documentation and reflection 

take place throughout the other components.  Students should be documenting and 

reflecting on what they are doing, why they are doing it, and what are the outcomes of 

their actions.  They are to try and retry solutions.  These should all be documented for 

later publication.  Once the group has a learning portfolio, it should be published. It is not 

clear whether this is an end result or the portfolio is ongoing so others can participate in 

the challenge. 

The final component of CBL is assessment.  This, too, is done throughout the 

challenge and is not only done at the end.  CBL focuses on the process and not on the 
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final product.  Therefore assessment of each component can be ongoing.  CBL is a fluid 

process with many entry points once the big idea is revealed.  

Inquiry-based learning.  Inquiry-based learning is another constructivist action 

learning pedagogy.  It, too, has its roots in Vygotsky, Dewey, and the other social 

learning theorist.  The basic idea is that there is a conclusion to a problem presented to 

the students and they are to discover if that solution is viable.  There are several 

variations on inquiry-based learning (Banchi & Bell, 2008).  

Banchi and Bell, 2008, suggest that there are four levels of inquiry.  These include 

confirmation inquiry, structured inquiry, guided inquiry, and open inquiry.  They suggest 

that a student should not start with open inquiry because this is the least controlled of all.  

Rather, they suggest, students should start at confirmation inquiry.  In confirmation 

inquiry, students are provided with the question, procedure, and the results (Banchi & 

Bell, 2008).  Students are merely learning how to collect data and record. Students are 

also learning inquiry-based techniques. 

The next three levels are progressively less teacher oriented and more student 

oriented.  During the structured inquiry students are presented with the question and 

procedure, but students must formulate the results.  During guided inquiry students are 

provided with only the research question.  Finally, during the open inquiry student are 

asked to “act like scientists, deriving questions, designing and carrying out investigations, 

and communicating their results” (Banchi & Bell, 2008, p.27). 

Inquiry-based learning has its origins in science and the scientific method.  It is 

suggested that our traditional classrooms do not produce scientifically thinking students.  

Rather, they breed outdated teaching that relies on the teacher as expert giver of 
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knowledge.  This expert giver of knowledge relies on lectures, textbooks, and 

memorization.  Scientific organizations proclaim that this is not how scientist operate. 

They do not sit around memorizing endless amounts of information.  Inquiry-based 

learning has its origins in the concept that teachers should be producing scientists. 

Experiential-based learning or experiential learning theory.  Experiential-based 

learning is sometimes referred to as Kolb’s learning theory or experiential learning theory 

(ELT).  It is “a holistic integrative perspective on learning that combines experience, 

cognition, and behavior” (Akella, 2010, p.100).  Others describe ELT as the making 

sense of the active engagement process between a person and his environment (Beard & 

Wilson, 2006).  All agree that the ELT model “emphasizes a need for learner 

involvement in all educational activities, and addresses the concept of how experience 

makes learning meaningful” (Akella, 2010, p.100).  ELT holds that students learn more if 

they experience the learning. 

There are six assumptions of the experiential learning model.  These include the 

idea that learning is a process, learning derives from experience, learning is a dialectic 

process, it is holistic, and learning is an interplay between individual and environment, 

and learning results in knowledge creation (Akella, 2010).  Simply put, learning is a cycle.  

There are also four stages of the learning cycle.  These include the concrete experience, 

reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation (Akella, 

2010). This can be simplified as the four stages of plan, act, observe, and reflect (Zuber-

Skerritt, 1995).  Students may go through the cycle many times and  need to experience 

the learning and cycle through the process many times for true learning to transpire. 
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Cognitivism.  Cognitive psychologist study “how the mind works and influences 

behavior” (Snowman, 2009).  They also study information- processing theory (Snowman, 

2009).  Information- processing theory “seeks to understand how people acquire new 

information, how they store information and recall it from memory, and how what they 

already know guides and determines what and how they will learn (Snowman, 2009, 

p.245).  A once well-formed theory, of information processing, has blurred in recent 

years (Ferraro 2009; Miller 2011; Piccinini & Scarantino, 2011). 

 Some psychology experts suggest that educators misunderstand and misapply 

cognitive psychology to their educational setting.  Miller suggests that many educators 

use an out dated memory model.  Miller continues that educators do not realize that this 

memory model, the Modal Model, has been rejected by many cognitive psychologist and 

that the adoption of new Working Models have been adopted (Miller, 2011).  This 

suggests that an overview of the new and the old models must be reviewed so educators 

can correctly understand and apply cognitive psychology to education.   

The Modal Model was first introduced in the 1960’s by Atkinson and Shiffrin 

(Miller, 2011).  The Modal Model was a simple three-part model that proclaimed that 

cognition could be placed in three neat boxes.  These boxes included the sensory memory, 

short-term memory, and long-term memory.  The boxes are connected like a computer 

processing system, referred to as information processing (Miller, 2011). Information goes 

into a human through the first box and moves throughout the boxes to recall and use 

knowledge.  

 Over the last four decades, the simplicity of the Modal Model has been rejected. 

The boxes have become more fluid and blurred, and a new framework for understanding 
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memory is taking shape (Miller, 2011).  The new model agrees that the sensory stage has 

important attributes, namely attention, but does not consider this a stage or box at all 

(Miller, 2011).  Researchers recognize that attention is a very important part of memory, 

but do not completely understand where it falls in the model.   

The second and the third Modal Model boxes have evolved in name and structure.  

The second box, short-term memory, has an expanded view and is now understood as a 

multi-system memory system (Miller, 2011).  Short-term memory is also now referred to 

as working memory, as explained by Baddeley’s Working Memory Model.  Long-term 

memory, too, has changed.  It is still a viable box, but the understanding of its inner 

workings has evolved. This is greatly due to more advanced technology and research. 

Cognitive psychologists believe that the learning processes take place in the brain 

through the memory system.  They believe that at certain stages or steps, different 

encoding, limits, and interaction are necessary to optimize learning (Snowman, 2009). 

Instructors can use Cognitivism to structure when new information is introduced to the 

learning experience.  New research surrounding memory has evolved and is continuously 

aiding educators in the quest to help student’s retain information. 

 The importance of attention and sensory memory, no longer its own stage. 

Cognitivism instructs us that something is happening in the mind, as the student is 

engaging in learning. Sensory memory, once thought to be the first stop in the memory 

system is visual information that is briefly retained (Miller, 2011).  This information was 

previously thought to only be retained for about 5 seconds.  This concept of time has 

been adjusted and there is no longer agreement on how long sensory memory is retained. 
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It is also debatable if the sensory memory is a stage at all, or simply a part of working 

memory. 

Attention is selective focusing (Haas, DeMers, Fulton, Terrana & Horton, 2010). 

Attention may be attainable at different levels depending on development (Haas et al., 

2010).  Haas et. al found that small children do not have the ability to switch their 

attention quickly.  This suggests that development has an impact memory and attention. 

 Cognitivism, short- term memory, and its move toward a new identity.  It is 

agreed that an important aspect of Cognitivism is short-term memory (STM).  Short-term 

memory is understood as, “any information currently being used to accomplish a task, 

plus any information deemed important enough to be passed along from sensory memory” 

(Miller, 2011, p. 118).  It was thought that short-term memory could hold approximately 

seven unrelated bits of information for twenty seconds.  It was theorized that since short-

term memory is quickly lost, students must rehearse information.  This rehearsal of 

information can be used for two purposes and are articulated as maintenance rehearsal 

and elaborative rehearsal.  Maintenance rehearsal is a rote rehearsal meant to hold 

information in STM for an immediate purpose (Snowman, 2009).  Elaborative rehearsal 

is rehearsal to move short-term memory information to long-term memory (LTM).  

However, these concepts have changed in the last several decades (Miller, 2011). 

 Short-term memory has evolved from a single-system to a multi-system memory 

structure known as the Working Memory Model (Baddeley, 1986).  The working memory, 

in this model, is the decision maker or “central executive” for the memory of information 

(Miller, 2011).  Psychologists still agree working memory does “retain a limited number 

of word sounds at time” (Miller, 2011, p.119).  However, exactly how many sounds and 
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for how long memory is retained is no longer the focus of working memory. Additionally, 

a region in the brain has been found that is dedicated to such working memory (Jonides, 

Schumacher, Smith, Koeppe, Awh & Reuter-Lorenz, 1998; Treisman, 2006).  

 Organization of information is another important piece of the working memory. 

This organization of information helps students retain more information.  Students are 

often called upon to know a large chunk of information (Marzano, 2009).  This 

information is organized in some manner in the working memory.  Originally, it was 

believed that the more organized the information, the more likely a student is to retrieve 

the information and therefore the information should be presented in chunks (Huggett, 

Hoos, & Rensink, 2007).  The Working Memory Model still agrees that chunking of 

information is a good practice to promote retention of information (Miller, 2011). 

However, the reasons for why chunks of information promote retention have changed.  

Some argue that attention is an integral part of chunks of information being retained and 

that focus should on the combination of attention and chunks rather than on how the 

chunk information itself (Miller, 2011).  

 Information must not only be organized to promote learning, but it also must be 

meaningful.  Meaningfulness of new information is very important to the learning 

process.  Meaningful learning “occurs when a learner encounters clear, logically 

organized material and conscientiously tries to relate the new material to ideas and 

experiences stored in long-term memory (Snowman, 2009, p. 252).”  Vygotsky proposed 

that people in the student’s life play a role in meaningful learning. Meaningful learning 

goes beyond rote memory (Mayer, 2002).  Meaningful learning provides the student 
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“with cognitive architecture in order to be effective and efficient” in problem solving 

(Kalyuga, Renkl, & Paas, 2010, p.176).  

 Another important part of Cognitivism is visual imagery encoding. Visual 

imagery encoding is “generating mental images of objects, ideas, and actions” (Snowman, 

2009, p.254).  Students are the ones making the mental images.  The images are used for 

thinking and problem-solving (Hamilton, 2009).  However, educators can help students 

make mental images using mind maps and visual imagery.   

The combination of words and images has been shown to aid students in 

retrieving information.  It has also been suggested that the combination of imagery and 

words not related to the image can bias the memory when verbal and non-verbal 

information are demonstrated at the same time (Pelizzon, Brandimonte, & Luccio, 2002). 

This is referred to as verbal overshadowing.  Verbal overshadowing can bias what the 

student sees in the picture because the words used to describe the picture diverge.  This, 

however, does not take away the fact that images and words that are joined together are 

easier to retrieve. 

Cognitivism, long-term memory, and what we now understand.  Information 

found in the long-term memory (LTM) may have unlimited storage capacity.  This 

unlimited capacity makes long-term memory necessary in our quest for learning. 

However, it may be that our ability to store is limited (Miller, 2011).  To understand these 

principles about cognition, there are a few major issues with long-term memory to 

explore.  These include how memory gets into long-term memory; how memory is stored 

once in long-term memory; and how does one retrieve long-term memory.  Many aspects 

of our understanding of long-term memory have not changed as fiercely as has our 
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understanding of short-term memory.  Our understanding of these three components has, 

however, expanded.  

 How information moves from working memory to long-term memory and then is 

retrieved from long-term memory back to working memory is of great importance to 

Cognitive psychologist.  In recent years, new research has suggested that information 

moves back and forth because of cues from tagging of information (Miller, 2011). 

Information is tagged in working memory as relevant and retrieved from long-term 

memory when it is accompanied by a cue.  Cues help us to retrieve information. Miller 

explains, “when we encode information, such as a name, we link it to other information 

that is present at the time.”  In addition, if we are presented with the right set of cues, we 

can retrieve the person’s name.  If the cues are not there, then the name cannot be 

retrieved.  

Cues include sensory impact, emotions, relevance, structure, and meaning (Miller, 

2011).  Sensory impact, known as vividness, occurs when “concrete information comes 

accompanied by sound, visual qualities (Miller, 2011, p.119).”  Cognitive psychologists 

suggest that if individuals can visualize a situation, they are more likely to recall it from 

long-term memory making it useful in working memory.  Likewise, if there is an 

emotional connection to the information it gives one a retrieval cue.  Therefore, if we tag 

information as relevant, it moves to the long-term memory.  If individuals call upon the 

cues surrounding the information, they are more likely to retrieve the information. 

The final issue studied by cognitive psychologist is how information is stored in 

long-term memory.  This has not changed much over the years.  It remains that there is 

great influence placed on the use of schemata to get information.  Piaget’s concept of 
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scheme is an “abstract structure of information” (Snowman, 2009).  When the scheme is 

“well-formed and a specific event is consistent with our expectation, comprehension 

occurs” (Snowman, 2009, p.256).  When comprehension occurs, there is a transfer of 

memory from the working memory to the long-term memory.  

Cognitivism and learning.  There are multiple ways in which to use the lessons 

learned from cognitive psychologist to aid learning.  Two such uses are found in 

scaffolding and metacognition.  Scaffolding is building upon other information to form 

new understanding (Holton & Clarke, 2006).  Students come to class knowing a certain 

amount of information.  The instructor then stretches the students understanding within 

the ZPD to help the student construct deeper knowledge (Holton & Clarke, 2006). 

Metacognition is “a capacity to understand not only particular content but also the 

psychological or intellectual processes and strategies one uses in acquiring the content” 

(Takaya, 2008, p.9).  Bruner explains meta as a student’s consciousness of how his mind 

works with regard to knowing, thinking, and learning (Bruner, 1971).  Metacognition is 

understanding what is happening cognitively during scaffolding.  Bruner referred to the 

art of metacognition as Discovery Teaching.  Discovery teaching “generally involves not 

so much the process of leading students to discover what is ‘out there,’ but rather, their 

discovering what is in their own heads” (Bruner, 1971, p. 72).  

Games and game learning.  Traditional games and games of the past offer 

something that other learning tools do not.  Games are “systems in which players engage 

in an abstract challenge, defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback that results in a 

quantifiable outcome often eliciting an emotional reaction” (Kapp, 2012, p.66).  They are 

a series of interactions (Kapp, 2012).  Games can either be player to player or player to 
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computer.  Games challenge all players to try, fail, and explore other avenue to 

accomplishing the game objectives (Kapp, 2012).  Games include an interest curve that 

captures student attention at different levels along the game (Bajdor & Dragolea, 2011; 

Cherry, 2012; Kapp, 2012; Korolov, 2012; Weinstein, 2011).  Games also tell a story 

(Kapp, 2012).  Another important aspect to games is that they give immediate feedback 

to the player (Kapp, 2012).  Players do not have to wait long periods of time to find out if 

they made a good choice or not. The games relay this feedback immediately.  

Board games and computer games, however, are not a new concept in the 

classroom.  Teachers all over the world use board games such as Monopoly, Scrabble, 

and Life to teach concepts.  Computer games such as Oregon Trail and Where in the 

World is Carmen San Diego have been in the classroom since the 1980’s (Renaud & 

Wagoner, 2011).  With the advent of computer games in the classroom, educators 

recognized that games were engaging students in a new way.  Also flocking to games in 

the classroom were critics.  Critics questioned whether engagement alone was enough for 

learning (Renaud & Wagoner, 2011).  They suggested that learning was more than 

keeping a students’ attention and questioned whether true learning was occurring. 

During this same time, many new learning theories and pedagogies were 

introduced to the educational world.  Constructivism added problem-based learning, 

challenge-based learning, inquiry-based learning, and experiential-based learning.  The 

cognitivist suggested that these theories must be coupled with cognitive elements such as 

memory, motivation, structured learning, and produced the self-determination theory.  

The educational landscape was ripe for a new theory to evolve.  The new theory must 
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couple games, constructivist theories of learning, and cognitivist theories of learning.  

This theory would soon be known as game learning theory. 

Educators soon acknowledged that games could be used for both engagement and 

for deep learning (Reynolds, 2011).  It was also discovered that, “game-based learning 

may more adequately address the manner in which youngsters learn nowadays and 

engage them more successfully in meaningful learning than traditional learning methods” 

(Reynolds, 2011; Sitzmann, 2011).  Students were changing and educators were changing.  

Teachers could either use ready-to-use games or create their own.  Game 

designers were soon engaged in not just gaming for fun, but gaming for education, and 

game developers realized the potential to capitalize on the education arena (Delo, 2012; 

Sitzmann, 2011).  Educators learned that to use game designers to create content rich 

games is “difficult, time consuming, and costly” (Kapp, 2012, p.66).  Some educators 

became leery of game designers (Renaud & Wagoner, 2011). 

However, by the 21st century, games have become an acceptable part of the 

classroom.  Educators from elementary school to graduate school are using games and 

research has begun to suggest links between games and their effectiveness in the 

classroom (Sitzmann, 2011).  Marketing firms and social media firms are recognizing the 

effectiveness of games, as well (Swan, 2012).  “According to Gartner, by 2015, more 

than 50 percent of organizations that manage innovation processes will gamify those 

processes” (Swan, 2012, p.14).  Gaming has become more than playing a game. 

Researchers, educators, and the business world began attaching different terms 

and names to gaming.  Each new variation of gaming took on a new name, a new identity, 

and new confusion.  Game Theory, Game-based learning, Gamification, and Game-like 
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learning quickly became the new buzzwords in game learning.  Though many of these 

theories are unique, they also have certain characteristics in common. 

Game Theory.  Game theory was one of the first game learning theories 

introduced, originally in the 1950’s and later formalized by Poundstone in 1992.  Game 

theory didn’t focus on the use of game but on the decision making process behind games. 

Commonly used in economics courses, it focused on a “strategic decision making” 

process (Brams, 2000).  Game theory helps “people in a conflict situation to determine 

the best course of action out of several possible choices” (Brams, 2000, p.225). 

Economics, public relations, and ethics programs quickly adopted game theory’s 

principles in games such as The Prisoner’s Dilemma.  

Game theory has been criticized on many fronts.  The biggest criticism is that it is 

not game-based, but rather decision-based.  Game theory does not offer the benefits of 

games, such as the freedom to fail, storytelling, immediate feedback, or using games at 

all.  Game theory did give game learning strategic decision-making. Game theory has 

found its home in strategic graduate courses (Ehrhardt, 2008).  And was not widely 

accepted as an easy to use learning tool. It did, however, set the stage for further uses of 

game learning. 

Game-based learning.  Game-based learning uses games, in the most traditional 

sense, to teach.  These games are either board games, computer games, or situation-based 

games.  Examples of computer games are Civilization, Sim City, and Oregon Trail 

(Copeland, 2008; Renaud & Wagoner 2011).  Simulation games such as running a power 

plant or fixing the worlds sustainability are other games used both in training 

professionals and academia.  
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The unique characteristic of game-based learning is that computer games are not 

seen as a substitute for “comprehensive curriculum or face-to-face instruction,” but a 

supplement (Renaud & Wagoner 2011).  Educators simply add the game element to the 

classroom.  It is not a new way of thinking or a new system.  It is a supplement.  It is void 

of the strategic decision-making in game theory. 

Gamification.  Gamification is a newer term.  It is more than simply adding 

games to the classroom.  It is more than adding strategic decision-making to the 

classroom.  It is a new system.  Gamification, coined in 2002, has unique characteristics 

of game theory, game-based learning, and marketing techniques.  Gamification is “the 

process of adding game mechanics to processes, programs and platforms that would not 

traditionally use such concepts.  The goal is to create incentives and a more engaging 

experience” (Swan, 2012, p.13).  Gamification also “utilizes the experience of fun, along 

with intrinsic motivation and rewards, to engage and captivate individual participants” 

(Saunderson, 2011, p.70).  Gamification is commonly used in two divergent mediums, 

social media and in the classroom (Delo, 2012). 

Gamification in social media has grown immensely over the last few years.  At 

the core of gamification is a “participation-and-reward system” (Swan, 2012, p.13).  Four 

most common mechanisms of gamification include points, badges, levels, and challenges 

(Bajdor & Dragolea, 2011, p.580).  An example of Gamification in social media is 

Foursquare.  Foursquare is location-based system (Delo, 2012).  It is not a game, yet uses 

game like techniques to increase traffic.  Foursquare awards badges, has a leader’s board, 

and offers specials when one checks in at locations (Delo, 2012).  If a player checks in 

enough times, he may become the Mayor.  This encourages players to frequent certain 
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locations.  Companies using gamification may be as high as 25% of all redesigned 

processes (Korolov, 2012, p.36).  Due to this widespread success of gamification, it is 

suggested that more and more companies will move to gamifying their companies 

(Korolov, 2012).  

Many people are flocking to gamification because it is both an experience and an 

experiment (Bajdor & Dragolea, 2011).  Gamification gains “the attention of people and 

gains their commitment for a longer period of time” (Bajdor & Dragolea, 2011, p.579).  It 

gives people the “freedom to fail, freedom to experiment, freedom to fashion identities, 

freedom of effort; and freedom of interpretation” (Klopfer, Osterweil, & Katie Salen, 

2009, p.4).  

Gamification is also being used in the classroom.  Gamification encourages 

students to take risks that they would not ordinarily take (Bajdor & Dragolea, 2011).  It 

allows students to explore their “curiosity, imagination, and a sense of play” (Cohen , 

2011 p.16).  Cohen suggest that curiosity, imagination, and a sense of play are integral to 

learning and are “largely missing from the traditional textbook-and-test based education 

system.”   It is also suggested that work that occurs during gamification occurs “without 

anyone necessarily knowing about it” (Cherry, 2012, p.853).  Gamification adds an 

element of fun to education. 

Gamification in the classroom follows the same participation-and-reward system. 

Students engage in learning through incentive programs (Wernhuar & Weichian, 2010). 

Web-based learning tools such a Curatr help teachers construct courses that give badges, 

points, instant feedback, and other Gamification incentives.  This is not a new concept in 

education. For many years behaviorists, and Skinner’s theory of operant conditioning, 
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have agreed that incentives are an important part of encouraging behavior (Snowman, 

2009).  However, the combination of game mechanics in non-game settings is 

revolutionizing social media and education. 

Self-determination theory and motivation in game learning.  Self-determination theory 

(SDT) and game theory have a lot in common. S DT proposes three main constructs 

underling intrinsic motivation of human behavior (Reynolds, 2011). Three intrinsic 

motivators to human behavior include (1) the need for competence, (2) the need for 

autonomy, and (3) the need for social relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). SDT is the 

motivational theory behind games.  Eccles suggests that Deci’s SDT “seek out optimal 

stimulation and challenging activities and find these activities intrinsically motivating 

because [students] have a basic need for competence” (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002, p.112). 

Additionally, students maintain intrinsic motivation when they feel competent and self-

determined  (Eccles & Wigfield, 2002).  Without motivation and SDT, gamification 

could not exist.  

Motivation is an important element of game learning. (Pintrich, 2002). Motivation 

means to move (Eccles).  Motivation is “an internal state that arouses, directs, and 

sustains students’ behavior” (Mintzes & Leonard, 2006, p.25).  It is in order for students 

to tap into this internal state, to have motivation, they must be goal oriented and play a 

role in their learning process (Wigfield, Zusho, DeGroot, 2005).  Motivation must also be 

self-regulation (Wigfield, et al., 2005).  

There are many different kinds of play styles based on certain motivation (Yee, 

2006).  People become motivated to play games because of its allure and arousal, because 

of achievements, because of socializing, or many other motivational factors (Yee, 2006). 
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They continue to play the games because of the continuous nature of this motivation. 

Gaming is one of the “fastest growing forms of human recreation” (Ryan, Rigby, & 

Pryzbylski, 2006, p.347).   If this motivation to play games could be coupled with 

motivation toward educational outcomes, one researcher suggests, students are “more 

likely to stay in school” and to excel (Deci, et al., 1991, p.331).  

Overview of Teaching Ethics 

 It has been suggested that ethics professors have failed to teach students to be 

ethical human beings (Penn & Collier, 1985).  Leaders point to the rise of ethical 

dilemmas in the workplace and then turn and point fingers at the educators claiming 

ethics courses are not working (Hartman & Hartman, 2004).  Some argue that ethics 

courses are a waste of time because ethics cannot be taught.   

 What is ethics.  There is great confusion in academia and the corporate world 

about what ethics actually is.  A college professor was stopped by a colleague and told, 

“You don’t teach what 90% of us consider to be business ethics.  Business ethics should 

teach compliance (Wines, 2008, p.483)”.  There is an idea that ethics is synonymous with 

compliance. Another researcher has found that the public “tends to use the terms ethics 

and morality synonymously” (Bayley, 2012, p.15).  If ethics and morality are 

synonymous and morality is “a set of rules or principles intended for the general 

regulation of conduct,” then ethics is a set of rules (Narveson, 2010, p.498).  However, is 

ethics simply a set of rules or is it something more? 

 Pfatteicher, in her article Teaching vs. Preaching, suggests that “university 

instructors, have a duty to make ethical behavior the object of our study rather that its 

objective.”  Pfatteicher argues that college instructors should not attempt to create ethical 
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beings, but teach them about ethics.  However, this means that it is first important to 

determine what ethics actually is.  Many researchers define ethics as “a way of 

understanding and examining the moral or the good life (Beauchamp, 1998, p.72).”  

Ethics is also be defined as “philosophy that examines the principles of right and wrong, 

good and bad (Souryal, 2007, p.2).”  The consensus is that an ethics course is not a set of 

rules or a code.  Rather ethics is a philosophy or understanding about when and why 

people make ethical choices between “apparently correct choices” (Freeman, Engels, & 

Altekruse, 2004). 

 What should be included in an ethics course. An ethics course is not about the 

rules or the choices themselves, but about why a person chose that course of action.  This 

suggests what should be included in an ethics course and leaves rules out of the 

discussion.  According to Sims and Felton (2006), it is unrealistic to teach students a set 

of rules and expect them to follow, rather an ethics course should “raise the moral 

awareness and expand their understanding of ethics.”  Accreditors have required an 

attention to ethics and ethical reasoning is the aim, not creating ethical beings (Nguyen, 

Basuray, Smith, Kopka, & McCulloh, 2008).  

 People are capable of reasoning, reasoning must be developed, and it is necessary 

for order and direction that people can reason (Narveson, 2010; Penn & Collier, 1985).  It 

has also been well documented that when people know why the rules were created they 

are more likely to follow the rules, and that an understanding of theory provides people 

with the why, who, what, when, where, and how (Freeman et al., 2004).  Therefore, it 

appears that deeper understanding and reasoning must be at the core of any ethics course 

(Loe & Weeks, 2000; Wishloff, 2005; Vayrynen, 2006). 



USING GAMIFICATION TO TEACH  38 
	  
	  
	  
 Theory, too, seems to be at the core of what should be taught in an ethics course.  

The disagreement is in what theory should be taught.  Philosophers believe ethical 

theories should be taught in an ethics course (Morris & Wood, 2010; Snow, 2009). 

Morris goes on to suggest that a holistic approach must be used in ethics courses. 

Psychologists suggest that moral philosophy also be incorporated into ethics courses 

(Freeman et al., 2004; Forsyth 1992; Penn & Collier, 1985; Wuensch & Poteat, 1998). 

Others suggest that theory alone is not enough and that emotions need to be explored and 

incorporated (Monroe, 2008; Werhane, 1998). 

 How should ethics be taught.  Tradition lecture style has not generally proved 

effective in teaching ethics.  Many different approaches have been utilized to improve 

ethics education including challenge courses, current events, literature, and community 

service ( Brady & Logsdon 1988; Weber & Glyptis, 2000; Gotlz & Hietapelto, 2006; 

Snow, 2009; Dolin, 2012).  A toolkit approach has been suggested for accounting 

students (Cooper,  Leung, Dellaportas, Jackling, & Wong, 2008).  

 Others have suggested that gamification may prove effective in teaching ethics. 

Gamification as previously discussed is “a system in which players engage in an abstract 

challenge, defined by rules, interactivity, and feedback that result in a quantifiable 

outcome often eliciting an emotional reaction (Kapp 2012, p.66; Renaud & Wagoner, 

2011).  The use of games has a wide acceptance in the education arena today. Students 

are familiar with reality television as well.  This suggests that a merge between the two 

might prove effecting in teaching an introductory ethics course. 

Conclusion 
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In conclusion, how ethics should be taught has been a leading question over the 

last thirty years.  Many educators agree that ethical behavior cannot be manufactured in a 

classroom but that deeper thinking about ethical issues can be fostered.  This deeper 

thinking and reasoning is accomplished through learning of ethical theories, moral 

philosophies, and leaving room for emotions, within a student active and engaging 

learning environment.  This learning environment needs to be motivating, realistic, and 

draw on students’ prior knowledge.  It is believed that this will provide a framework for 

the student as a product to use in the future when faced with an ethical dilemma. 

Gamification is one way that has been suggested to teach ethics that will provide the rich, 

motivating, and engaging experience that may be needed for deep learning to take place.  
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Evaluation Methods And Tools Used 

 A QUAN-QUAL model for mixed methods research was used for this research 

project. The QUAN-QUAN model is a mixed method, triangulation model that 

simultaneously utilizes both quantitative and qualitative research methods in the same 

study (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009).  The researcher conducts both methods within one 

research setting.  The research project was conducted during a nine-week course on ethics 

called Ethical Island (Appendix A).  

Quantitative Tool. A quantitative pre and post-assessment was used to measure 

the first research question.  The assessment was given on the first day of class and again 

on the last day of the class.  The pre-assessment used enhanced multiple choice questions 

(EMCQ) to determine how much the students knew about underlying theories to ethical 

reasoning prior to and after engaging in the Ethical Island course.  The EMCQ method 

provided more detailed feedback on student knowledge and allowed the 

instructor/researcher to ask more in-depth questions in a multiple-choice format (Skider 

& Kaay, 2004).  Rather than simply measuring the right answer, this method provided 

more insight into whether the student selected a completely wrong answer, a naïve 

answer or an answer that demonstrated competency.  The pre-post test was assessed using 

a rubric  (Appendix B) that allocated points on a zero to three-point scale - a 0 for no 

answer, a 1 for a loose understanding of the concept, a 2 for an answer that demonstrated 

developing competency, and a 3 for a well-formed answer.  The tool had been used in 

three sessions of the HUM110 course prior to the one researched.  After each of the 
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courses, students were given the EMCQ followed by a one on one interview with the 

instructor to determine whether the questions asked reflected the actual knowledge level 

displayed by the tool.  

Qualitative Tools.  The second research question was measured through 

qualitative means using a survey, observations, student interviews, and field notes. 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), qualitative research tools can be used to 

provide “a source of well-grounded, rich descriptions and explanations of processes in 

identifiable local contexts (p 1).  These tools were chosen to provide measures of changes 

in attitudes about ethics and about the learning environment.  They were also used to 

describe the learning environment through observation and field notes.  

A survey is “an instrument to collect data that describes one or more 

characteristics of a specific population” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.175).  The 

survey used in this research was a Likert-scale assessment based on a five points from 

strongly disagree to strongly agree, and accesses students’ opinions, beliefs, and 

behaviors about an ethics course prior to and after the class.  A Likert scale is an attitude-

measuring instrument that measures “what an individual believes, perceives, or feels” 

(Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.150).  While the survey could have been reduced to 

numerical data and analyzed using quantitative methods, it was determined to collect and 

report data using words to describe beliefs as this provides a richer picture of what 

students believed.  The intent is not to measure impact but to assess what that impact was. 

 Qualitative data was also collected using individual interviews (Appendix E), 

both on the spot and in-depth, one-on-one interviews.  According to Woods (2011) the 

researcher can collect more information about the unfolding experiences of participants 
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through interviews, especially where these interviews are unstructured or semi structured 

in nature.  He also notes that interviewing allows for more flexibility and more in-depth 

information than a researcher would get from a survey alone.  In the current study, 

students spend substantial time in class working on challenges.  During these challenges, 

the researcher informally interviewed students individually and as a group (similar to a 

focus group).  The intent of these interviews was to capture student reasoning and 

attitudes and was unstructured.  While similar questions were used among groups, there 

was no standardized list of questions but questions arose in response to student 

interaction and activity.  Additionally, students were interviewed individually during the 

final examination’s oral defense to further clarify both content knowledge and attitude 

changes.  

Journal entries were collected from each student on the first day and the last day 

of class to capture data on ethical attitude changes. The first journal prompt was, “What 

did you think about the first class?”   The journal (Appendix D) was evaluated using 

qualitative research methods, searching for common occurrences and themes.   

 Finally, field notes were collected based on in-class observations throughout the 

course.  The researcher later reflected on these observations to find patterns and themes 

in how students reasoned about ethical issues and how they interacted within their Ethical 

Island teams.  

Reliability and Validity.  Reliability in quantitative research is “the degree to 

which a test consistently measures whatever it is measuring” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 

2009, p.158).  The more reliable the test is, the more we can have confidence in the 

scores (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009).  In qualitative research, a researcher relies on data 
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if the techniques they are using are reliable now and over time (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 

2009). 

Reliability of the pre and post assessment in this study was addressed through the 

use of the assessment over an extended period with multiple classes.  The present 

assessment was given to three other classes prior to the present study.  The assessment 

was determined to be reliable since data was consistent across classes as determined by 

follow up interviews.  

The observations, interviews, and journals were scrutinized for reliability as well. 

These qualitative data collections were scrutinized to determine whether these techniques 

used over time would produce consistent results.  This study was created after the use of 

these techniques in earlier courses.  The researcher practiced these data collection 

techniques before utilizing them in the present study.  

Validity is also an important aspect of any research study.  Validity in quantitative 

research explains “the appropriateness of the test ” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.158).  

Validity in qualitative research is “the degree to which qualitative data accurately gauges 

what we are trying to measure (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.375).”  Validity in 

qualitative research can be obtained through establishing “trustworthiness of their 

research by addressing the credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of 

their studies and findings” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.375).  Credibility explains the 

problems that are not easy to explain and transferability is addressed describing the 

setting so it is easily identifiable (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009).  Dependability is 

stability of the data collection while confirmability is when the researcher remains neutral 

and objective in describing and using the data (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009).  Strategies 
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to address validity of data in qualitative and quantitative data are accomplished through 

prolonged participation at the study site, persistent observation, peer debriefing, 

establishing structured collaboration, collecting detailed descriptive data, collecting 

detailed descriptions of the context, practicing triangulation and reflexivity. 

 Validity was maintained in the interviews through collecting detailed descriptive 

data.  The students were interviewed in groups and individually and the researcher asked 

follow-up questions to clarify what they were expressing, accepting the student’s 

perspective and recording it accurately and thoroughly.  The observations occurred 

during the entire nine-week course.  When interesting dynamics were occurring 

additional observers were called in to watch. The observers were asked to not participate 

and only watch the groups interact and then report on their observations to help 

corroborate the researcher’s observations.  The time spent with the participants was in-

depth.  The instructor/ researcher was present for the entire class time.  

The quantitative data consisting of the pre and post assessments was reviewed for 

validity.  The assessment was developed, piloted, and used for 10 terms before its use in 

the current study to create an assessment that measured what the researcher sought to 

measure.  The tool was revised to increase reliability and validity and the final version of 

the tool was used in the three courses prior to the research.  The assessment and results of 

past assessments were discussed by a group of the researcher’s peers.  A rubric was 

developed that could accurately measure what the assessment sought to measure.  Finally, 

the assessment was used in the present study. 

Integrity of The Data Maintained 

 The integrity of the data was maintained by storage of collected data on a 
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password-protected computer.  The researcher was the only person to handle the data. 

The pre and post assessments were conducted exactly the same, under the same 

classroom conditions.  No additions or changes were made to the assessments.  The data 

was collected and stored in a secure location where no one altered the findings. 

Research Design 

 A mixed method research design method was used, specifically the QUAN-

QUAL model. The QUAN-QUAL model is a mixed method, triangulation model that 

gives equal weight to qualitative and quantitative data (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009).  

The advantage of using the mixed methods model is that the “strengths of the qualitative 

data offset the weaknesses of the quantitative data, and the strengths of the quantitative 

data offset the weaknesses of the qualitative data” (Gay, Mills, & Airasian 2009, p.463).   

Cons (2012) lists the strengths of quantitative research as a large sample size and ability 

to generalize results, while the strengths of quantitative research may be the small sample 

size allowing for more details and in-depth data. 

 Triangulation of the data from a QUAN QUAL study may consist of several 

variations depending on the intent of the research.  The convergence model is intended to 

provide well-substantiated conclusions about a single phenomenon, while the validating 

quantitative data model uses qualitative data to validate main quantitative data (Cons, 

2012).  The convergence model was used to collect quantitative and qualitative data from 

the same group of participants, then was used to analyze the results independently, to 

compare and contrast the results, and finally to make interpretations of quantitative and 

qualitative data together.  According to Cons (2012) the challenge with the triangulation 

design was in converging the two sets of very different data so that the results have 
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meaning.   

 The mixed method research design used a pre-post assessment for quantitative 

data collection, and multiple tools (survey, observation, interviews) for qualitative data 

collection.  Specifically, the survey was used to collect data cross-sectionally from 

specific individuals at a single point in time.  The surveys were given to obtain a “snap-

shot” of current behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs about ethics and the way in which the 

ethics course was taught.   

Research Methods 

The mixed method research method was chosen to allow the researcher to take 

advantage of both quantitative and qualitative research methods.  The qualitative 

approach allowed the researcher to both observe and record a phenomenon, namely, 

change in attitudes and beliefs both about ethical theories and about classroom learning 

strategies.  The qualitative research methods were chosen because of its flexibility and 

fluidity.  The research question was loose enough to be a guiding question.  Using such a 

research question allowed the researcher to investigate avenues that arose even if they 

were different from the research question.  

   The quantitative approach allowed measurement of pre post gains in knowledge 

in order to numerically describe findings.   The benefits and advantages of each approach 

could be utilized if they were mixed in the research setting.  The quantitative research 

method was chosen for its concrete data, allowing for the analysis of numerical data so 

generalizations could be made.  The participant samples were large enough to allow 

analysis of numerical data and identify statistically meaningful data.  The data was then 

utilized to make larger generalized findings that a qualitative research method would not 
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allow.  Together the quantitative and qualitative approach provided a much richer picture 

of both learning and attitude change. 

 

 Differences between what was planned and what actually occurred.  No major 

differences occurred between the planned process of the research and what actually 

occurred.  The concerns of using a mixed method research design were that they could be 

time and resource consuming, that to be effective both methods must build upon each 

other, and the mixed method required a deep understanding of both methods.  

Additionally, the QUAN-QUAL model utilizes both quantitative and qualitative data 

collection simultaneously in the study.  However, it became difficult to remain in the 

mindset of quantitative researcher or qualitative researcher, and not both even though the 

QUAN-QUAL was occurring simultaneously.  The collection process bled together 

easily and it became necessary to step back and adhere to one research method at a time.  

The quantitative data collection was conducted as a pre and posttest. However, the 

researcher wanted to act as interviewer once these tests were completed and it was 

difficult to remain in the quantitative mindset as the test was being conducted.  

Participants 

The participants consisted of first year college students in a private university on 

the East Coast.  The 40 students participating in the research study are located at two 

campuses approximately 50 miles apart.  The students came from a variety of socio-

economic backgrounds and varied in age from 18 to 55 years old.  Some of the students 

were right-out-of high school, while other students were returning adult learners.  The 

two campuses were from two different geographical locations with different cultural 
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demands.  One of the campuses was located in a military community with most of the 

students currently in the military, just retired, or with a family member in the military.  

This campus had a high African-American population.  The other campus was in an 

upper-middle class neighborhood with a diverse population, with only a few military 

students, and drew from a wide range of socio-economic groups.  The classes generally 

were represented by an equal number of males and females.  All HUM110 (Ethics) 

students, from the two campuses, participated in the study and data was aggregated for all 

students. 

Additionally, many of the students in the target population expressed during the 

admission process that they were hands-on learners, that many did not want to take 

general education courses including ethics, and that many did not see why it is required.  

The students were from four different degree programs.  The degree programs included 

culinary arts, health sciences, business administration, and computer science and were 

required to take an introductory ethics course to fulfill the humanities general education 

requirement.   Most of the students who had taken this course over the past year stated 

that they preferred active learning rather than passive learning.  The students were not 

compensated for the study. 

Informed Consent 

 Permission for this study was obtained through an Informed Consent document. 

The form is found in Appendix C. 
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Chapter Four: Results of Project 

Overview 

 Results are organized and presented according to each data collection technique. 

These techniques include the pre and post assessment, survey, observations, the 

interviews (individual and group), and the journal entries.  The data will be displayed 

through descriptive narratives, visual aids and charts, and numerical data.  

Summary Of Results 

 The results suggest that students made significant pre post gains in content 

knowledge in the gamified ethics course.  It also suggested that student believed that the 

gamified course as it was implemented in the classroom produced a more engaging and 

motivating classroom experience, and that attitudes about ethics and working in teams 

improved. 

Analysis Of Data 

 Pre and post assessment.  Students were given a pre assessment during the first 

class. While the assessment was not part of the students’ final grade, it was used to assess 

initial knowledge prior to instruction.  Students were asked to be as descriptive and 

thorough as possible.  The assessment was composed of two parts.  The first part was a 

fifteen-question assessment.  The questions had a total worth of 49 points.  This was 

based on a rubric awarding more points for deeper understanding of the ethical theories.  

Forty students took the pre-assessment.  On the pre-assessment students scored between a 

4 and 19.  The mean was 11.85. The median score was 12.5.  The mode was 14.  This 

indicated that while students held some knowledge of ethics and ethical theories, it was 
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limited. 

 The post assessment indicted that the students could demonstrate more knowledge 

about the ethical theories at the completion of the course.  This suggests that student 

aptitude increased.  The post-assessment scores were between 24 and 47.  The mean was 

35.6. The median was 36.  The mode was 36. Students performed significantly better on 

the post-assessment.  The pre and post assessment demonstrated significant pre-post 

gains in content knowledge with a p value of <.0001 (Table 1).  Whether this increase in 

content knowledge was due to the use of gamification cannot be determined through the 

pre post assessment alone.  The data simply indicates that there was an increase in 

content knowledge from the pre to the post assessment that is important to ascertain in 

any education change since introduction of a new pedagogical approach may be engaging 

and enjoyable but it also needs to demonstrate that learning occurred.  Table 1 shows the 

pre and posttest scores across students.  Table 2 provides the data on the p value 

indicating significant pre post gains in knowledge, and a 95% confidence interval.  The 

confidence level indicates that if a researcher sampled the same population multiple times 

on different occasions, the researcher would get the same results approximately 95% of 

the times. 
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Table 1. Pre and Post Assessment Results for Part 1 – content knowledge 
 

 
 
Table 2.  P value of pre post gains. 
 
P	  value	  and	  statistical	  significance:	  	  
	  	  The	  two-‐tailed	  P	  value	  is	  less	  than	  0.0001	  
	  	  By	  conventional	  criteria,	  this	  difference	  is	  considered	  to	  be	  extremely	  statistically	  
significant.	  	  
	  
Confidence	  interval:	  
	  	  The	  mean	  of	  Pretest	  minus	  Posttest	  equals	  -‐23.87	  	  with	  a	  95%	  confidence	  interval	  
of	  this	  difference:	  From	  -‐25.30	  to	  -‐22.44	  	  
	  
Intermediate	  values	  used	  in	  calculations:	  
	  	  t	  =	  33.7709	  
	  	  df	  =	  37	  
	  	  standard	  error	  of	  difference	  =	  0.707	  

  

Survey.  The survey used Likert scale questions to measure what students thought 

they learned, and what parts of the course they liked the most.  The first part, questions 

one through five, assessed student attitudes about group work.  The data indicated there 
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was a marked change in student’s opinions about group work.  Initially, students stated 

they did not like groups, while the post assessment demonstrated that these attitudes 

changed and students stated that they now did like group work (Table 3).  On the pre 

survey students generally preferred working independently but did show an interest in 

using games in class.  On the post test there was a considerable increase in the number of 

students who like working in teams, liked competition, and chose disagree when asked if 

they preferred working alone.  

Table 3. Pre-Assessment Results, Group Dynamics 
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Table 4. Post Assessment Results, Group Dynamics 
 

 
 

 The second part of the survey (Tables 5 and 6) assessed whether the students 

thought they knew the ethical theories.  This section did not test actual knowledge, but 

whether the student thought that they knew what the different theories were.  The 

students were asked, “I know what Egoism is.”  The student was then asked to measure 

this by answering strongly agree, agree, undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree.  For 

the purposes of this study, the agree and strongly agrees were combined.  The disagree 

and strongly disagree were combined.  So, the table depicts whether the student agreed or 

disagreed or were undecided.  Data indicated that most students did not come into the 

class with the attitude that they knew what the theories were which was expected.  By the 

last class, the data shows that many of the students thought they did know the ethical 
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theories.  This part of the assessment was measuring whether the student felt that they 

learned in the class.  Collection of this data provided information on student confidence 

also.  While it was important that students’ attitudes changed and that they developed 

knowledge about ethics, it was deemed equally important that students felt they had 

learned about ethics and could apply this in their lives.  As indicated in Tables 5 and 6, 

there were large gains in students’ perceptions of understanding of ethical theories. 

Table 5. Pre-Assessment, Ethical Theory        Table 6. Post Assessment, Ethical 
Theory Knowledge           Knowledge 
 

 
 

 

 
 The final and third part of the survey sought to measure which parts of the class the students 

liked and did not like (Table 7).  The data collected indicated that the students liked the challenges 

the most and liked the individual Life Application assignments the least.  Interestingly, the 

challenges and group work were conducted in class in their Ethical Island teams.  Life Application 
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Table 7.  Likes and dislikes about the class. 
 

 
 

Observations. Observations were collected in a journal and blog.  The purpose of the 

observations was to capture interesting phenomena throughout the course.  Many phenomena were 

revealed, some anticipated and others unexpected.  The observations were first broken down into 

weeks and then analyzed for themes and patterns.  The following patterns emerged:     

1. Group Bonding and Group Dynamics 

2. Creativity 

3. Competition 
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5. Class Preparation 

6. Theory Scaffolding 

Group bonding. The researcher observed groups that bonded as cohesive teams and others 

that struggled to bond.  Common characteristics of a bonded team included several common 
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characteristics.  The teams that did not bond exhibited common characteristics and generally needed 

more help from the instructor. 

The bonded teams exhibited common characteristics.  One common characteristic was 

motivation.  Motivation is “an internal state that arouses, directs, and sustains students’ behavior” 

(Mintzes & Leonard, 2006, p.25).  For students to tap into motivation they must be goal oriented 

and play a role in their learning process (Wigfield, Zusho, DeGroot, 2005).  Motivation must also 

be self-regulation (Wigfield, et al., 2005).  The teams that bonded exhibited a self-regulated control 

during the brainstorming and challenge phases.  The students in bonded teams came to class 

prepared.  They wanted to win the challenge.  They told each other that in order to win the 

challenge, they had to understand the theory.  These teams pushed each other during the 

brainstorming phase.  If a team member did not fully understand another team member’s 

perspective, they generally spoke up.  If they did not agree, they said so.  

The instructor facilitated team bonding by facilitating the brainstorming process.  Bonded 

teams allowed everyone to have a voice.  Often poor performing students hesitated before 

answering, however they did if they were in a bonded team.  They did not interrupt or ridicule more 

simplistic explanations.  This in turn seemed to motivate the less motivated team members to play a 

role in the learning process.  Well-bonded teams searched for and found each team member’s 

expertise.  One student said he was no good at anything, but his team noticed he could draw well.  

The team designated him as the artist.  This motivated the student.  Well-bonded teams generally 

fell into a routine where each team member took on an active role. 

The teams that seemed to struggle with bonding did not exhibit these characteristics or 

stopped short of fully forming.  An example of this is a team with four students.  Three students 

regularly attended class.  One student spoke first and louder than the rest of the team.  This student 
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ran the brainstorming session.  He held the marker for the paper.  He readily dismissed teammates 

opinions.  The team usually finished the brainstorming session early.  This student dictated how the 

challenge would go and silenced any opposing opinions.  The team lost every challenge.  All 

members of the team expressed frustration, but never spoke out against the student.  The team 

members were not motivated to create the winning challenge and became discouraged. 

Another interesting bonding occurred in many groups.  The well-bonded teams brought each 

other food.  It was common for the well-bonded teams to bring dinner, desserts, coffee drinks, or 

other food to class.  This was a common characteristic of most winning teams.  

A common characteristic of a well-bonded team was the exchange of personal information 

and use of that information.  Many teams exchanged phone numbers and emails.  However, the 

teams that were well bonded used this information to encourage their teammates.  This was 

observed when the instructor asked a well-bonded team, “Where is your teammate today?”  The 

well-bonded teams knew where the students were and when they would arrive because they had just 

texted the missing student.  

Creativity.  There were several teams that created very creative products. Each challenge 

included a presentation.  The presentation included PowerPoint, iMovie, a training, a human rights 

video, a poster presentation, and a negotiation.  Students were told how the final presentation would 

be delivered for each challenge, but the teams were left to be as creative as possible.  On team, 

during duty theory week, decided to train the class that it was their duty, as a safe driver, to not text 

and drive.  The team used a game on an iPad and a cell phone.  Students were asked to text and 

“drive” on the iPad game.  The student scores were recorded.  Students then were asked to “drive” 

without texting.  The team shared statistics and other useful information.  The trainees noticed that 

they performed better when driving and not texting.  This had a greater impact on the trainees than 
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the other PowerPoint trainings. 

Students were encouraged by the instructor to think outside of the box and explore unique 

ways to present their challenge.  Each week during the challenge phase teams that were more 

creative won the challenge.  This in turn motivated other teams to be more creative the next week.  

While walking out of the class students said things like, “wow.  That was really cool. I guess we 

need to step-it-up next week.” 

Competition.  During the first week of class students declared whether or not they were 

competitive.  Some students said that they would have a hard time if the whole class was 

competition.  However, through the weeks teams began to engage their competitiveness.  The 

interesting occurrence was that even the teams the regularly lost the challenge remained competitive.  

It became apparent early on which teams were going to be the front running teams to be exempt 

from the final examination because they won the most Awards throughout the course.  However, 

the other teams still competed to win the weekly challenges. 

The students continued to compete in other aspects of the class.  The team tallies were 

recorded on the wall poster.  Students knew how many people did homework and discussion board.  

The different teams expressed concern for other teams who were not doing their homework and 

taunted then to pick it up or they would not win.  

The students took the competition in a lighthearted manner.  Winning or losing a challenge 

or the award for the week seemed to be a disappointment for the losing teams, but this did not 

dampen the mood in the classroom.  Winning teams usually did not taunt losing teams and 

encouraged them to beat them next week.  

Attitudes.  Student’s attitudes were generally upbeat.  During the first class students were 

concerned about their grade being tide to the group grade.  But, once they realized that the team 
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could only help them get out of the final, attitudes about group work changed.  Students were 

generally more skeptical of the class format for the first two weeks.  Once the students got into the 

routine of the class, they knew what to expect and were generally happy to move on to the 

challenge. 

The student attitudes about the tally poster varied.  By tallying the team points, it became 

evident if someone on the team did not do their homework or discussion.  Some teams were 

frustrated that they had someone repeatedly missing work.  The teams were given the option to kick 

students off their island.  The rules for when this could happen were in the island’s code of conduct.  

The students created this the first class.  No team kicked anyone off the island even if they were 

frustrated with that student’s performance.  This only happened in poorly bonded teams.  Bonded 

teams were able to encourage everyone to do their out-of-class work.  

The attitudes towards the challenges were positive.  Generally the students wanted to move 

past the brainstorming phase and into the challenge phase.  Student attitudes were positive if their 

team bonding and dynamics were good.  The teams that had a dictator or all quiet people were more 

likely to have depressed attitudes toward the challenges and brainstorming phases.  

Class preparation.  Students generally came to class prepared to a certain extent.  The 

students had weekly homework assignments, an online discussion board, textbook reading, and 

YouTube videos to watch.  The teams started the class by brainstorming the theory.  The instructor 

rotated around the room and helped the team scaffold understanding.  Students expressed that the 

book was confusing, that they preferred to watch (or at least start with) the videos.  The students 

were asked to describe the theory on the poster paper, adding any analogies.  The teams usually 

started with describing the theory in the book’s words.  The teams were asked to explain what the 

theory means to them in their words. 
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Many teams said that they read the book and watched the videos but had a minimum 

understanding of the theory.  Once the teams started writing out their ideas on the poster board, they 

realized that they needed to go back and reread and re-watch the videos.  The instructor encouraged 

them to do this and add to the poster paper. 

Once the teams could express the theory adequately in the instructor’s opinion, teams were 

allowed to continue.  The instructor repeated this same pattern each week.  As the term went on, 

students appeared to watch the short videos and follow it up with the textbook reading.  Many 

students brought in explanations about the theories from other sources not supplied by the instructor.  

It appeared that as the term went on students came to class more prepared. 

Theory scaffolding.  Students were able to come to class with basic understanding of the 

theories.  They could recall facts, terms, and other simple information about the theory.  Many 

students stated analogies that the textbook used.  Few students were able to identify the theory in 

their life or in a made-up analogy before the end of the night.  The instructor rotated around the 

groups and first asked the students to write out everything they knew about the theory.  She then 

asked “what would a______ do” type question.  The students went back to their material and 

brainstormed what they thought the theorist of the week would do.  They then called the instructor 

over and gave answer.  She then asked, “If it were you, what would you do?”  They each answered 

and added this to their poster.  The instructor then asked if they could give an analogy of the theory 

in action.  Some teams could and some could not. 

Throughout the class time, the students revisited the theory.  The challenges required the 

students to remain in the role of someone who adhered to the weekly theory.  If teams moved off 

into their own opinion or a theory not at issue that week, the instructor would ask, “Ok, but what 

would a ______ do in this situation.”  The students then reevaluated the direction they were taking 
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the challenge project. 

The students present their challenge, teams vote, a winner is announced, and then the class 

debriefs.  During the debriefing, the teams critiqued whether other teams remained true to the 

theory of the week.  The students then took what they learned and were asked to complete a 

homework assignment and online discussion on that theory.  

Interviews.  Students were interviewed while in teams and individually.  During the 

brainstorming phase, challenge phase, and debriefing phase students were asked, what do you know, 

where did you learn that, had you heard about this before this class, do you understand the material, 

and other similar questions.  These questions were asked to determine how the students learned and 

whether they thought they were learning.  Many students expressed that they preferred watching the 

content videos to the textbook.  The majority of students found the textbook difficult to read.  

However, they said that if they started with the video and then read the book they understood it 

better.  Common themes were: 

1. Attitude  

2. Group Dynamics 

3. Creativity 

4. Theory 

Attitude.  Students experienced different attitudes about the class and ethics in general.  

Students were asked throughout the class, in all phases of the class, what they thought about the 

way the class was run.  Students expressed more concern in the beginning of the class.  They said 

that it was different and didn’t know what to expect.  Many students expressed concern that their 

teammates might negatively affect their grade.  Students began to have less to say about this as they 

move through the course. 
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Students were asked if they liked the challenges.  Most students expressed that they 

generally did not like group work, but that the challenges were different.  When asked what was 

different about the challenges, the students said that they liked that they were given freedom and 

time to come up with a group project.  They liked that the group work was in class and they did not 

have to arrange their schedules.  

The students said that they really did not like sitting for a four-hour class doing nothing but 

listening.  They liked that they got to get up and move around.  They liked that the challenges were 

not all oral reports.  The students who did not like to speak in public found it much easier in this 

class to say something in front of the class.  One student said it was easier when the lights were off 

and that this class gave her that flexibility.  

Student attitudes about the final examination were indifferent for most of the course.  Most 

students said they were going to win the most awards and not have to take the final so they did not 

need to worry about the final until the end.  During the eighth week of class the groups who would 

probably need to take the final expressed concern.  When they were told that the final had to 

accomplish certain tasks but could take the form of a traditional written exam or in the form of any 

of the weekly challenges, they expressed relief. 

Group Dynamics.  Students had various things to say about groups.  Many students said that 

they did not like group work.  Many shared stories about bad group experiences.  Although many 

students expressed that they wanted to do-something in class, they did not want to do it in a group.  

Once the students realized that everything in this class happened through groups (teams), they 

either bought in and quickly bonded, or struggled to bond as a team.  

Teams that bonded quickly were asked why they thought that was.  One student said, 

“That’s how the world is.  We better get used to it here.”  Other well-bonded teams said that they 
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exchanged contact information and had a support chain to encourage one another to come to class 

prepared.  Teams that were well bonded said that they liked that their teammates brought them 

dinner.  Another well-bonded team said they met out of class to go over the material.  And yet 

another well-bonded team said they read the challenges before class and came prepared with 

resources. 

Teams that struggled with bonding were asked how they could do better.  These teams said 

they were fine even though they rarely won challenges and had difficulty working together.  The 

struggling teams were asked if they thought they were a good team.  Most of these teams thought 

they were doing well.  When asked why they thought they were losing the challenges, they said 

they were less creative.  When asked if they wanted to be more creative, their motivation was low.  

When asked if they liked the class, they said they did. 

Creativity.  The students had a lot to say about creativity.  Students were asked if they liked 

being creative.  Generally they said they were not as creative as someone else in their life.  When 

the instructor introduced new presentation formats, such as the training and iMovie challenges, 

students said they were at first afraid, but later realized that they could do it.  Many of the teams 

began to form their challenge presentations and the interviewer asked, “How can you make this 

more unique and creative?”  Students brainstormed some answers and the interviewer asked what 

that would look like.  They shared more ideas. 

During the weekly debriefing phase, students were asked if they could have been more 

creative.  The students recognized that the more creative presentations usually won, but some teams 

did not know how their presentation could have been more creative.  Other teams had would-have, 

should-have ideas. 

Theory.  The interviews revealed that the more students engaged with the content the more 
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they understood the theory.  Students were asked if they knew what the theory meant before they 

studied it.  Many students had never learned about ethics or ethical theories in the past.  The 

students were asked during brainstorming if they understood the theory.  Many said that they sort of 

understood the theory.  Later during the challenge phase students were asked if they understood the 

theory.  By this phase students thought they understood the theory more than at the beginning of the 

class. 

 Journal Entries.  At the completion of the first class, students completed a journal entry 

(see Appendix D).  Table 8 is a before and after snapshot of the first journal question, “What do you 

think about the island themed game?”  Table 9 is a snapshot of the last journal question, “What did 

you think the class was going to be like?”  Students revealed that they were open to the island 

theme, however childish.  The students also revealed that they thought the class would be very 

different from what it was. 
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Table 8.  Pre and Post Journal Entry #1. 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Journal	  #1	  
Question	  1	  

What	  do	  you	  think	  about	  the	  
island	  themed	  game?	  

• "I	  actually	  liked	  the	  island	  theme."	  
• "I	  thought	  at	  airst	  glance	  that	  the	  islands	  where	  a	  little	  childish	  to	  
be	  honest."	  	  
• "I	  think	  that	  the	  island	  theme	  has	  a	  way	  of	  thinking	  outside	  the	  
box."	  
• "I	  am	  back	  and	  forth	  on	  it...	  i	  don’t	  like	  the	  fact	  that	  i	  have	  to	  rely	  
on	  other	  people	  but	  at	  the	  same	  time	  i	  really	  enjoy	  working	  in	  
groups...	  after	  a	  few	  more	  classes	  and	  I	  get	  the	  feel	  of	  how	  things	  
will	  work	  out	  it	  will	  give	  me	  a	  better	  understanding."	  	  

Journal	  #2	  
Question	  1	  

What	  do	  you	  think	  about	  the	  
island	  themed	  game?	  

• "It	  was	  fun	  and	  I	  learned	  more	  this	  way."	  
• "I	  want	  to	  take	  more	  classes	  like	  this."	  
• "I	  liked	  working	  with	  my	  island	  even	  though	  we	  didn't	  win."	  
• "I	  am	  no	  longer	  	  back	  and	  forth	  on	  it...	  I	  liked	  it"	  
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Table 9. Pre Post Journal Entry #6 

 
 

Research Questions Based On Data Analysis 

An Ethical Island course was designed on gamification mechanics to both increase ethical 

attitude and aptitude.  The course was studied to answer the following two research questions, 1) 

What effect does The Ethical Island course have on changes in ethical aptitude and 2). What effect 

does An Ethical Island course, based on Gamification, have on changes in ethical attitudes?  An 

Ethical Island incorporated gamification to teach an introductory ethics course.  As described in the 

literature review, gamification is the “use of game mechanics to make learning and instruction more 

fun” (Kapp, 2012, p. xxi).  A game is a “system in which players engage in artificial conflict, 

defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome” (Kapp, 2012, p. 7).  Gamification is not “a 

Journal	  #1	  
Question	  5	  

What	  did	  you	  think	  this	  class	  was	  
going	  to	  be	  about	  before	  Day	  1?	  	  

• "Before	  the	  class	  I	  had	  no	  thoughts	  of	  how	  it	  would	  be	  but	  I	  look	  
forward	  to	  learning	  more	  of	  how	  humanity	  and	  ethics	  helps	  us	  to	  
be	  a	  more	  civil	  society.	  "	  
• i	  was	  completely	  clueless	  and	  didn’t	  know	  what	  to	  expect	  at	  all.	  	  i	  
will	  say	  that	  i	  am	  excited	  about	  the	  class	  and	  am	  very	  interested	  
thus	  far.	  	  	  
• Coming	  from	  a	  community	  college	  with	  traditional	  style	  lecture	  
classes,	  I	  assumed	  the	  class	  was	  going	  to	  fall	  into	  the	  same	  
structure,	  I	  was	  very	  wrong	  
• Well	  I	  got	  told	  it	  was	  going	  to	  be	  very	  hard	  and	  boring.	  

Journal	  #2	  
Question	  5	  

Did	  your	  opinion	  of	  the	  course	  
change?	  

• "Yes	  it	  did	  very	  much	  so."	  
• "I	  like	  the	  class	  and	  you."	  
• "Yes,	  That	  a	  world	  without	  rules	  would	  be	  CRAZY!!"	  
• "Yes"	  
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cheapening or dilution of real learning” but is comprised of game-based education, mechanics of 

playing games, aesthetics, game thinking, engagement, people, motivation, promotion of learning, 

and problem solving (Kapp, 2012, p. 13).  An Ethical Island was a game based on a system in 

which students engaged in challenges, defined by rules, and with quantifiable results.   

The data suggests that An Ethical Island course, based on gamification had a positive 

change on students’ attitudes towards ethics and a positive change on ethical aptitude. In response 

to research question one, data suggested that the students’ ethical aptitude (content knowledge) 

showed significant gains.  Whether this was due to gamification cannot be confirmed in this study 

by the pre-post assessment alone.  However, the research literature suggests that engagement and 

motivation have a profound effect on student learning (Deci et al 1999; Gottfried, 1990; Gottfried et 

al, 2001; Broussard & Garrison, 2004; Guay et al, 2010).  Students demonstrated that they both 

knew more and thought they learned more about ethical theories after the course.  

In response to research question 2, the research data indicated that students were more 

engaged each week with the content and with the game.  Students were motivated to come to class 

prepared and ready to compete in the challenges.  The students appeared to understand the ethical 

theories at the completion of each class as indicated by the presentation of challenges and informal 

interviews during class as well as on the post assessment.  

As students engaged in the gamification of the course it appeared that the students’ attitudes 

toward ethics changed from, “I don’t want to take this course,” and “Why do I have to take this 

course,” to “That was fun… and I learned something about ethics and myself.”  In the beginning of 

the course some students were skeptical of the gamification nature of the course.  This appeared to 

be a response to anticipated teamwork.  As indicated on the pre survey, students stated that they 

would rather work independently.   However, as the class unfolded, rather than listening to lectures 
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on content and completing assignments independently, students engaged in team learning through 

group points and challenges.  Data suggested that by the end of the course even the most skeptical 

students had changed their mind. 
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Chapter Five: Discussion 

Review of Research  

 The gamification of an ethics course appears to have had a positive impact on students’ 

ethical attitude and aptitude.  An Ethical island was a required course for all associate and bachelor 

students.  Generally, this was the first course students take at the University.  Many of the students 

were new college students or adult learners returning to college, accustomed to traditional education.  

Traditionally ethics education uses a  model composed of textbook driven and lecture style delivery 

of course content.  Because of this, students were generally new to gamification of courses. 

Constructivist theory suggests that, “meaningful learning occurs when people actively try to 

make sense of the world by filtering new ideas and experiences through existing knowledge 

structures” (Snowman, 2009, p.324).  In this study, students had little experience with either 

gamification or ethics theory.  Therefore, it is likely that they based their initial survey opinions of 

each on misconceptions about game learning and ethics.  The students often initially described their 

understanding of ethics based on media coverage of the Enron or Bernie Madoff cases.  Due to this, 

participants expressed negative attitudes towards ethics and low ethics aptitude.  

Student attitudes appear to have positively increased on the need for an ethics course, the 

preference for group work, the preference for gamification of the course, and toward ethics. 

Findings 

The results were obtained through the use of a variety of evaluation tools.  These tools 

included one-on-one interviews, group interviews, and observations by multiple researchers, a pre-

assessment and post-assessment, which included content questions and Likert questions about 

attitudes, and a journal entry.  The researcher sought to answer the research questions and focused 

on attitudes of students and aptitude of students.  However, the observations and interviews 
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revealed other information related to group dynamics, the mechanics of gamification, and the use of 

creative challenges. 

The research was twofold: 1) what effect does The Ethical Island course, based on 

Gamification, have on changes in ethical aptitude and, 2) what effect does the Ethical Island course 

have on changes in ethical attitude.  The questions sought to create a better ethics course that both 

engaged students in a fun way, changing their attitudes about taking ethics, and truly teaching ethics 

that students would use and retain in their lives. 

The first problem was ethical aptitude, did the students learn ethics.  The 

researcher/instructor sought to lay a foundation in ethics by teaching ethical theories and when a 

particular theory is evident in the student’s decision-making during ethical dilemmas.  Interviews 

and observations revealed that students came to the course with misconceptions about what an 

ethics course could and could not teach.  Students were challenged during the first class to think of 

ethics not as choosing between a right or wrong solution, but as choosing between two viable 

options when dealing with an ethical dilemma.  The research suggests that the solution to this is that 

if students can identify a theory, identify when it plays a role in their life, and the weaknesses to the 

theory, students can more effectively understand ethics. 

In order to achieve ethics aptitude, students worked through different ethical theories each 

week.  The students read about the theory, watched videos about the theory, identified the theory in 

their everyday life, discussed topics from the perspective of the ethical theory, and competed in 

challenges to solve an ethical dilemma through the eyes of someone adhering to the ethical theory 

of the week. 

Students were engaged throughout the course.  They interacted with their interpretation of 

the theory and their teammates interpretation of the theory.  The students were then challenged with 
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another team’s interpretation of the theory.  The end of each class tasked the student tasked with 

searching for the theory in their life.  The students revealed in the interviews that this searching led 

them to identify when the theory should and should not be used as a guide for decision making.  For 

example, one student believed that it was her duty to be there for her patients at all cost.  Then one 

week she was faced with whether she should go to work to cover for another employee or go to 

ethics class.  She noted that if she followed deontology (duty theory) both going to work and going 

to class were viable options.  However, she also recognized that deontological ethics wouldn’t help 

her make an ethical decision.  She relied on a utilitarian perspective and thought about the outcome.  

She wanted her degree and she wanted to do well in the ethics course.  So, she went to class.  These 

are the problems that the ethics course sought to reveal. 

 The second problem was how to improve attitudes about an ethics course.  Ethics courses 

are usually a dreaded course that all professionals are required to take.  The research sought to 

change this view of ethics.  The solution to changing attitudes was gamification.  It was found that 

gamification could change attitudes, but some students still struggled to get engaged and motivated 

by gamifying the ethics course. 

The findings demonstrate that gamification of an introductory ethics course had a positive 

change on students attitude and aptitude of ethics, that the students had significant knowledge gains 

on the pre post assessments, that the students also felt like they learned about ethical theories, that 

the students’ attitudes toward group work positively increased, and that the students’ attitude 

toward ethics had also increased.  The data suggested that students generally enjoyed the course. 

While students initially expressed dislike for group work, during the course students 

appeared to be engaged and motivated.  Successful groups bonded quickly, exchanged contact 

information, and supported each other to increase participation and success on challenges.  One 



USING GAMIFICATION TO TEACH  72 
	  
	  
	  
group took turns bringing dinner for the group to encourage everyone to be on time or class.  Other 

groups called each member to remind them to get their homework completed so that the team 

would obtain all their points that night.  During challenges groups found innovative ways to test 

their ideas such as interviewing other students or professors outside the classroom, or locating their 

group for the activity in a learning environment outside the classroom where they had access to 

other resources or quiet for brainstorming. 

 Students were also asked to comment in a journal entry (Appendix D).  The journal asked 

about the students’ attitudes about the course and the gamification of the course.  Many of the 

responses demonstrated that the students were skeptical of the gamification of the course although 

they had indicated on the survey that they liked the idea of games in class.  Many were concerned 

that their grades were tied to group work.  The students were later interviewed about what they 

thought at the end of the course and whether they agreed with their earlier opinions.  Many students 

said that they liked the way the class worked and were happy with their grade.  The students that 

were in a bonded group liked the group work more than the students in loosely bonded groups. 

 Students were observed throughout the course.  The observations revealed interesting issues 

related to group dynamics, creativity, competitiveness, depth of content understanding, and general 

feelings about the coursework.  The teams that were present in class performed better than the 

teams with students who did not attend class.  Students that dedicated fully to the challenges both 

won the competitions and had a better work product than the less dedicated teams. 

Some groups were healthy and thrived while others appeared to be dysfunctional and 

struggled.  In general, the groups that thrived won the challenges, were more likely to complete the 

out of class homework and discussion, had better attendance, enjoyed the competitiveness of the 

challenge, and in general enjoyed the course.  The groups that did not thrive had poor attendance, 
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did not regularly complete homework and online discussion assignments, did not challenge each 

other in the group during the challenge phase, and were less creative in the challenges.  

Interestingly, all groups worked diligently throughout the entire course on challenges even if they 

knew they could not win the most Ethical Island awards (and therefore be exempt from the final 

examination). 

Interviews revealed that students in general preferred this way of learning to lecture style 

learning.  Students revealed in the interviews that they liked to have the option to read the textbook 

or watch videos in Moodle prior to class to help develop content knowledge that they would then 

use in the challenges.  They also liked that they could either write their homework assignments in 

paragraph form or in an alternative artistic form such as cartooning, video diary, or other format.  

The students also revealed in the interviews that they were skeptical of the game atmosphere and 

were concerned about their individual grade at first but later stated that they enjoyed the delivery of 

the content. 

Recommended Solutions Based on Research Findings 

 Gamification of the ethics course, Ethical Island, suggests that it is a positive solution for 

teaching ethics as it motivates and engages students while teaching content.   However, while using 

gamification as the solution appeared to be positive, but may not address all of the issues in 

assuring student success.  The solution may be multilayered. Students that engaged in their team 

and bonded as a unit, by encouraging one another, challenging each other’s ideas, and working 

toward a common goal thrived in the class.  Teams that loosely bonded, did not challenge one 

another (the dictator style group), did not thrive.  These grouped learned about ethics, but on 

average enjoyed the class less than thriving teams.  To deal with this more work on team bonding 

needs to be implemented.  
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Implications And Limitations  

This study suggests a new way to teach basic college level ethics that is both engaging and 

motivating.  While the findings cannot be generalized to a large population, it describes one 

creative way to teach ethics using new pedagogy.   

Strengths.  There were several strengths to this research study.  One strength was that the 

pre and post assessment had been piloted over an extended period.  The course, as well, had been 

taught as a gamified course in the past and problems were noted and rectified for the present study.  

The course had been taught in the traditional manner for three terms.  At that point the instructor 

decided that changes needed to be made and began to progressively change the way in which the 

course was taught.  An Ethical Island was birthed out of reflective teaching practice.  The instructor 

also was willing to make additional improvements after the commencement of this study.  This 

enabled the researcher/ instructor to experiment with more engaging activities and strategies. 

Another strength was that the researcher had easy access to additional observers to capture 

interesting phenomenon.  The researcher was intimately involved in the course creation and with 

the students.  Additionally, the researcher had a positive relationship with the participants.  The 

participants felt comfortable enough to voice concerns, share opinions, and be honest about the 

experience.  The participants knew they were part of a study and knew that their input would 

improve the course.  The students also trusted that the researcher would make changes from the 

findings of this study.  

Weaknesses.  A possible weakness of this study was that the researcher and instructor were 

the same person.  The researcher had to wear multiple hats and remain in the role of researcher or 

instructor.  This was difficult at times because the researcher wanted to simply observe, while the 

instructor wanted to scaffold and aid in the learning process. 
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Another weakness was that students were allowed to choose their own teams.  This was a 

weakness because there were early signs of poor group dynamics.  It has been suggested in other 

research that the instructor should help the students choose a team.  It is also suggested that the 

members of the teams should be at different levels but within the same general ability set.  

The other weakness is that the course is only nine weeks long.  This was a short amount of 

time for student teams to bond and become effective.  Additionally, there may not have been 

enough class time to spend on team building activities.  

 

Problems.  Since the research was conducted as part of a regular classroom experience, 

there were problems noted with participants, collection of data, or maintenance of data.  The 

participant number was consistent throughout the data collection period and all participants engaged 

in the challenge activities and assessments at least at a minimal required level.  

Factors.  While every effort was made to collect and analyze data from the study, some 

factors may have skewed the findings, including accuracy of the field notes, researcher involvement 

in the teaching of the class, and adequately reporting other observers’ field notes.  The first factor, 

keeping accurate field notes, was difficult because the researcher was also the instructor.  There was 

not time during the class to write down field notes so that observations were made and then 

recorded later in a Word document or on a blog.  The night section of the class ends at ten p.m. and 

the observation notes were completed the following day. 

The researcher was the instructor and this factor may skew the findings.  The instructor 

wanted the students to have enjoyable time learning and went out of her way to make sure all 

students were engaged.  Another possible skew of the findings was that the researcher called in 

additional observers when unique scenarios were occurring.  An example is when the students came 
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up with a unique analogy for a theory or when a team presented a unique challenge.  The researcher 

asked the observers to come right over.  They did, but the observers only saw beneficial phenomena 

and not the less than favorable times in the study.  This may have skewed their field notes and 

observations. 

Improvement 

 There are several changes that might improve the research study.  The first improvement 

could be the use of a separate researcher and instructor that would allow the instructor to be focus 

on facilitating learning (and possibly a second set of observing eyes) and allow the researcher to 

remain in observation mode.  The researcher could then collect more data and record that data in 

real time.  The researcher would also be free to stay with the same team the entire night to get a 

bigger picture of the team dynamics. 

 The second improvement would be to continue the study over multiple class sessions to 

increase the number of participants and data.  This would give a greater numerical number for the 

quantitative data.  It would also increase the comments received in the interview process.  The study 

currently included two classes with twenty students each.  The course is well formatted and could 

easily be replicated.  Replicating the class as closely as possible could keep the variables low and 

data high. 

 The third improvement to make to this study would be to add more assessments to assess 

content knowledge.  The life applications are assessing whether the students understand the ethical 

theory, however these easily skewed.  A multiple choice assessment with more in-depth questions 

may aid the researcher in determining if the problem of aptitude is truly solved. 

 Another improvement would be to give the same assessment to the ethics course that is 

taught traditionally.  This data could then be compared to see if students learn more in a gamified 
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course verses a traditional lecture style course. 

Further investigation.  Further investigation could be made into what the difference is 

between a traditional course verses a gamified course.  The investigation could go into whether the 

gamification of ethics is the key to the change in attitudes or is it about learning about something 

relatively new. 

Another area for further investigation is to expand gamification to other courses to improve 

student engagement.  Students today are inundated with gamification.  They are engaged in it and 

like it.  Implementing gamification into the classroom is not a new phenomenon, but can it be used 

to increase engagement in other less liked course. 

 A further investigation would be in whether the researcher could train other traditional 

instructors to teach in a gamified environment.  This is a common issue with many instructors.  

They get stuck in their ways and are less likely to try something new. It could also be that they 

resort to what they know when the class gets more chaotic.  

There are several other investigations that could evolve from this study surrounding group 

dynamics.  This study revealed that teams developed and performed differently.  A study into why 

that may be or how to improve the teams would be interesting. 

Changes if research was conduct in the future.  If the study were to be conducted again I 

would co-teach the class.  I would have a second person there, train them how to teach the class, 

and then in future courses I would play the role of researchers and observe more than interact.  This 

would be difficult because as the creator of An Ethical Island I would have to hold my tongue and 

allow the new instructor to teach the class.  It would also be difficult it the new instructor added less 

favorable elements to the class. 

The next time I conduct this study I will also capture more of the class activity on camera.  
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There are interesting dynamics to certain groups that I would like to capture and use for future 

trainings and to improve exiting teams.  The team dynamics seem to be very important in whether 

the team wins or loses challenges. 

Another change I would make to the study would be to increase the participant population. 

This course is taught at five campuses. Two of the campuses use the gamification of the ethics 

course.  The other two campuses teach ethics more traditionally. The geographic locations of the 

other campuses vary as well.  I would like to see if those students would enjoy a gamified ethics 

course. 

Justification of differences.  The differences would increase the reliability and validity of 

the data.  These are several things that could better improve the course and gamification was the 

first step.  In the future courses the researcher could delve into how to improve the teams if she 

were not the instructor as well.  The researcher could also add insight for the instructor of what is 

happening while she is working with other groups.  It may also be helpful to separate the researcher 

and instructor to get a less bias answer form the students.  The students would then know for sure 

that their responses have less bearing on their grades. 

Critique Your Master’s Degree Experience  

Reflect on your master’s degree experience.  I chose this program because I wanted to 

learn more about design and instruction.  I already had a doctorate in law and did not feel I needed 

more letters behind my name.  So coming from this perspective, I knew that I could be free from 

the pressures education sometimes offers and really enjoy the learning journey.  

Early on in the process, I knew that I had a price point for this degree.  I knew that I did not 

want to spend more than a certain amount and had a limited amount of time to fully commit to the 

degree.  So, I set most of my life aside for a short period and threw myself into the WGU program.  
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I asked for a mentor that would both keep up with me and push me. My mentor was perfect.  She 

knew what I needed to do to complete the program in the allocated time I had set.  She guided me 

and encouraged me along the way. 

I look forward to learning more about education and learning.  I look forward to 

implementing what I have learned into my college classroom.  Overall the experience has been 

pleasant.  I have learned by theory and pedagogy that I have applied directly in the classroom.  It 

has allowed me to affect both student engagement and learning. 

Experience and skills gained that can be applied in work environment.  I work in the 

university setting.  I enjoy teaching undergraduate and graduate students.  I was told when I began 

this program that it was not the preferred program for someone with my background and 

educational setting.  I wholeheartedly disagree.  This program has added to my ability to be a more 

effective teacher, whether it is adult learners or children. 

This program has also given me the academic credentials to move into administrative roles 

within the university.  The university I work for is ever increasing and growing.  Knowledgeable 

faculty and administrators are always needed and this degree will place me in line for future roles. 
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Topic or Unit of Study: Introductory Ethics 
 
Level: 1st year college  
 
Instructional Setting:  
 The class size ranges from 16 to 20 students. All students are first year college students 
taking a required undergraduate general education course. The students are from many different 
program and departments. The class runs for nine weeks. It is a hybrid course (online and in-class). 
The in-class portion meets one day a week for four hours. Students are placed in teams of 4 students. 
The first night, students can choose their own team. After that, the instructor places late arriving 
students into already existing teams. Students are encouraged to choose their team wisely. 
 The teams compete each week for a Most Ethical Island Award. The team with the most 
awards at the end of the term will be exempt from taking the final examination. The Most Ethical 
Island Award is composed of individual points added together from homework (called “Life 
Application), participation in the online discussion board, class attendance, and winning the weekly 
challenge (called “The challenge”). The challenge is completed as a team and in-class. All other 
assignments are done individually out-of-class. 
 Student’s individual grade is made up of equal parts, 25% per part. These include weekly 
discussion board participation, weekly Life Application exercises, class attendance, and the final 
examination. The Most Ethical Island Award helps students get out of taking the final examination 
and does not affect individual grades.  
 The students use an online management tool called Moodle. Moodle contains all 
assignments, learning resources, and other material to help the student succeed in this course. Each 
week’s out-of-class and in-class activities are set up exactly the same, but with a different ethical 
theory.  
STANDARDS AND OBJECTIVES 
 
Standard(s): ACICS; general education required course 
 
Lesson Objective(s): These learning objectives were created by the university and are not changed. 

• Describe the differences between consequential, deontological, and virtue-based ethical 
systems. 

• Describe how to apply these concepts to personal decisions and current social issues. 
• Express these decisions in written and spoken form. 

  
MATERIALS AND RESOURCES 
 
Instructional Materials: 
Ethics:  A Pluralistic Approach to Moral Theory (4th edition) by Lawrence Hinman, Wadsworth 
Publishing. 2007 
Poster paper, markers, scissors, computer, presentation software, iMovie. 
 
INSTRUCTIONAL PLAN 
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1. Identification of Student Prerequisite Skills Needed for the Unit: 
None 

2. Presentation of New Information or Modeling: 
New information is presented through flipping the classroom. This information is found in 
Moodle. Each week students are assigned out of class work to learn the ethical theory. 
Students are expected to come to class prepared. This is done through: 

• Textbook reading 
• Watching Video clips 
• Reading theory outlines 
• Participating in Online Discussion Board; and 
• Completing Life Application assignments 

 
3. Guided Practice:  

Brainstorm Phase (45- 60 minutes each class) 
Students prepared and meet with their team to brainstorm the theory. The teams 

review the theory and outline the theory and any examples on poster paper. The students are 
encouraged to use markers and other visual aids on the paper, to draw out what they are 
thinking.  

The instructor rotates around the classroom asking students to explain what they 
draw and why. The instructor asks students deeper questions, aiding in scaffolding the 
information. The instructor presents common concerns to the group if there is a common 
misconception. The instructor also asks for examples and asks students to explain how the 
theory fits or asks the team to present their own analogies to the other teams.  

  
Challenge Phase (90 minutes each class) 
 Student teams are presented with a challenge. The teams will complete for an award 
each week. The challenge has great bearing on winning the award. The challenge is based 
on the weekly ethical theory. The students may leave the classroom to complete the 
challenge. Teams have 1.5 hours to complete the challenge. The instructor rotates around 
the teams and asks initial questions such as: 
 Where are you going to start? 
 What material do you need? 
 How will you use the theory apply? 
 What is your presentation plan? 
 The teams remain in the building but can move to more private areas to work on 
their challenge away from other teams. The instructor spends the entire time rotating 
between teams scaffolding deeper understanding. The instructor also suggests that teams 
pitch their challenge to others outside of the Ethics course before returning to class.  
 Challenges include (week 1 is an introduction and team building; week 9 is the final 
examination): 
Challenge #1: Battle of Good and Evil; What is evil and who gets to define it (Oral 
Presentation format) 
Challenge #2: How to Market Cereal like a Utilitarian (Poster Presentation- no talking) 
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Challenge #3: Duty Training- Create a unique training and train the other Teams on the 
Duty (Interactive Training). 
Challenge #4: Crowdsourcing Egoism. Create an Infographic (Visual Presentation). 
Challenge #5: Human Rights and Social Justice Videos (iMovie or moving Presentation). 
Challenge #6: Unity day: Can we unite the Islands? (Negotiation) 
Challenge #7: Virtue Scavenger Hunt (Off-campus competition) 
 
Presentation Phase (20- 60 minutes each class) 
 After the teams have completed the challenge, they present it to the class. The 
presentation format varies by challenge to allow all student teams to thrive. The 
presentations are oral presentations, interactive trainings, poster presentations (no verbal 
communication allowed), physical challenges, and other artistic challenges. 
 
Wrap Up (30 minutes) 
 During this phase students return to their teams. The entire class discusses who won 
the challenge, the Most Ethical Island Award, and other information. Good team skills and 
characteristics are pointed out. The ethical theory is discussed. Students leave with the life 
application of the week’s theory to implement or identify in their real life. 
 

4. Independent Student Practice: 
Students work individually throughout the week on two graded assignments, a 

discussion board and a homework assignment. Other resources are available in Moodle to 
aid in the learning process.  
Online discussion requires students to comment on a variety of topics related to the weekly 
ethical theory. The students are required to post one initial post and two comments on other 
student’s initial posts. The posts must include both personal opinion and the opinion of 
someone who adheres to the week’s ethical theory. Students are given a rubric. 

The topics include:  
o (Evil)  Milgram, Stanford Prison Experiment, and Abu Ghraib Prison- Are 

They Evil? 
o (Utilitarianism) Is Dating in the Workplace OK? 
o (Deontology) Deadbeat Dads and Moms, What do You Think? 
o (Egoism) Teacher and Student Love Affair, Is this Selfish? 
o (Rights) Should Illegal Immigrants Receive Emergency Healthcare 
o (Justice) Should Religion Dictate Child Medical Care 
o (Virtue) Physician Assisted Suicide 

 
The students are also required to complete the Life Application exercise each week. 

These are written, video diary, or artistic works which are uploaded to Moodle for grading. 
Many of these are based on students identifying the ethical theories active in the world they 
live in. Students are graded based on whether they correctly characterize and identify the 
ethical theory. Students are given a rubric. 

 
5. Culminating or Closing Procedure/Activity/Event: 
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Students are given a final examination. The final examination is either a presentation or a 
written examination. The team that demonstrated mastery of the material through winning 
the most awards will be exempt from this final. 
 

Pedagogical Strategy (or Strategies):  
The classroom setting uses group work and Gamification strategies. 

 
Differentiated Instruction: 
Students needing addition help are placed in specific teams in class or sent to the Success Center 
outside of class hours. 
 
Student Assessment/Rubrics:  
There are 5 rubrics for this course. These include the Discussion Rubric, Life Application Rubric, 
Challenge Rubric, Professionalism (Ethics), and the Final Examination Rubric. These are included 
as an attachment. 
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Discussion	  Rubric	  
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Professionalism/	  Ethics	  Rubric	  
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Life	  Application	  Rubric	  
	  
	   	  

Description	  	   0	  	   1	  point	  	   total	  	  

Assignment	  
turned	  in	  on	  

time	  	  

No	  	   Yes	  	   __	  /1	  	  

Ethical	  Theory	  	   Student	  does	  
not	  apply	  the	  
ethical	  theory	  	  

Student	  applies	  
the	  ethical	  
theory	  	  

__	  /1	  	  

Life	  Application	  	   Student	  does	  
not	  apply	  the	  
theory	  to	  
his/her	  life	  	  

Student	  does	  
apply	  the	  
theory	  to	  
his/her	  life	  	  

__	  /1	  

	   	   	   __	  /3	  	  
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Appendix B 

Pre Post Assessment and Rubric 

HUM 110: Ethics 
 

1. What is a Code of Conduct? 
 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________  

2. What is Ethics? 
 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. Define Evil. 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

4. Can people be evil or is it a force? Why does it matter? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

5. Which of the following ethical theories looks for the greatest good for the greatest amount 
of people? 

☐ Duty                 ☐ Utilitarianism 
☐ Virtue Ethics      ☐ Egoism 
Why?___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

6. Which ethical theory cares more about how you get to the end and not the end result? 

☐ Duty                 ☐ Utilitarianism 
☐ Virtue Ethics      ☐ Egoism 
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Why?___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

7. Which ethical theory is about selfishness? 
 
☐ Duty                 ☐ Utilitarianism 
☐ Virtue Ethics      ☐ Egoism 
Why?___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Which ethical theory includes arete, phronesis, and eudomonia? 

☐ Duty                 ☐ Utilitarianism 
☐ Virtue Ethics      ☐ Egoism 
Why?___________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

9. Match the following people with the ethical theory they most identify with 
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10. Why did you Choose (1) Mother Theresa and Oscar Schindler for that theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Utilitarianism/	  
Consequentialism	  

Deontology/	  
Duty	  Theory	  

Rights-‐	  natural	  
or	  legal	  

Justice-‐	  distributive	  
or	  global	  

Egoism	  

Virtue	  

1.	  Mother	  Theresa	  
or	  Oscar	  Schindler	  	  

2.	  A	  U.S.	  soldier	  who	  
aights	  for	  his	  country	  

3.	  A	  lawyer	  who	  aights	  for	  
the	  wrongfully	  accused	  

4.	  A	  person	  who	  gives	  her	  organs	  away	  
when	  she	  dies	  to	  save	  lots	  of	  lives	  

5.	  A	  cheater	  
or	  womanizer	  

6.	  A	  human	  rights	  activist	  
helping	  people	  around	  the	  world	  
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11. Why did you choose (2) a U.S. soldier who fights for his country for that theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

12. Why did you choose (3) a lawyer who fights for the wrongfully accused for that theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

13. Why did you choose (4) a person who gives her organs away when she dies to save lots of 

lives for that theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

14. Why did you choose (5) a cheater/ womanizer for that theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 

15. Why did you choose (6) a human rights activist helping people around the world for that 

theory? 

________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Part 2 
The following part of the assessment is about how you feel. Choose one answer for 

each question. 
 
  
1. I like classes with lots of 
group work. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
2. I like to play games in class. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
3. I like to interact with other 
students in class. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
4. I like competition. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 
 
 
 
 
5. I like working on my own. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
6. I want to learn more about 
ethics 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
7. I think everyone should 
know about ethical theories. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
8. I know what a Utilitarian is. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 
 
 
 
9. I understand Duty Theory  

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 

☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
10. I know what Egoism is. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
11. I know what Virtue Ethics 
is. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
12. This class will help me in 
the future. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 
13. I am happy to be in this 
class. 

☐Strongly Agree (SA) 
☐ Agree (A) 
☐Undecided (U) 
☐ Disagree (D)   
☐Strongly Disagree (SD) 
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For questions 14 & 15, Circle all that apply for each question. 
 
14. Which part of this class will you or 
did you like the most?  
 
Challenges 
Group Work 
Life Application 
Discussion Board 
Interaction 
My Team 
Other: ____________ 
 

15. Which part of this class will you or 
did you dislike this as most? 
 
Challenges 
Group Work 
Life Application 
Discussion Board 
Interaction 
My Team 
Other: ____________ 

 
16. Did you learn anything about yourself in this class? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

______________________________ 

 
17. Do you think you will remember anything from this class in a year from now?  

□Yes   □No 
 
 

Rubric 

Question 0 1 2 3 

1 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

2 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

3 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

4 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 
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5 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

6 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

7 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

8 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

9 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

10 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

11 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

12 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

13 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

14 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

15 No answer Not Competent Developing Competency  Competent 

Total     
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Appendix C 

Informed Consent Form 

 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM TEMPLATE 
 

Western Governors University 
 

Master of Science, Curriculum and Instruction 

Student Mentor: Liz Moenich 

Capstone Facilitator: Dr. Don Rainwater 

 
 

Introduction  
���You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by a researcher from Western 
Governors University. Maria MacMeekin, JD is conducting research to determine the most 
effective ways to teach the general education course HUM110, Ethics, to college students. 
 
Description of the project:  
• The research will be part of the regular course of study in the HUM110 course, Ethics.  

Students will all participate in the course that will focus on what ethics is, ethical theories and 
theorists, and how ethics can be applied to everyday life. The course will be taught using a 
game based approach called Ethical Island in which students will actively participate in ethical 
challenges working in teams. Since this is a regular, required  class for all students, students 
will be expected to participate fully in all routine classroom activities and out of class 
assignments. In addition, students are required to participate in pre and post assessments and 
surveys that will be used to assess change in attitudes and knowledge. 

 
Benefits and Risks of this study:  
It is expected that students will benefit from a greater understanding of ethical principles and in 
their ability to apply these to everyday issues.  It is also expected that the information gained from 
this research will assist faculty in developing ethics courses that are more engaging, motivating, 
and student active. There are no expected risks from this study. 
 
Confidentiality: Confidentiality will be maintained throughout the research, records will only 
be seen by the researcher, and all data that is reported will be aggregated.  Student numbers will be 
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used on all pre post assessments and surveys for scoring and analysis, and no names will be used in 
any reporting.  
 
Voluntary participation and withdrawal: Since this research is taking place within a 
regularly scheduled course, participants are expected to participate in any regular classroom 
instruction and outside assignments.  This includes any pre-post assessments and surveys as these 
are considered part of regular classroom instruction. 
 
Participants may withdraw at any time from non-regular classroom instruction and will not be 
penalized for non-participation.  This includes any classroom pictures, interviews, or video taping. 
 
 
 
Questions, Rights and Complaints: .Participants may contact me at the following: 
 
Maria MacMeekin, J.D  
8048143766 
mmacmeekin@yahoo.com 
 
Participants and legal guardians have a right to the results of the study.  

Consent statement:  In signing this informed consent, participants and legal guardians agree 
to participate in this research. 
 
 
 
________________________  _______________________   
Signature of Participant   Signature of Legal Guardian 
 
_________________________  _______________________ 
Typed/printed Name   Typed/printed Name     
 
__________________________  ________________________   
Date      Date        
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Appendix D 

Data Collection Tool: Journal Entry 

 What did you think about the class? 

Answer the Following questions and upload your response to Moodle. 

1. What did you think about the island theme? Why? 
2. What did you think about the scrabble game we played with 2 islands? Why? 
3. What is 1 thing you learned today? Explain. 
4. What is 1 thing you want to learn? Explain. 
5. What did you think this class was going to be before Day 1? Did it change? 
6. Anything else that came to mind during the first class? 
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Appendix E 

Data Collection Tool: Observation and Interview Notes Sample 

Week one. During the first week the students form groups and determine whether 

they need rules to run their island and the class. They later are asked to create a set of 

rules that everyone on their island or visiting their island needs to follow. Students 

arrived in class and took an empty seat. The tables were arranged in groups of four. There 

were four chairs at each table and the leftover chairs were placed along the front wall 

under the dry erase board. Students filed in and took a seat. The instructor let them know 

that there seat and team did matter and to interview one another.  

Many of the students did not know each other and mixed with other departments. 

There were very few teams with all students from one department. The students were 

then asked to use a sticky note and place it on the Vinn diagram answering the question, 

“Do you believe we need a Code of Conduct or Rules of Conduct to conduct oneself” 

(See Diagram 1). It was the instructor’s intent to get all the sticky notes to the “Yes” side 

before the class was over. The sticky notes were evenly distributed in all three areas at 

the beginning of the night, however by the end of the night all but three were on the “Yes” 

side. 

Once the class formed their teams, the class began to discuss the rules of “An 

Ethical Island.” They were told that their grade was their own and the only thing that 

their team could do to affect that grade was to save them from taking the final exam. 

Many seemed to understand this, however many shrugged that they had to work in teams. 

Many were worried that their team would pull down their grade because that had 

happened in the past. The instructor reaffirmed that the team could only help individual 
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grades and not harm their individual grades. Diagram 

 

 Diagram 1 
 
 Students then proceeded to watch a series of videos and have a series of 

discussions to help them understand rules and why they are necessary. By the end of two 

significant activities the students were mostly in agreement that rules were necessary. 

The first significant event was playing Scrabble with half the teams playing with no rules 

and winning quickly. The second significant event was watching the Tuskegee Syphilis 

Experiment’s doctors transferring their experiments from the United Sates to Guatemala 

where there were no rules against human experimentation. Most of the teams were ready 

to write the rules for their “Island.” 

 Students engaged in team discussions about how they wanted their island run. 
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Each island created a team flag, a Code of Conduct, and exchanged contact information. 

The instructor walked around the classroom as the teams worked. 

 Week two. Week two was Evil week. Students arrived as the instructor began 

putting the team points on a wall chart by team. Each student that did his homework by 

the start of class was given a green dot. Each student that did his online discussion was 

given a green dot. The team that had at least one member present got all the ethics points. 

So, if all students in the group did their discussion (4 students per group), then the team 

had four green dots and so on. The dots were translated into points, 25 points per green 

dot, and a total was tallied. If a group did all there work and came to class, they started 

the night with 300 points. The challenge would add more points by the need of the night. 

 Students met with their team and began to draw out their ideas about the ethical 

theory. This took about 45 minutes. It included the students using the resources they were 

given to form a concept map about what is evil. The instructor rotated around the room 

and asked for a verbal explanation about what the team was drawing. Once the teams said 

they fully understood the theory, the instructor presented the challenge (see Diagram 2) 

and gave the students ninety minutes to complete the challenge. 

 Teams dispersed throughout the building. The instructor spent time with each 

team, rotating through the teams the entire ninety minutes. The instructor went to the 

team in the classroom, The Lost Boys. The instructor asked, “Where will you begin?” 

The students asked if they could use their own definition or needed to use one from the 

internet. The instructor explained that they could use whatever they liked but that they 

needed to come up with a definition that worked for both the bullfighter and the activist. 

The instructor moved on to the next team. 
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Diagram 2 
 
The instructor went to each team asking similar questions. She then began the 
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second round of questions. Now that the students knew what they wanted to present, the 

instructor asked the teams how they were going to present the information. She also 

advised the students to fully commit to the point of view that they would present. 

Students began to practice their presentation. One team, The sLACKers (LACK were the 

first letter of each team member’s name), decided to find an empty classroom. This team 

bonded quickly and decided that they needed to keep everything they did during the 

challenge private so that they could win the challenge. The team practiced their oral 

presentation over and over in the classroom. The instructor watched and was asked how it 

looked. She advised them to pull in a random person, present to them and ask for 

critiques. They took this advice and went to find a will participant. 

One team, The Ethical Angels, had a hard time coming up with an idea. Once they 

did, they finished their research and PowerPoint quickly. They finished thirty minutes 

early and decided to take a break the remainder of the challenge. The instructor warned 

them that they may need to work on the presentation and delivery. The team decided they 

were done. She let them go on a break. 

Another team, Survivors, sat quietly in the back of the classroom and worked on 

their challenge. The island was short a member and two of the other members sat and 

stared. The most vocal student in the group ran the challenge with little challenge or input. 

The Iron Chefs (made up mostly of culinary students) were convinced that they 

had to beat the sLACKers and the Lost Boys. They were diligently and even went to ask 

if they could see what the other teams were working on. Most teams told them to go away, 

this didn’t bother them. They started off slow, but built momentum once they did some 

research. 
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Finally, the challenge was over and the students presented their findings. The Lost 

Boys won the challenge and won the first Most Ethical Island Award. sLACKers and The 

Iron Chefs came in closely behind. During the debriefing time students pointed out that 

the winning team may have presented very similar information, but they delivered it with 

humor and wittiness. 

The students voted for the winning team through a response system unanimously. 

The students later asked, can we vote for our own team. The instructor said, “You should 

not, but you may.” This confused many students and took this as they cannot vote for 

their team. They later questioned their decision during the debriefing. 

Week three. Week Three was Utilitarianism. The students came in the classroom, 

got into groups, and began to outline Utilitarianism. After the instructor determined that 

they understood the theory, the challenge was presented (See Diagram 3). The teams 

dispersed and began the challenge. The sLACKers went to “their” classroom and began. 

Lost Boys and Iron Chefs remained in the main classroom. The other groups went to 

common areas. The instructor again rotated around the teams. The teams were required to 

put everything for the challenge on poster paper. The teams would not be allowed to 

interpret their poster orally at all. This became frustrating to some teams. They asked how 

they were suppose to demonstrate a utilitarian perspective without words. The quieter 

teams appeared excited that they did not have to orally present their finished project.  

The teams finished their challenge and the posters were confidentially given to the 

instructor. She then taped the posters to the wall and gave each student a sticky note. The 

students were to walk around the “gallery” and place their sticky note on the best poster. 

A team member from Iron Chefs left early and they wanted to use her vote. The debate 
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broke out before voting commenced and it was decided by the Island’s Code of Conduct 

that this would have violated their Code if they used the extra vote without the teammate 

present. They lost the Most Ethical Island Award because they were one vote short on 

their poster. They said they would make sure they were all in class next week. 

 
Diagram 3 
 

Week four. Week four  was Deontology (Duty Theory). Teams came to class, 

mapped out what deontology was and added analogies to their posters. The challenge was 

presented and all dispersed to their team’s area. Each team came up with a different duty 

and practiced their training presentation. One team taught culinary students that it was 

their duty to wash their hands to limit the spread of germs.  
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Diagram 4 

The sLACKers played a video with music that helped students learn how long 

was an appropriate hand washing routine. They then shared the diseases and health 

concerns associated with chefs not washing their hands. As the team was conducting the 

training, two of the team members placed a paper face down on the desk. The other teams 

were asked to flip the paper over and complete the training activity. The team that 

completed the activity first would win a prize. The sLACKers turned the classroom lights 

back on (they were off for the PowerPoint and song) and the teams saw that the paper 

hand a brown smudge around the paper’s edges. The two team members who were gone, 

told the class, “I am sorry we had to go to the bathroom and didn’t have time to wash our 

hands. Just ignore the germs along the edges of the paper.” All the students let out a 
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groan and completed the worksheet. It was later revealed that the brown smudge was 

Nutella and not germs. This team won the challenge and the Award for the night. 
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