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Sending Students on a GooseChase…
Utilizing a Campus Scavenger Hunt to Begin an Introductory Course

Introduction/Need for the Innovation or Idea

The first class meeting of any course is more important than many faculty realize. It sets the tone for what is to follow and can greatly influence students’ opinions about the course and the instructor for the remainder of the semester (Perlman & McCann, 1999, p. 277).

Few will dispute the importance of the first class session of a course. Some faculty approach the first session from an administrative standpoint, reviewing course expectations, distributing the syllabus, and highlighting processes and procedures for the course. Others dive right into content delivery, hoping to maximize instructional time. Some strive for a blend of the two aforementioned approaches while also focusing on building a community of learners among students through icebreakers or similar activities. 

Iannarelli, Bardsley, and Foote (2010) suggest that communicating with students about course expectations, learning about students, providing information about the instructor, and establishing the tone of the course are all necessary first-day practices. Weimer (2013) outlined similar components, indicating that showcasing course content, getting students talking, being personable, giving students a reason to read the syllabus, and being authentic were “five things to do on the first day”. However, Iannarelli, Bardsley, and Foote supported the need to select and vary strategies depending on the academic level of students; specifically, community building and efforts to set the tone were emphasized in classes geared toward underclassmen.

McKeachie and Syinicki reiterate the importance of the first day stating, “The first day is important, and by using it fully you communicate that you take class periods seriously. By the end of the class period, students should feel, “This is going to be an exciting course” (2006, p. 28). They add, “You can ease them into the course gradually, or you can grab their attention with something dramatically different...” (McKeachie & Syinicki, p. 22). 

In effort to grab students’ attention with an innovative approach to the first class session, first-year students enrolled in an Introduction to Agricultural Education, Communication and Marketing course were challenged to complete a campus scavenger hunt on day one of the Fall 2015 semester. Based upon summary information, an outline of features, and recommendations for use in the book titled, 50 Digital Team-Building Games, a team-based cell phone scavenger hunt was designed and implemented using GooseChase (Chen, 2012).  

How It Works

After creating a GooseChase account, a new game was created, named, and assigned a profile photo.  Permissions were set to require a password, and start and stop times were determined. Next, ten photo-based missions were developed to challenge students’ thinking and introduce various points of interest across campus. Missions were purposefully designed to expose students to necessary campus resources, opportunities, and faculty/staff that may be beneficial to their wellbeing and academic success. The following is an example of a mission description, intended to describe the college internship and career services office: “Need a Haircut and a Job? Well, this place can help you with the latter of the two! If you are a student, this place is for you. Head to this office and get a fun photo. For extra points, obtain a resume factsheet while you're there.” Point values were assigned to each mission based on difficulty and/or geographic location.

At the first class session, following a welcome, brief introductions/attendance, and a course overview, students were placed into groups of five or six. Pre-assigned grouping was used to expedite the process of organizing students and maximize time for the scavenger hunt. Groups gathered and selected a team name. One student per team downloaded the free GooseChase app on his/her cell phone to capture the scavenger hunt experience and document completion of missions. When each team had downloaded the app, the game name and password was shared and the scavenger hunt began. Teams strategized and scattered to complete as many missions as possible. Because of time limitations, only 45 minutes was allowed for the activity. When time was up, the game automatically stopped and no additional missions could be completed. All teams returned to the classroom to debrief and obtain information about tasks to complete prior to the second class session. A slideshow was created from scavenger hunt photos and played as students entered class the following week. Team members on the winning team were able to select a prize from promotional program items, such as water bottles and coffee mugs.

Results to Date/Future Plans

The scavenger hunt provided a non-conventional approach to creating a community of learners from the very beginning in this course. Not only were students introduced to important people, places, and resources around campus, the scavenger hunt also fostered teamwork, communication, and problem-solving. Students realized from the get-go that this course was not going to allow them to come, sit, listen, and leave. The expectation for active participation and engagement was clearly established. Pre-assigned groups pushed students to make connections with classmates they did not previously know; some students have even shared that they have become best friends with someone from their assigned team. One student shared, “It was fun and you get to meet some students in class as well as getting to explore campus. It was tough to finish given the time constraint but that’s part of what made it fun.” Another added, “I liked that we were able to get up and be active. It created a situation where we had to work as a team and showcased that sometimes you will need to ask your peers for help because you may not always know the answer.” In subsequent semesters, this activity will be utilized, with only minor modifications including new or revised points of interest and extended time, if possible. 

Cost/Resources Needed 

GooseChase has three pricing tiers, from “Recreational” (free) to “Enterprise” (custom pricing). Depending upon individual needs, course size, and scavenger hunt scope, an upgrade may be necessary. Discounts are available for educational use.  For this course, recreational use was sufficient and no purchase was required. Each team must have a cell phone from which to submit photos during the hunt. Beyond technology needs, the only other necessity is time for advance preparation and class time for conducting the activity. Identifying missions in GooseChase prior to the class session required some time, although the online set-up is very user friendly. 
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