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Librarians are always looking for inventive ways to engage
first year students in Library Orientation programs. In 2017,
ACRL released the First-Year Experience Cookbook, which
included chapters on topics such as how to use social media
to engage FYE students, various innovations of the tradi-
tional scavenger hunt, and other great ideas. This book
showcased how librarians are always looking for new ways
to promote active learning of both online and physical re-
sources and how to help students understand the importance
of the library in their college career (Pun & Houlihan,
2017).

As early adopters of an escape room format for FYE
orientations, the authors have had a chance to use, assess,
and improve the program at the University of North Ala-
bama (UNA). In the interactive workshop presented at LO-
EX, the authors shared the basics of how to develop an es-
cape room game for library orientation programs, how to
assess the effectiveness of the game, and how to continually
improve and update it to keep it fresh. The presenters also
detailed how this orientation met the goals of the Universi-
ty’s FYE instruction plan (UNA, 2017).

The authors shared the results of their Fall 2017 study of
this FYE program. Their post-instruction survey instrument
was comprised of six yes/no questions and two free-form
response questions. With over 150 survey responses, data
showed that over 90% of students stated they had a better
understanding of the library and 95% had a better under-
standing of the library’s website. Over 50% of the student
responses indicated that the students retained the ability to
name specific website links and specific physical collections
within the library.

To prepare for their workshop, the authors brought four
Breakout EDU kits and designed a special LOEX-themed
game, so workshop participants could actively engage with
the kits and understand the concept and its value as a teach-
ing tool. Everyone who participated had a chance to “break
out” of the traditional and into the innovative world of team-
based strategy that has shown to be exceptionally effective
in FYE instruction at the University of North Alabama
(UNA).

Adopting the Escape Room Game

The idea to build an escape room game using a
Breakout EDU kit began in the summer of 2017, when one
of the authors attended a conference where using escape
room kits for instruction was demonstrated. The idea of
changing the current FYE orientation format had been dis-
cussed for a period of time, but nothing was in place as a
new activity. Instructors had previously discussed what

could be implemented to re-energize and revitalize the FYE
library orientations and as soon as escape room kits were
discovered, instructors chose to focus on making a game
that teaches library orientation and familiarization (Breakout
EDU, 2018a). The kits were purchased in June 2017 imme-
diately following the conference and the librarians spent the
summer testing the kits. Breakout EDU purchases are ac-
companied with an archive of games that have either been
created by the company, or submitted by others. The authors
used those games to get familiar with the equipment before
designing a game. Following familiarization with the equip-
ment, the authors were ready to create a library-specific es-
cape room game.

The Breakout EDU kit (Appendix A) includes various
combination and key locks with additional equipment to
build an escape game. It has two boxes that you can break
into, one being a small box, the other is a large box with
more space to hold bigger items. There is a hasp to hold
multiple locks, a UV flashlight, and a UV pen to make
things UV flashlight-discoverable. A red lens viewer is
available for deciphering clues, and a USB drive if you want
to insert a digital clue. Additionally, the company is con-
stantly revising the contents of the kit and adding new mate-
rials.

The game the librarians designed is themed around an
evil group from a rival university attempting to sabotage all
of the UNA library resources. It is up to the game partici-
pants (FYE students) to save their library resources with the
clues that have been left behind. In the game, they are told
in the first clue that they have stumbled upon the workspace
of that evil group (Appendix B). The evil group has left
clues within their plans that can assist the game participants
in escaping, thus thwarting the plan.

The intention of the game is to increase familiarity with
the library’s digital and physical spaces. The instructors
identified the items in the kit that could be used, the learning
objectives of the game, and what was feasible within the
classroom space. Four locks were identified out of the es-
cape room kit that could be used for the game. Items that did
not fit well in the space or learning objectives, such as the
key lock, were omitted. The following sections breakdown
the individual clues and learning objectives that were used
in the game to promote library literacy. Though we present
the clues to the game in an ordered format below, students
were free to solve the clues in any order that worked for
them.
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Digital: Library Home Page

For the first combination lock clue, the instructors place
in the students’ workspace a memo that includes a screen-
shot of the UNA library website (Appendix C) and details
regarding which helpful links (e.g. Interlibrary Loan) the
villains want removed. Different numbers on that screenshot
correspond with links that are referenced. The numbers
within the three referenced areas create the combination for
the lock on the small box. Inside the small box, students find
another clue and the UV flashlight. The clue in the small
box is discussed in the following paragraph. The UV light
does not work with this clue, but with another clue that will
be discussed later in this paper. This misdirection, along
with false clues (or red herrings) placed in the students’
workspace keep the game from being too easily solved.

A second clue mentions additional links on the library’s
homepage (Appendix D). In this clue, the evil plot leader
invokes the conspirators to “take direction” when trying to
sabotage library resources. The direction from one link to
the next on the homepage gives the participants the combi-
nation for the second combination lock, which is a direc-
tional lock with arrows instead of numbers.

To decipher these clues and unlock the locks, students
have to navigate to the library’s homepage and locate each
of the links mentioned. They spend a fair amount of time
studying the page and the placement of the individual links
in order to be successful. These clues help familiarize stu-
dents with the variety of services available from our main

page.
Digital: Library Maps

Appendix E shows the third clue which will help stu-
dents uncover the combination for the 4-digit lock. Students
are given the location of multiple places within the Collier
Library. In this case, these places are valuable collections
within the building that the evil conspirators wish to have
removed. The collections are on various floors of buildings
but the actual floor number has been omitted on the paper-
work. The floor where each of those are located, in order of
occurrence on the sheet, will unlock the 4-digit lock.

This clue requires students to locate the homepage link
for the library maps. Once selected, this page contains links
to floorplans for each level of the library. Using these floor-
plans, the students will be able to see where items are locat-
ed in the library. This gives the students familiarity with the
physical spaces for the game and potentially for future re-
search and study needs.

Digital: Library Liaisons

The final game clue requires the students to navigate to
the webpage that lists faculty and their subject liaison areas.
This clue (Appendix F) is in the form of a fill-in-the blank
worksheet. To obtain the correct combination of letters to
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unlock the 5-letter lock, students have to figure out that they
need to use the UV flashlight. Using the flashlight will re-
veal that some of the letter blocks have been previously
highlighted with the invisible ink pen.

The goal of this clue is to familiarize the students with
how to navigate to the faculty page on the website and how
to search for and locate a subject specialist in order to be
able to discern who to best contact when they need research
help for projects in their classes.

Physical: Archives, ThinkSpace, “CollierVision”

Once the students have solved the four clues above and
have disabled all of the locks on the large box they are still
not finished with this activity. Inside the large box they find
a final clue with a set of directions. The clue (Appendix G)
instructs the students to obtain a “We Escaped” sign from
the librarian and then navigate to three locations in the li-
brary and take a picture of their group holding the sign in
front that location. They have to post the photo on Instagram
with the hashtags #weescaped and #myuna. Once they have
visited all three locations and have posted the photos, they
must return to the classroom. The first team to return is de-
clared the winner and prizes are awarded.

The three areas chosen for this exercise are the library’s
Archives, Thinkspace, and Collier Vision. The librarians
chose these three locations for this section of the game be-
cause they determined that these would be the most useful
spaces for FYE students to become familiar with early in
their college life. The archives are used heavily by upper-
classmen in the colleges of English, Communication, and
History. Thinkspace is the library’s digital learning lab
where students can experiment with 3D printing, virtual
reality tools, collaborative digital workspaces, and more.
Collier Vision is the library’s digital signage located near
the entrance to the building. This digital sign lets students
quickly see what is happening in the library, from classes to
workshops to events, as well as learn how to book a study
room or a research consultation.

Program Assessment
Post-Instruction Survey

Once all the FYE classes attended library orientation
and played the game in Fall 2017, the librarians created a
Qualtrics survey (Appendix H) to assess the effectiveness of
the program. The survey consisted of a combination of six
yes/no questions and two open response questions. The link
for the survey was sent to the professors of each FYE class
that participated in the escape room and they were asked to
share the link with the students in their classes. The first
question of the survey was a disqualifying question to allow
the librarians to remove any responses from students who
had not attended class the day of the escape room game. The
remaining questions focused on student recall and comfort
with the library.
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Student responses indicate that about 85% had visited
the library prior to their FYE class. It is worth noting that
freshmen orientation, advising, and scheduling takes place
in the library during the summer. The majority of the pre-
FYE class visits were probably during this orientation. Con-
versely, only 49% of students indicated that they had visited
the library website prior to competing in the FYE escape
room.

Students were asked if they had a better understanding
of what was on the website after the escape room visit. 90%
of students indicated that they did have a better understand-
ing. They were also asked if they had a better understanding
of spaces, and 96% responded affirmatively. Finally, 94%
responded that the escape room made them feel more com-
fortable and familiar with the building and the website.

When asked to share links and pages they remembered,
students mentioned the library catalog, the faculty and staff
directory, the library hours page, the study room reservation
page, the library map, and the research consultation page,
among many others less frequently. When asked what spac-
es and places in the building that they could remember, stu-
dents most frequently mentioned the study rooms, Think-
Space, Archives, computer lab area, and quiet areas.

Librarian Reflection & Future Directions

When administering the game, librarians learned to not
rush in giving clues, to let the game play out, to let it breathe
and live on its own. While it might be tempting to give a
free hint early on, it is better to let the game play out and let
the students compete against one another. It is almost a ne-
cessity to have a good prize; the instructors used a lucrative
prize based on the university mascot—a foam stress lion.
The combination of the game prize and the bragging rights
of breaking out and being first back to the instruction room
provided the necessary incentive to get buy-in from the stu-
dents. Neither librarian had a class where a team did not
actively participate and try to win.

The success and notoriety of the Library escape rooms
has led to cross-departmental collaborations. Most recently,
the library partnered with the nursing department and assist-
ed them with two escape room installations of their own.
This included lending the library’s Breakout EDU kits as
well as helping with game design and set-up.

The librarians plan to create a new game each year for
FYE and continue escape rooms as the library orientation
activity as long as they engage students. They will deter-
mine the level of student engagement by continually as-
sessing the program at the conclusion of each semester. One
of the first modifications will be to the game’s final activity.
The instructors would like to incorporate more app-based
wayfinding in the final building activity and streamline im-
age sharing of the photos taken in the building. Librarians
are also planning to incorporate escape rooms into upper-
level instruction and information-focused instruction.
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This expansion of the program will more than likely require
the purchase of additional Kkits.

The LOEX Game

To reinforce the idea that a game could be created with
simplicity, and with supplies on-hand, the presenters created
a LOEX and Houston-based game for the conference. The
game used the same locks that were used during the library
orientation exercise, however the focus of this game was an
orientation and familiarization with Houston, Texas. The
theme of this game was an evil henchman conspiring with
library deans and directors to make the attendees stay in the
session longer. Clues to release the locks were within the
evil henchman’s documents in the escape rooms. The
presentation attendees were divided into four groups and the
presenters read an opening clue (Appendix I) and the game
began.

The directional lock was based on a clue which men-
tioned different places to visit throughout Houston
(Appendix J) and a corresponding map (Appendix K). An-
other clue mentioned the title of the presentation, with the
text of the first letter of each word red instead of the stand-
ard black. Those letters were the combination of the 5-letter
lock combination (Appendix L). The 3-digit clue was based
on a LOEX schedule that was placed in the room. On the
schedule there was a hand-written note that said “Extending
past the end is the key to unlocking maximum value.”
“End,” “key,” and “unlocking” were all underlined. The end
time of the presentation was 12:05 p.m. 1-2-0-5 was the 4-
digit combination. Lastly, 3 menus from Houston restau-
rants were placed around the room as dinner options for the
LOEX presenters to meet with the evil henchman. Along
with the menus was a list of addresses with the exact loca-
tion number left blank. Filling in the address of the loca-
tions, then using a UV light pen, would allow a participant
to discover that three numbers were highlighted, and would
give the combination to the 3-digit lock.

Attendees worked together to solve the mysteries of the
various locks and feedback during the game was over-
whelmingly positive. All four teams were able to “escape”
and the presenter had prizes for the first team to finish. Mul-
tiple attendees referenced the game on Twitter, including
one who tweeted, “They made us a #loex2018 themed es-
cape box?! Amazing!” (2018) and another who tweeted,
“Broke out of an escape room first in an awesome gamifica-
tion session! @ #loex2018” (2018). In addition, both during
and after the game, the presenters were asked the following
questions:

Q1: What is the best class or group size for each game?

A: Ideally, no more than 6 participants per Breakout EDU Kkit.
The presenters have 4 kits in use at their institution and
most FYE classes have no more than 24 students enrolled.

(Escape Room...continued on page 16)
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(“Fake News”...continued from page 15)
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(Escape Room...continued from page 9)

Q2: What is the size of the presenter’s institution?

A: Approximately 7500 FTE.

Q3: How did you get faculty and administration buy-in?

A: The presenters work at an institution that is supportive of
innovation and experimentation. If attendees want to make
a case for incorporating kits at their institutions, statistics
from this presentation could be helpful.

Q4: How long does it take to build a game?

A: Tt can vary, but generally no more than a week to build the
game elements. The most important step is to beta-test
your game with faculty and staff to be sure that it all works
as intended.

Post-LOEX, the presenters have been in contact with
attendees who are purchasing Breakout EDU kits for use in
their classes, both FYE and other information literacy in-
struction sessions. Both presenters are happy to provide
help, advice, and feedback to anyone who would like more
information.
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