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Abstract. Literacy is a complex term that involves an array of inter-
twined processes, including motivation. Students who lack this internal
willingness often fail to engage with books and other literacy-related con-
tent, which in turn negatively affects their learning outcomes. Though
several arts-based strategies have been shown to improve students’ in-
volvement in reading, these approaches can be difficult and time con-
suming to implement. Murder on Mansion Hill is a digital tabletop game
designed to weave together literacy-improving creative techniques such
as storytelling, collage, and co-design in a cohesive manner. By blending
these strategies with the motivational benefits of gameplay, Mansion Hill
encourages players to take a highly active role in developing and sharing
imaginative narratives, helping them to view stories as an enjoyable and
rewarding outlet they can share with friends. After a series of improve-
ments made through player feedback, players felt the game helped them
overcome fear of judgment, engage with narrative in new multimodal
ways, and bond with peers.

Keywords: Educational games · storytelling · literacy · collage · co-
design.

1 Introduction

The definition of literacy has grown beyond preparing children how to decipher
the contents of a book. As we now understand it, literacy is a term that encom-
passes a wide array of reading and writing behaviors that develop naturally as
individuals engage with books, songs, play, and other language-rich activities [1].
It relies on the unification of tools, critical thinking, and socio-emotional strate-
gies to communicate, consume, and create meaning [2]. Included in these critical
behaviors is willingness. Knowing how to navigate one’s way through a sentence
is one thing; actually doing it is another. While there are well-documented ben-
efits to students spending time with book-related content, there is also a notable
lack in some of their willingness or desire to do so. This phenomenon, known
as aliteracy, is unfortunately on the rise as students spend less and less time
reading for pleasure both during and after elementary years [3].
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This reluctance can be caused by a variety of factors. It can occur when
students come to view literacy as an outcome rather than a process, and fear
that they will be considered “dumb” if they make a mistake [4]. Others may
view reading as a submissive act in which their creativity and desires are not
valued. Such students view books as something to be received and decoded, a
task that sounds boring and uninteresting [5]. Additionally, some learners may
feel constrained by traditional text and require other types of tools that better
support how they make meaning and express themselves to peers [6].

The game described in this paper was developed to help combat these aliteracy-
related factors by encouraging players to view stories as highly interactive social
acts, and themselves as capable storytellers. To achieve this, Murder on Mansion
Hill leverages the motivational benefits of gameplay, storytelling, collage, and
co-design to support players as they craft imaginative stories in a group-based
setting. It gives participants greater control over game construction and story
through the use of arts-based collaborative tools to support their desires and
choices, with the goal to motivate players to approach narrative in new visual
ways and come to view stories as rewarding and fun. By crafting stories within
the game, players gain hands-on experience using multimodal techniques that
can help them form a positive relationship to literacy-related content.

2 Self-Determination Theory and Intrinsic Motivation

Aliterate students often lack the internal desire to engage with literacy-related
activities. In other words, they fail to experience intrinsic motivation, a concept
found in Self-Determination Theory (SDT). According to this theory, individuals
have an innate psychological need for feelings of autonomy, competence, and
social relatedness [7]. Respectively, these categories relate to the sense that your
actions are your own, that you have influence on your environment, and that you
feel a sense of connection to others. When these three needs are met, individuals
experience intrinsic motivation, which is the “the pursuit of an activity because
it is inherently interesting or enjoyable” [7, p. 526].

When students feel intrinsically motivated to engage with books, not only do
they increase the amount of time spent reading, but they feel more engaged and
experience higher levels of enjoyment, which in turn result in greater learning
outcomes [3, 8]. A range of studies highlight the positive effect that feelings of
autonomy, competence, and relatedness have on literacy learners – from choosing
more challenging activities and increasing effort [4]; experiencing higher levels
of visualization, comprehension, and memory [5]; sharing more knowledge and
engaging in more meaningful conversations with peers [6]; and performing sig-
nificantly higher in comprehension and subject matter knowledge measures [9].

Murder on Mansion Hill brings together creative techniques shown to have
positive effects on intrinsic motivation in educational environments, including
gameplay, storytelling, collage, and co-design. On their own, each of these ele-
ments serves as a promising tool for increasing engagement and academic progress;
however, experts also caution that their success is dependent on how well these
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techniques are integrated and scaffolded within the learning experience. For ex-
ample, Kao et al. highlight how game-based platforms improperly designed with
too much incongruent multimedia can cause children to ignore their learning
goals and decrease reading comprehension [9]. Similarly, Kaimal et al. found
that average university students experienced greater anxiety and decreased cre-
ative expression without an art therapist there to help them negotiate visual
challenges and decisions [10]. Mansion Hill removes the burden of navigating
these strategies from parents, educators, and students alike by providing a struc-
tured gameplay experience that guides players through the use of these tools and
demonstrates ways they can be combined to benefit one another. The motiva-
tional aspects of these techniques are briefly described in the following sections.

2.1 Motivation and Degrees of Interactivity

Games have a way of inspiring players in incredible ways – from spending count-
less hours cultivating a virtual farm to combating impossible bosses over and
over until one finally wins. This internal motivation is the result of several game-
based best practices [11–13]. For starters, many games view learning as a process
and allow for experimentation and variety as players attempt to reach a goal.
Rapid feedback and rewards can help players see failure as a positive learning
opportunity to adjust their understanding and approach, and not as a negative
punishment. To list a few more examples, games also break goals into sub-tasks
to reduce complexity, encourage players to try new identities and express multi-
ple sides of themselves, and create a platform for social connection.

Despite similar best practices to encourage motivation, some games support
different levels of interactivity – and thus autonomy – than others. Interactivity
is the relationship between two things as they act upon one another, such as a
player pressing a button and the system responding to that input; however, there
is a difference between the type of interactivity that occurs when you progress
a narrative, when you make a choice that effects the narrative, or when you
make up an entirely new one [14]. These degrees of interactivity are reflected in
common game design patterns, defined here using categorizations by Yannakakis
et al. [15]. For example, in ’free expression’ games such as Farmville [16] players
spend time decorating aspects of their characters and environment, however,
their choices have little to no effect on the structure of game. ’Customization’
games are slightly more interactive as players’ choices do have some impact, such
as in World of Warcraft [17] in which choosing a class results in a different set of
quests. Still, the player’s affect over the system remains shallow, with her choices
limited to picking between pre-determined aesthetics and outcomes.

To better support player autonomy, Murder on Mansion Hill integrates ‘con-
struction’ and ‘combining’ patterns. Players begin the game by placing together
images to construct collages that will become the pieces of the board and in-
fluence the card deck. This type of free-form making – which can be seen in
Minecraft [18] and Fortnite Creative [19] as players use virtual materials to ar-
chitect anything from buildings to entire game experiences – tightly integrates
player’s choice and preferences into the mechanics, design, and narrative of the
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game. No two games of Mansion Hill look the same, have the same outcomes, or
follow the same story; each playthrough is dependent on players’ custom-made
artefacts and creative interpretation. The goal of supporting this deep level of
interactivity is to encourage players to feel as though their choices deeply matter
and that their creativity is critical to the game.

2.2 Creative Storytelling and Collage

Though storytelling is often thought of as a solo act, it can also incorporate
multiple voices and give participants a much more active role. For example,
many classrooms and libraries use a dialogic approach to storytime, in which
the narrator routinely pauses to ask questions, encourage discussion, and allow
students to imagine new parts of the story [20]. When participants are encour-
aged to listen to and interpret stories with others, they are more likely to grow
intellectually, creatively, and psychologically [21], and feel a deeper sense of be-
longing and comradery. Additionally, when learners share their creativity with
others, they feel more motivated to continue engaging in the act, as they realize
the value of their contribution and feel appreciated by the group [22].

Classrooms are increasingly incorporating other multimodal techniques to
encourage readers to playfully embody and communicate meaning. One such tool
is collage, which is the process of collecting, editing, and gluing visual materials.
Because collage relies on found visual objects, it requires makers to abstract
complex ideas and challenge and refine their understanding as they attempt to
communicate using available materials [23]. As individuals explore meaning in
this active manner, they feel a heightened sense of positive affect, self-efficacy,
and creative agency [10, 24]. When used in the classroom, collage helps learners
recognize that there is more than one way of knowing and that their imagination
and personal interpretations are critical, an awareness that transfers to reading
[5, 25]. Importantly, collage also provides an accessible, safe structure that allows
participants of any experience level to not feel limited by artistic ability or fear
of judgement [26].

Storytelling and collage rely on inspiration and imagination, which can be
difficult to inspire. However, games can address this concern by fostering possibil-
ity thinking and creative emotional reasoning [27]. According to these concepts,
creativity emerges when a person is prompted to think in a non-linear fashion
or in a way that is not his norm, a process fueled by imagination as he is pro-
voked into conceptualizing new ideas and connections. The key terms used in
that description were ‘prompted’ and ‘provoked’ – this type of logic relies on the
concept of a disruptor that stimulates an emergent, open-ended line of inquiry.
As players explore possibilities that take the trigger into account while meeting
the requirements of the game, they challenge their associations, understandings,
and ways of making meaning [28], a semiotic process similar to the logic found
in collage making and reading.

Like Murder on Mansion Hill, games such as Story Cubes [29], Once Upon
a Time [30], and Mysterium [31] encourage on-the-fly imaginative storytelling
through the use of such disruptors. For example, in Once Upon a Time, players
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must create a coherent fantasy story using randomly dealt cards containing
key words. As they try to connect their words, new cards and storylines are
continually introduced by other players, forcing each player to reconceptualize
what they might say next. So as not to be overwhelming, the open-endedness
of these possibilities is restrained by the goal of leading the story toward a
final ending card. Similarly, in Mysterium, players are handed visual cards with
abstract, surrealist art that they must interpret to solve a mystery, a task that
constantly evolves as each player is given more cards to refine and debate their
associations. Murder on Mansion Hill mimics these mechanics as players use the
cards in their hands and the collage-based visual board to craft new narratives
and uncover a series of clues.

2.3 Co-Design and Facilitation

To further fulfill elements of SDT – and to blend the above elements in a cohesive
manner – Murder on Mansion Hill employs a co-design approach. At its core,
co-design is a research methodology that frames the participant as the expert.
Instead of assuming that the designer must single-handedly account for all user
wants, needs, and perspectives, co-design instead asks the user what her goals
and desires are and provides hands-on collaboration tools for communicating and
debating these wants with a group of her peers. The designer’s role is not that of
a subject matter expert but instead a facilitator, there to guide the group’s time
together, explain and demonstrate activities, and help synthesize understanding.

Though games are a popular tool used within co-design activities, there are
few examples of a game being the end result of such sessions, as is the case with
Mansion Hill. However, popular tabletop Role Playing Games such as Dungeons
and Dragons [32] serve as an example of merging a co-design approach with
gameplay. In many ways, the designer and Dungeon Master (DM) have similar
roles, serving as a facilitator to ensure the experience benefits and supports each
unique collection of participants. To achieve this, they help everyone understand
the rules and expectations while encouraging individual expression, are highly
engaged and lead by example, and are willing to pivot and adjust [33]. Balanc-
ing exploration with guidelines helps steer participants’ attention in a positive
direction and gives the sense that there are still goals to be accomplished. The
perception that there are tasks to be finished and that they can be completed
in whatever way feels enjoyable to the player increases intrinsic motivation and
strengthens involvement in the activity [11].

3 Description of the Game

3.1 Setup

Murder on Mansion Hill is setup and delivered digitally on a web-based white-
boarding platform called Miro (alongside a video-chat application such as Zoom
or Discord). Because Miro is intended for team-based collaboration and visualiza-
tion, it lacks many automation and coding features found in game development
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software. However, its lack of technical complexity also makes it a promising
platform for tabletop games as it enables quick iteration, is accessible and free
to any internet-connected device, and is easy to use. These features support the
creation of a remote game that connects family and friends who may not live in
the same location or are socially distanced.

Because Miro lacks automation, some set up is required by the lead Game
Master (GM). The game materials can be made from scratch or the GM can
use pre-packaged templates that include: one design Miro board; one gameplay
Miro board; 150 story cards pre-populated with places, items, characters, and
actions; 52 poltergeist cards; collage building assets; avatar tokens; and pre-
determined links between collage items and story cards (described in Figure 2).
The remaining story cards are left blank to be filled in later by players. Links
to the Google Drive documents that populate these blank cards are provided
in each player’s workspace within the design template. The GM may modify
the story cards, the collage assets, and the cards to which the collage items are
assigned.

3.2 Narrative and Setting

Players take on the role of psychic medium students who are given their final
assignment to uncover what happened to the Master of the Mansion at the top
of the hill, who recently disappeared in a mysterious fashion. The first group to
successfully get in touch with their spooky side and correctly solve the murder
gets infinite bragging rights and an automatic A. What exactly happens during
the game and what the Mansion looks like is entirely up to the players as they use
their imagination to describe their journey through the rooms, the interesting
characters they interact with, and any other observations or actions of note.
Players should think of the game as a story, and themselves and their fellow
teammates as the storytellers, building on-the-fly narratives to search around
and decipher clues.

3.3 Pre-Game Design Session

A major goal of the game is to give players heightened creative control, including
over physical game components. In a pre-game design session, which takes 30-
45 minutes, players use collage to construct the board and determine contents
of the story card deck. In the provided Miro template, each team is given a
collage workspace (Figure 1) that resembles a worksheet with the title of the
Mansion’s rooms or a fill in the blank space above an empty square. Each player
first claims three rooms that they want to design, either by verbally reserving a
room already included in the workspace or moving an available room title above
a square in their team’s board. Next to the workspace are the images to be used
for the collages, categorized into background rooms, items, characters, and so
on. Players use drag and drop or copy and paste to move these visual assets
into their empty squares to create their rooms (Figure 2). They then click on
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hyperlinks provided beneath their workspace to type a short description of their
new environments into a series of Google Drive documents (Figure 3).

Fig. 1. Closeup view of collage workspace. Collages are built within each square using
a provided collection of visual assets

Fig. 2. Examples of rooms created by players using collage techniques.

This phase most closely resembles a co-design session with the GM guiding
others through the activity, ensuring the group is moving at the same pace and
staggering tasks to reduce complexity, answer questions, and encourage casual
conversation. For example, Miro allows assets to be grouped together and hidden
(grayed out) by the main account. Using this functionality, the GM reveals each
category of images one at a time, giving players time to choose their background
setting, and then their items, and then their characters in sequential order. When
players have completed their collages, the GM is also responsible for moving the
rooms from the workspace to the game board and aligning the images used in
the collages to the story card deck. Figure 3 diagrams this process.
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Fig. 3. Player collages influence game content as follows. 1: Player 1 collages the attic
room. 2: The GM places the collage on the game board beneath its tile. 3: The GM
assesses which elements are ’in use’ (marked by a toggle the player set to active). 4:
The GM looks at the notes hidden beneath the active element. These notes list the
story cards assigned to that element (as determined by the template or the GM) 5.
The GM copies these cards into the gameplay Miro board. 6. Player 1 follows the first
link included in her collage workspace to open a Google Drive document. 7. Player 1
replaces the ADD HERE text with a word that describes the room. 8. Player 1 repeats
this two times per room. Each Google Drive document is linked to a characteristic story
card; when changes are made to the document, they also appear on the card. The GM
refreshes the characteristic cards and deletes any not in play. 9. The GM chooses two
place, action, and item cards at random and deals them to a member of each team to
become their clue card. The rest are shuffled into the deck to become story cards.
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3.4 Playing the Game

Once the design stage is finished, it’s time to play (Figure 4). Players act as
psychics working together in two competing teams to determine how the opu-
lent owner of the mansion was killed, in what room, and with what item. To
accomplish this, players navigate their avatars around the mansion while using
the five story cards in their hand and the visual contents of the board to weave
a story. For example, if you have the story cards witch, cauldron, and basement,
and a room that includes green smoke, you may describe a scene in which you
move down to the basement only to uncover an old witch hiding among the dusty
shelves, stirring a smoking cauldron full of suspiciously green liquid. If you use
a place story card to move your chosen avatar to a new room, you remove the
tile to uncover the collage beneath it.

Fig. 4. Diagram of Murder on Mansion Hill board.

Each player also possesses one secret clue card that contains the answer to
one piece of the murder mystery. When the current narrator says a word related
to a story card in a teammate’s hand, that teammate is overtaken by his physic
powers; he rolls a die to determine in what creative way he must hint at the
contents of his clue card, such as by writing a riddle or drawing a picture. But
look out, other players may use their poltergeist cards to make the clue-giving
process just a bit trickier. Once a team correctly guesses all three parts of their
murder mystery, they win by crafting one final sentence describing what caused
the Master’s ultimate end.
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4 Playtest Results and Findings

Murder on Mansion Hill is intended for players of any age, even those beyond
the K-12 demographic. Based on the author’s personal observations, adults also
struggle to engage with literacy-related content and activities. For this reason,
undergraduate and graduate students enrolled in Computer Science, Design,
Arts Administration, and Theather courses were recruited as playtesters, due to
the author’s familiarity and involvement in these classes. These individuals, who
were a blend of male and female, responded to verbal and social-media based
advertisements seeking out participants; as the intent of the study was to play
the game with as general a segment of the population as possible, no further
selection criteria were used. Because Murder on Mansion Hill is intended for
six players, the 15 original participants were divided randomly into three test
groups, with the author serving as the sixth player and GM in each. A polling
system was used to gather availability and schedule play sessions.

Prior to playing, participants filled out an anonymous online survey to bet-
ter gauge their experience with techniques used in the game (two participants
left the study before providing their responses). Pre-game survey questions and
responses are provided in Table 1. Participants were close to evenly spread out
in how often they play games, how comfortable they felt telling stories to others,
and their level of experience with co-design if they were familiar with the term
(which about half were). Seven participants recall having made a collage in their
adult life and enjoyed the process, while the rest were unsure. Most had almost
never authored creative works of fiction. Of those with experience playing story-
based games like Dungeons and Dragons, only a minority talk a lot to guide
the narrative. Participants without experience engaging in such games identi-
fied several roadblocks preventing them from playing, such as difficulty finding
a group, feeling self-conscious due to lack of experience, and wanting someone
to guide them through the process. Interestingly, nearly all participants report
being drawn to games in which their choices have a large impact on gameplay be-
cause it adds to replay-ability, gives them a heightened sense of agency, requires
deeper thinking, and makes the game experience more personal.

4.1 Playtest 1

In the first playtest, players were given even greater control over game elements
than described in previous sections. Instead of only creating six words for the
characteristic cards, players were instead asked to populate the entire story card
deck. This required each player to open 16 Google Drive documents to insert
their words, a process that required an unforeseen amount of time due to inter-
net bandwidth and individual pace. Players were also given creative freedom to
collage any type of room they wanted, instead of being limited to rooms found
in a set blueprint. With this much to create, the design phase pushed well past
an hour. At that point, players vocalized concerns that they had other engage-
ments to attend to and that they were losing energy. The game session was thus
completed another day.
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Table 1. Pre-Game Survey Results.

Questions Responses

Multiple choice: Yes, No, Other

1. Do you have experience playing games based heavily on
imagination and story, such as Dungeons & Dragons?

Yes 53.8% No 46.2%

2. Have you ever designed a game? Yes 69.2% No 30.8%

3. Do you know what co-design is? Yes 53.8% No 46.2%

4. Have you ever made a collage? Yes 76.9% No 23.1%

5. If yes to # 4, have you made a collage in your adult life?
Yes 70% No 20%

Unsure 10%

6. If yes to # 4, do you enjoy making collages?
Yes 70% No 10%

Unsure 20%

On a scale of 1-5 with 1 most negative and 5 most positive. Listed as averages

7. If yes to # 1, how much do you typically talk to lead the story? 2.71

8. How often do you author creative pieces of fiction for fun? 1.77

9. How comfortable would you feel reciting a story to a stranger? 3.23

10. How often do you play games? 3.61

11. If yes to # 3, what is your level of experience with co-design as a
participant or designer?

3.14

Freeform response with why or why not explanation

12. If no to # 1, are these games something you’ve been wanting to try?

13. What types of games are you drawn to?

14. Are you drawn to games in which your choices have a large impact on gameplay?

In addition to time concerns, giving players complete control over the cards
and types of rooms resulted in a difficult play experience. While some players
kept their cards simple, others created more complex phrases like ‘very old bread’
or used more sophisticated language such as ‘jubilant’. Other cards, such as
mouse, appeared so many times it became comical. The rooms followed suit,
with a combination of quirky and highly repetitive visuals. These factors made
it difficult for players to tell stories using language that might relate to the
rooms and one another’s cards. Players were stuck leading the narration for too
long which caused them to experience anxiety and feel unsure of themselves.
This hesitance, along with the fact that there were no characters or avatars
to embody, pulled them out of the game world. Meanwhile other players felt
disengaged because they were unable to take a turn. On a positive note, players
did find the collage making process enjoyable, and appreciated that the board
provided a visual representation of how the story was developing.

4.2 Playtest 2 and 3

Some degree of player control during the design stage was subsequently reduced
to strike a better balance between player- and designer-made assets and ensure
a better sense of cohesiveness. The mansion board was re-imagined to contain
a set organization of rooms that players could choose between to guide their
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collages (Figure 3). Next was to better align story cards and reduce the time
spent creating them while still ensuring player decisions determined game con-
tent. Since players were already making choices to populate their collages, it
seemed promising to connect these decisions to card content instead of creating
another time-consuming activity (Figure 2). Though with this new approach ei-
ther the template or GM determines which words/cards the collage items relate
to, players still noticed that their collages influenced the contents of the story
deck. Character avatars were also introduced to provide players with a conduit
to better immerse themselves in the game world.

After these changes, the design phase moved more quickly, leaving more time
for play and better keeping players engaged. During the game, narrators were
better able to lead a story that connected to other player’s hands and use the
board in a more meaningful way. One player shared his appreciation for how
the game adjusted to his experience level in telling stories and how gameplay
was highly dependent on the group’s personality – more serious players can
approach the game differently than beginners, who might allow more “ridiculous”
things. The introduction of avatars was also beneficial. On several occasions,
and unprompted, players introduced their personas (chosen from a collection
of fantasy based characters) and provided a backstory and personality, which
they then used throughout the game. Players echoed the first playtest group
in how much they enjoyed the collage making process. Not only did they find
the collages “extremely” fun, but several players voiced that they appreciate
the organic social conversation that blossomed as players moved through the
activity. Though players were creating their own individual rooms, they still felt
like they were building within a group setting.

4.3 Survey Results

The three groups completed an additional anonymous online post-game survey to
better understand their experience and whether they felt motivated to engage
with story in a new way. Eight of the original thirteen participated. Table 2
compares the results between the first group (four survey participants) and the
second and third groups (four survey participants total).

On average, participants in the second and third playtests more greatly en-
joyed the design stage, telling imaginative stories, and crafting collages, and
found that the visuals were more helpful in crafting narratives. All players in
the first group wished for more pre-made assets while no one in the following
groups felt the same, indicating that removing some of the creative burden from
players during the design stage was a welcome change. Some players in the third
group voiced that they liked the balance between player-made and designer-made
assets, but felt they would gradually want to claim more control as they grew
more comfortable with the game (a desire the structure of the game can easily
support). After playing, most players felt more inclined to play other narrative-
based games, felt their experience was positively impacted by the collage making
process, and felt a sense of comradery with peers. A main area for improvement
is better onboarding players so they better understand the rules of the game.
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Table 2. Post-Game Survey Results.

Questions Group 1 Groups 2&3

On a scale of 1-5, with 1 most negative and 5 most positive. Listed as averages

How did you find the experience of creating components of
the game, such as the board art and card items?

3.75 5

How would you rank your level of engagement in the game? 4.5 3.25

How was the experience of telling on-the-fly imaginative sto-
ries as part of the game play?

2.5 4.5

How was the process of making digital collages? 2.5 4.75

Were the collages helpful in creating narrative stories? 2.5 4.5

Multiple choice – Yes, No, Other

Would you have preferred more pre-made assets? Yes 100% No 100%

Would you have preferred more opportunities to create
items, visuals, or rules?

No 100% Yes 25%
No 50%
Maybe 25%

Do you feel more interested in playing other
narrative-based games like Dungeons & Dragons?

Yes 100% Yes 75%
No 25%

Did building collages positively impact your interest? Yes 100% Yes 100%

Did you understood how to play and win the game?
Yes 50% Yes 50%
No 50% Mostly 50%

Did you feel a sense of comradery with your team and peers? Yes 100% Yes 100%

The survey also included some freeform questions to allow players to provide
feedback in their own words. Table 3 lists these questions.

Table 3. Freeform Post-Game Survey Questions.

Questions
1. How was your interest affected by your role in creating components of the game?

2. Did you become more comfortable with your role as a storyteller over time? Why
or why not?

3. In the pre-game survey you answered questions related to how often you create
stories and how comfortable you are in sharing them with others. After playing this
game, would your responses change?

4. Is there anything you would add to make this game more enjoyable?

According to responses, all playtesters became more invested in the game due
to their creative contribution and found that playing with their own assets as op-
posed to someone else’s created a more rewarding and exciting game experience.
One player said that she wished she better understood the connection between
her choices and the game content so that she could make decisions more care-
fully. Nearly all players also found that they became increasingly comfortable
with their role as a storyteller. This was in large part due to growing more com-
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fortable with the group and recognizing that no one was there to judge, as well as
having the cards and board to provide creative guidance. However, players were
hesitant to say whether playing the game helped them feel more comfortable
sharing stories outside of the game context. Some players suggested that re-
peated engagement with the game may have this benefit, while others remained
unsure if their newfound confidence could only exist in the safe environment
of the game. In terms of suggestions, players wished for more opportunities to
explore a greater number of rooms and to use their poltergeist cards. Players
also stated an interest in establishing a team mentality during the design phase,
as opposed to being assigned teams after the collage activity.

5 Limitations and Future Improvements

Though the size of the study was admittedly small, insights gained from survey
results and verbal feedback are generally promising. After undergoing some de-
sign changes, Murder on Mansion Hill successfully created a playful environment
that naturally adjusted to each session’s unique makeup of players, helping indi-
viduals from different academic backgrounds, gaming experiences and interests,
and creative confidence levels feel comfortable with one another as they engaged
in arts- and story-based tasks. Participants felt motivated to play the game, an
interest that in turn encouraged them to step out of their comfort zones and en-
gage with imaginative narratives. Additional game sessions would be beneficial
to gather a greater number of survey responses and combine more player per-
sonalities and experiences to see if these positive impressions remained true. As
some game mechanics were slightly tweaked after the latest round of playtests –
such as dividing the collage making workspace into two team environments and
giving players two poltergeist cards to start – further playtests would also be
beneficial to continue testing game mechanics.

Much of the effort for future improvements should focus on two main con-
cerns: better onboarding players so they feel more comfortable with the rules and
expectations and addressing uncertainty as to whether the literacy-related tech-
niques leveraged within the game can extend into real world contexts. Because
each playtest in this study was comprised of different players, it may be ben-
eficial to play multiple sessions with the same participants to uncover whether
prolonged engagement has an impact on players’ understanding of the rules and
their longer-term perception of arts-based techniques, storytelling, and resources
(such as games) that leverage them. The data gathered in this survey was also
largely impression-based, with players self-reporting feelings and insights that
are difficult to quantify. This was due to the author’s main goal of creating a
game experience that supported player’s intrinsic motivation, a concept that
is largely personal and perception-based. As the game’s ability to support el-
ements of SDT is encouraging, further studies should introduce metrics that
better measure literacy-related progress and explore the potential of Mansion
Hill to support reading motivation outside of the game world.
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6 Conclusion

Murder on Mansion Hill blends together elements of co-design, collage, and
group storytelling in a cohesive manner to create a game-based experience in
which players feel intrinsically motivated to express and explore their narrative
creativity together with peers. It gives players control and agency to create and
play a game based on their unique imagination, balancing player-made assets
with pre-made designs in a way that allows for player input while providing a
guiding foundation of rules and goals. The whimsical setting, visual collages, and
story cards work together to help players view themselves as capable storytellers
and the process of weaving unique stories as an enjoyable, lighthearted social
experience. Future improvements should focus on more explicitly encouraging
players to leverage the multimodal meaning making techniques used in the game
to outside literacy-related contexts.

References

1. Urban Libraries Council: Making cities stronger: public library contributions to local
economic development. Urban Institute (2007)

2. Maureen, I. Y., van der Meij, H., de Jong, T.: Supporting literacy and digital literacy
development in early childhood education using storytelling activities. International
Journal of Early Childhood 50(3), 371-389 (2018)

3. De Naeghel, J., Van Keer, H., Vansteenkiste, M., Haerens, L., Aelterman, N.: Pro-
moting elementary school students’ autonomous reading motivation: Effects of a
teacher professional development workshop. The Journal of Educational Research
109(3), 232-252 (2016)

4. Johnston, P. H.: Opening Minds: Using Language to Change Lives. Stenhouse Pub-
lishers (2012)

5. Wilhelm, J.: Reading Is Seeing: Using Visual Response to Improve the Literary
Reading of Reluctant Readers. Journal of Reading Behavior 27(4), 467-503 (1995)

6. McGlynn-Stewart, M., Brathwaite, L., Hobman, L., Maguire, N., Mogyorodi, E.,
Park, Y. U.: Inclusive teaching with digital technology: Supporting literacy learning
in play-based kindergartens. LEARNing Landscapes 11(1), 199-216 (2017)
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