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So Overt It’s Covert:
Learning via Games in the Library

Kimberly Vardeman, Ian Barba, Shelley 
Barba, and Heidi Winkler

Introduction
At Texas Tech University (TTU) Libraries, our librarians are passionately dedicated to 
helping the campus, working to support the intellectual inquiries and discoveries of our 
students, faculty, and staff. Often, however, our assets—our resources but also our staff 
and our building itself—seem to remain hidden in plain sight. Although our building 
has unusual architecture and is in a prominent, busy area of campus, many students are 
unaware that it is a library or what is inside ready for their use. Like Sherlock Holmes 
wearing a large false beard and driving an automobile while trying to lay low in Victorian 
England, the library remains “so overt, it’s covert.”1 Of those who are aware of the library, 
many are intimidated about entering, speaking with a librarian, or exploring the resources. 
They instead spend money on equipment, software, or access to articles that they have 
already paid for with their library fees. Or worse yet, they simply forgo the resources and 
struggle through their assignments throughout their academic careers.2 This situation 
does not appear to be unique to our library.

We wanted students to learn about our resources and how not to be intimidated by the 
library. Drawing from previous experiences at our library and our own personal interests, 
we decided to experiment with using different kinds of games in the library to support 
student success through low-stakes practice and acclimation. More than just fun pastimes, 
games also can serve as teaching tools and social bonding experiences. In her book Real-
ity Is Broken, Jane McGonigal defines games as having four basic traits: “a goal, rules, a 
feedback system, and voluntary participation.”3 These traits align well with the realities 
of library instruction and outreach. Instruction of any kind has a natural set-up of a goal 
and feedback, libraries have many rules that students are often unfamiliar with at the 
outset, and without a mandate from an authority figure, any student interaction with the 
library is participatory.
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Our goal was to introduce students to our resources, building, and staff in a way that 
would be fun not only for them but also for ourselves. By being very overt with the intent 
to teach them how to use the library and have fun, we hoped to covertly get past the 
students’ anxiety and trepidation. The three principles underlying our efforts were setting 
up games as “camogogy” (camouflaged pedagogy),4 facilitating students’ social connec-
tions with peers, and promoting engagement with librarians and the library. We tried a 
varied approach to reach our goal by hosting mystery games and trivia nights, building 
upon our library services fair experiences.

Case Study
Library Services Fair: A Foray into Gaming at the Library

In trying to break the library’s intimidating reputation and increase use of our resources, 
the TTU Libraries started holding “Library Services Fairs” early in the 2010 fall semes-
ter. We targeted the fair to new students and diverged from a standard information fair 
format by employing a carnival theme, with library departments employing various small 
games at their booths. For example, our interlibrary loan department had students guess 
the weight of a stack of books. A digital services booth asked students to guess how many 
marbles were in a jar, with each marble representing one electronic thesis or dissertation. 
There were also food giveaways like popcorn, and the Mango Languages booth offered 
mango smoothies to promote the language-learning database.5 Most games did not orient 
students to the library but instead emphasized the element of fun or chance and provided 
an opportunity for librarians to talk about resources.

After three years of organizing the fair, event planners determined that the event wasn’t 
meeting our expectations for success. While attendance was respectable—in the hundreds 
and maintaining or increasing year-to-year—we found it difficult to determine whether 
the event improved awareness of collections and services and caused sustained increases 
in service use. For example, digital collection usage increased during the week leading 
up to the fair as librarians pulled materials, but our analytics later showed that slight blip 
in use quickly returned to normal if not lower after the event.6 We felt discouraged that 
students didn’t engage with the fair booths for long. Students may have picked up a drink 
and snack, but, perhaps unsurprisingly, there wasn’t much interest in hearing a spiel. The 
fair only exposed them to the large foyer area; they didn’t explore the building. On top 
of that, employees didn’t like the fair. Whether the concept felt tired after three years or 
they didn’t enjoy it because students weren’t engaging with them, staff participation at the 
event had deteriorated. We put the event on hold until we could figure out a better way 
and recover from some library fair burnout.

Mystery Game: A Foray into Gamification at the Library

Our previous attempts to introduce new students to library resources had taken the form 
of services fairs and hadn’t been successful. In 2015, we were ready to recreate the annual 
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event with adaptations that we hoped would increase its effectiveness. It was necessary to 
establish some principles and strategies in developing the activities the library would use 
to teach students. We wanted students to come in and stay for the duration—not merely 
grab the giveaways and walk away. We knew from surveys and instruction that finding 
books was a challenge. Rethinking our orientation could give students an opportunity to 
explore the building and practice locating materials. We also wanted to try scheduling the 
event during Raider Welcome—a series of events Texas Tech holds at the beginning of each 
fall and spring semester designed to welcome new and returning students to the campus. 
This focused our efforts on new undergraduates who were on campus before classes began 
when they would potentially have more free time to spend at the library. We could incor-
porate our event into the welcome week marketing centralized on campus, enabling our 
promotions to reach more people. They would have familiarity with the library from day 
one, whereas our services fair had been three to four weeks after the semester began.

We had the idea to present a mystery for students to solve while they explored the 
library building. Mystery games are not without precedent in libraries.7 Librarians at 
TTU wanted to capitalize on the thought that many students expressed while touring the 
stacks: “This would be a great place to play hide and seek.” Scavenger hunts and similar 
games are a common way to gamify an orientation.8 We could create teams to add a layer 
of collaboration and friendly competition. Over the next four years, we built and refined 
an event that proved to be successful.

Our event originally was called CSI: University Library. The mystery involved an over-
stressed student kidnapping an English professor in the library. Thirteen clues identifying 
the perpetrator could be found around the library building. Teams received a case file with 
puzzles to solve that would lead them to the clues. The real “orientation” happened within 
the puzzles. They included crosswords of the different items one could check out from the 
service desk, a word search of various periodical types available, anagrams about where 
to meet with a subject librarian for research consultations, and other riddles.

When designing the mystery, we included extra little touches that were fun for the librar-
ians to come up with: The student suspects had names that sounded very similar to those 
of celebrities in the news, with punny descriptions and motives. It was topical, like in 2015, 
when suspect “Tomás Brady” said that “the heavy load of class assignments had left him 
feeling deflated,” after Deflategate.* Or after the 2016 Summer Olympics, when student-ath-
lete suspects were named “Lyan Rochte,” “Katie Leducky,” and “Swanone Briles.”†

All Raider Welcome events are optional to attend, so students could elect whether 
to attend our mystery game. There was a specific start time with the message, “Don’t be 
late—the hunt begins at 2:15!” Our library dean opened the event and spoke about the 
University Libraries using talking points provided by Communications & Marketing. 
Overall, this event required less staff involvement than the services fairs. Volunteers were 

* This pun referenced the NFL investigation into whether New England Patriots quar-
terback Tom Brady conspired to under-inflate footballs to give the Patriots an advan-
tage.
† US team competitors: Ryan Lochte, swimming; Simone Biles, gymnastics; Katie 
Ledecky, swimming.
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still needed to assist students before and during the activity, but instead of staffing a booth 
for several hours, employees could assist from the service points where they were already 
working, and the entire event lasted only ninety minutes. They didn’t have to come up 
with brochures, handouts, or games for their tables because students already had every-
thing they needed in their case files. The cost of refreshments was a little over $100. For 
prizes, Communications & Marketing provided an autographed READ poster of our 
football coach, a lunchbox, and other, smaller library-branded giveaways. We also gave 
away candy bars and a variety of gift cards for the campus bookstore, Starbucks, Amazon, 
and library printing.

Based on the assessment results and comments from our first mystery game (see 
subsequent section), the activity accomplished the goals of bringing students to the 
library, familiarizing them with resources and services, orienting them to the building, 
and engaging them with library faculty and staff. Moreover, this event allowed students 
to gain an ideal first impression of librarians and the library. As Muszkiewicz notes, “If 
a student has seen a librarian in a more lighthearted capacity, they may be more willing 
to ask that librarian a question or for research help later on in their college careers.”9 
We decided to continue the event as part of our orientation efforts not only because of 
the positive feedback of the students but because it was fun for us to host. Every year, 
we updated the puzzles and mystery as some students from previous years would come 
back to play again.

Figure 13.1 
One of the authors, Shelley Barba, emcees The Mystery of the Missing Profes-
sor in August 2018. Photo credit: Ryan Burns.
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Mystery Program Evaluation

Using the appeal of door prizes, we were able to secure an accurate headcount by scanning 
students’ ID cards at the beginning of the events. The wide variance in attendance over the 
years remains a true mystery to us. For example, event attendance in 2018 was more than 
four times higher than in 2017, even though the event title, description, and marketing 
were identical. However, the 2018 event was held earlier in the welcome week than in 2017. 
The different scheduling year-to-year of other departments’ events could be one factor. 
We didn’t have control over competing events scheduled at the same time as ours, such 
as the popular Red Raider Palapalooza that took place during our 2017 event. Weather 
could also be a factor—hotter temperatures compelled students into the air-conditioning 
of the library compared to more temperate days. 

Fall 2015 Fall 2016 Fall 2017 Fall 2018
Mystery Game Student Attendance 105 106 70 305

Figure 13.2
Student attendance table.

At the game’s conclusion, participants completed a short evaluation that we modeled 
after Marcus and Beck.10 Upon reflection, the rating scales compare different elements 
of an event, and we plan to adjust our assessment in the future. The following tables and 
graphics display a summary of the students’ responses.

This library experience was… Fall 2015 Fall 2016 Fall 2017 Fall 2018

Great! 42% 46% 59% 40%
Informative and interesting 46% 46% 35% 34%
Informative but dull 8% 0% 3% 8%
Confusing 5% 7% 3% 17%
A waste of time 0% 1% 0% 0%

Figure 13.3
This library experience was…

A wide majority of respondents rated the event as “Great!” or “Informative and inter-
esting” each year. We also asked students what they learned about the library that day. As 
indicated in the word cloud below, the overwhelming response was the word “resources.” 
They learned both that services exist for them in the building and where to find them. 
As such, we feel that our mystery game serves as an effective library orientation for new 
students. We were never sure in the Library Services Fair that students were walking away 
from the building with an understanding of what the library had to offer, but with the 
mystery game, students were naming the services and resources they had discovered. After 
the game, students had the case file in hand, physical evidence of what they had learned. 
We could assess that they were able to accomplish tasks they would need in the future for 
their studies.
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Figure 13.4
Word cloud displaying fall 2016 responses to the survey question, “What did 
you learn about the library today?”

What Did You Learn about the Library Today?

• “A lot of information that would’ve taken a long time to figure out.” (2015)
• “I learned about all the resources and how helpful the librarians are.” (2016)
• “It is big, full of modern technology, and has the staff necessary to aid students in 

basically all areas.” (2016)
• “Where everything is in the library.” (2017)
• “It is a LOT bigger than I originally thought. You can check out DVDs! There’s so 

many great resources here.” (2018)
• “Lots of programs available. What call numbers mean. Where book returns are.” 

(2018)
• “Where to go when I need help.” (2018)

The third question on our evaluation asked participants what they felt was the best part 
of the event. The vast majority told us it was “meeting new people.” Our mystery game 
gave students the opportunity to network and learn at the same time. We hope events 
like these teach our campus to associate the library with an excitement for learning with 
their classmates.

What Was the Best Part of this Event?

• “The group work helped me meet new people and I learned a bunch about the 
library.” (2015)
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• “Seeing all the rooms, floors, and resources available to me here in the library.” 
(2016)

• “Solving the mystery and finding the clues and meeting new people.” (2017)
• “Running around and finding where stuff is.” (2018)
• “The puns at the beginning.” (2018)

In fall 2018, we added an additional question to our post-survey (see table 3) to ask 
about student motivations for attending our event.

What made you want to attend the mystery event? 
(multiple selections possible)

Fall 2018 responses %  
(n=115)

Title/description sounded fun or interesting 24%

Went with friends 18%

Like mysteries or puzzles 16%

Wanted to learn about library 15%

To pass time/Was bored 14%

Wanted to meet people 10%

Figure 13.5
What made you want to attend the mystery event?

We also received feedback in an unexpected way when we held focus groups for a 
comprehensive space assessment six months after the 2016 mystery event. The architect 
who moderated the focus group asked, “Is it hard to find your way around the library?” 
During the discussion, a student participant commented, “The only reason that I know 
my way around the library is because during Raider Welcome Week, I went to an event 
called CSI: Library, and we went through all the floors in the library looking for clues to 
find out who killed this professor.”

The event came up again in response to a question about what the library could do to 
promote student success when a student said:

There was a welcome week event called CSI: Library, and the main purpose was 
to see the library, like all the different levels. There were clues around the library 
that you had to find and things you had to fill out. But basically, it navigated us 
around the library. It let us know that if you’re looking for this type of book, what 
stacks you should go to. And I really enjoyed it. From that moment on, that’s 
when I really, like, loved the library, I guess you could say. I know that sounds 
lame. But things like that, I wish there were more. It’s having the information 
but in another way, like a little twist, interactive, more fun.

This student made the connection that having an increased comfort level and famil-
iarity with the library—in this case, from a fun game—was fundamental to her academic 
success.

This style of programming, as opposed to our carnival fair format, necessitated less 
overall coordination among the organizers as well as less set-up on the day of the event. 
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While creating the game during the first year required more energy from us, in subsequent 
years, the game only needed slight tweaking. As opposed to writing a lecture to recite 
to students who feel trapped at your fair table, we enjoyed coming up with the fun, silly 
suspect descriptions and creative game components. An added benefit of the mystery 
game was having students say what they learned and being able to see it tangibly. We 
appreciated having the physical proof of completed puzzles versus the blank stares when 
listening to a tour or spiel.

Figure 13.6
A team of students reads the case file during the August 2018 Mystery of the 
Missing Professor event. Photo credit: Ryan Burns.

Trivia Night: Another Foray into Gaming at the Library

While the mystery game was an excellent way to teach students about library resources 
in a fun session, we wanted to diversify our approach to others who may not have wanted 
to play detective. Taking the intent of our original library services fairs, we added Trivia 
Nights at the Library, based on the “pub quiz” format, during Raider Welcome in spring 
2018. We wanted to attract people to the library who “otherwise might be intimidated 
entering the imposing academic library for the first time.”11 This way, they could asso-
ciate the library with low-stakes fun events and friendly librarians. While students may 
never view us as friends, the more casual games showcase librarians’ supportive roles in 
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academic pursuits. Between January and August 2018, the TTU Libraries hosted three 
trivia night events. Two of these three nights were programmed in conjunction with the 
university’s Raider Welcome. We also held one trivia night in May to test how well-at-
tended the event would be outside of campus-wide programming.

Students were provided free snacks and water and encouraged to form teams of no 
more than five people. Each team received an answer packet where they could record their 
answers for each round. Each team chose a name, and they were encouraged to make that 
name both creative and respectful. During the fifteen minutes or so before the trivia night 
began, we showed a looping PowerPoint presentation of library information and services.

Each trivia night included five rounds. We included a “Current Events” round each 
time, asking questions about current news items. We sought to make those questions 
relevant and uplifting—as opposed to depressing. We also included Texas Tech-specific 
rounds at each event, asking trivia questions about the campus, its history, and library. Our 
rounds across the three events included but were not limited to “Sports,” “Harry Potter,” 
“Doctor Who,” “Musical Theatre,” “Disney,” and “Logos of the ’90s” (a visual round). Each 
round contained ten questions and would be worth at least ten points, although we made 
liberal use of multi-point questions. We also included a bonus question at the end of the 
last round which challenged participants to guess the answer to a number-based question 
about a library service or resource such as “How many sheets of paper were printed at the 
library the previous year?” Whoever came closest to the answer without going over (aka 
The Price is Right rules) would be awarded extra points. We awarded prizes for first and 
second place, usually a combination of gift cards and candy bars.

Trivia Program Evaluation

Vanden Elzen and Roush discuss how crucial it is to plan events based on the academic 
calendar to encourage the greatest number of participants.12 For us, it was critical to 
schedule events during our campus welcome week. Much like our mystery game described 
above, being part of the Raider Welcome schedule provided several benefits: we were 
included in their marketing efforts, such as direct emails to new students, posters in the 
residence halls and student union, and a hard push during orientation—reaching more 
students repeatedly via more channels than we could through our library efforts alone.

January 2018 May 2018 August 2018

Trivia Night Student Attendance 31 9 87

Figure 13.7
Trivia night student attendance.

Holding events during Raider Welcome before classes began appealed to students—
especially new students—because they weren’t as busy as they would be during the semes-
ter. The poor attendance of the program in May, two weeks before the end of the semester, 
appears to support this theory. Many students responded on the evaluation that they were 
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eager to meet new people, another tie-in where Raider Welcome brought together new 
people on campus.

What made you want to attend Trivia Night? (multiple 
selections possible)

Fall 2018 responses 
%

(n=87)

Trivia competition 54%

Time with friends 52%

Fun/relaxation 45%

Wanted to meet people 32%

Food 23%

Enjoy being in the Library 10%

Figure 13.8
What made you want to attend Trivia Night?

What Did You Like about Trivia Night?

• “Very fun, friendly, and easy to make friends.”
• “I liked the team effort.”
• “Very interesting questions.”

Discussion
Gamification

Libraries approach connecting with their patrons via gaming in a variety of ways. 
Perhaps because of the playful nature of gaming, academic librarians have felt free to 
explore the potential of games to serve diverse needs among their patrons. At times, 
simply adopting elements from the gaming medium can enhance library services. Andrew 
Walsh makes this distinction between gaming and “gamification.”13 The former term 
describes using existing games in the library. The latter term describes taking mechan-
ics and elements from games and play and applying them in different settings that are 
normally game-free. Such a distinction is evident in the difference between our trivia night 
and mystery games. We see the point of trivia night as not to instruct but to engage with 
students through play. The mystery game goes further because it gamifies the standard 
library orientation lecture, applying game elements as a means of instruction. As the focus 
group participant said, “It’s having the information but in another way, like a little twist, 
interactive, more fun.”

Evidence shows that using games in this manner effectively engages students with 
library resources. Markey, Leeder, and Taylor explored the effects of BiblioBouts on college 
students, which led them to select resources of higher quality in their research.14 The 
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BiblioBouts game was used to teach information literacy skills in a competitive manner in 
the hope that approaching library instruction through gaming would be beneficial. Ames 
created the War of the Rebellion Atlas video game to help middle school students navigate 
one of Baylor University’s digital collections.15 Raymond Pun encourages gamification 
across a variety of library projects as a means of enhancing the overall experience for 
students.16 The only real limitation appears to be librarian creativity.

Moreover, gamification appears to be a natural fit with library instruction. Bernd Becker 
discusses how gaming principles and mechanics are often similar to library instruction 
and how gamification can serve information literacy needs.17 Games serve to break up 
the seriousness of pedagogy in a way that appeals to students. Megan Margino agrees 
and discusses how millennial students prefer the immediate feedback of gamification to 
more passive instruction.18 By teaching students about library tools and services through 
a mystery game, we are making the material more appealing. Jennifer Young describes 
these as fun factor elements in gamification—in her view, they drive engagement.19

Camogogy

Gamification in academic libraries is an effective form of camogogy, or camouflaged peda-
gogy, an apt portmanteau coined by Char Booth.20 Libraries can borrow game mechanics 
and incorporate them into new forms of instruction. A well-designed game can teach 
knowledge or skills without the players even noticing—not in the literal sense, but in the 
sense that players view instruction as a “natural by-product of pleasant and fun expe-
riences.”21 Camouflaging pedagogy behind gaming mechanics can, as Smale describes, 
“overcome challenges inherent” in library instruction.22 Academic libraries are seen as 
institutions of serious research and study. Traditional library instruction may not be fun, 
but students will grudgingly admit its importance. Gamification allows for the mechan-
ics of teaching to “operate behind the curtains”23 so that students learn almost in spite of 
themselves. Smale describes these efforts and “game-based learning” as particularly suit-
able for “digital natives,” the cohort to which most traditional college students belong.24 
Young agrees, finding that “game-playing appeals to modern students, increases motiva-
tions, allows for socializing, and gives context to the learning material.”25 Teaching through 
gaming equips students with skills to locate the resources they need.

Our mystery game fits the description of camogogy by making solving the mystery 
the main objective while participants are actually orienting themselves to the library’s 
resources. Rather than using classroom instruction or a formal tour, we used a game to 
introduce students to library resources and the physical building. While it wasn’t our goal 
to completely camouflage the learning and orientation that happened, we aimed to make 
the event as fun as possible. It’s debatable how well-camouflaged the educational intent of 
our event was. One student said during the mystery game that he expected our event to be 
more about the mystery, not about the library. One evaluation response said, “Scavenger 
hunts aren’t my thing.” Nevertheless, other survey responses showed that students both 
enjoyed the experience and learned a lot about the library: “The group work helped me 
meet new people, and I learned a bunch about the library.” Large percentages of students 
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responded that finding the clues, playing the game in groups, and running around the 
building were the “best” parts of the event.

Robert Cialdini, a psychologist who has studied influence and persuasion extensively, 
writes that mysteries are the best device for engaging student interest. “They can get our 
students to become engrossed in and to remember important material that they other-
wise would not care about because it does not seem relevant to their daily lives. Mystery 
stories do not need personal relevance—they bring their own.”26 Indeed, we’ve given tours 
to students who had glazed eyes and appeared to be bored out of their minds. Posing a 
mystery to be solved provided a narrative structure and a purpose, even an urgency, for 
exploring the building and discovering the resources that abound, while resolving unan-
swered questions.

A challenge for us as we ramp up our gaming efforts is to try to gamify more than basic 
library building orientation. As existing literature shows, librarians have attempted to 
gamify information literacy skills in the classroom.27,28 Approaching the gamification of 
more advanced concepts in our Essentials of Scholarly Research classes will require more 
mediation and conversation with our fellow instruction librarians.

Social Connections with Peers
Library games as events create an environment where students build social connections 
with their peers. Particularly in team-based games, players have the chance to become 
acquainted with new people and employ teamwork to reach a common goal. Moreover, 
there is evidence that the social aspects of games lead to “peer learning and peer teach-
ing.”29 Students have consistently reported in evaluations that “meeting people” was a 
highlight of their event attendance. While academic libraries will always be the traditional 
home of teaching and research support, we argue that games in the building help reinforce 
the library as the “community center” that Sanders argues libraries should be.30 Particularly 
for those students who live on campus and are often away from home for the first time, the 
library should represent a place of togetherness and comfort, in addition to schoolwork.

When it comes to connecting with peers outside of the classroom, students have many 
choices on campus. They can go to the sports rec center, to the student union, or join an 
organization. These choices often represent distractions from the rigors of higher educa-
tion, but learning is central to the library. People come together in the library to study 
and to pursue academic success. When one of the authors of this chapter emceed trivia 
night, she giddily called the gathering a “knowledge party.” As one of our trivia night 
attendees responded on the survey, “[I liked the] sense of community and ‘nerdy’ enter-
tainment—very open and welcoming and fun.” Library gaming not only encourages social 
connections among students, the mere act of holding games in the library promotes social 
connections grounded in a lifelong love of learning, one of every university’s goals.
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Promoting Engagement with Librarians and the Library

Finally, even if the goal isn’t library orientation, library-supported games promote ongoing 
engagement with librarians and the library as place. In “Brawling in the Library,” Vanden 
Elzen and Roush discuss the gaming efforts of the Lawrence University Seeley G. Mudd 
Library, which experimented with hosting a variety of game events as part of their public 
programming.31 These games were not intended for instruction, but still attracted students 
who might not otherwise step foot inside the library. Librarians showing a sense of humor 
makes them more personable and approachable—with the added benefit of librarians 
getting to have more fun at work. Salespersons who use humor with their customers 
will see a positive influence on customer trust and in their own creativity to provide 
answers.32 If part of our role as academic librarians is to sell the library to students, then 
using humor and creating a fun environment can only serve to increase the trust that our 
student patrons have in us. And librarians who are encouraged to have fun and laugh at 
work will be spurred to approach their work more creatively.

Mellon brought the phrase “library anxiety” to the literature in 1986.33 In this article, 
college students described their feelings about researching in the university library using 
words like “scary,” “lost,” and “fear of the unknown.” One student even went so far as to 
diagnose themselves with a “library phobia.”34 In discussing library anxiety in popular 
television, Tewell identifies this population—students reluctant to visit the library—as 
one that could benefit from gaming in libraries.35 Gaming and gamification appear partic-
ularly useful in fighting library anxiety. Our own results appear to bear this out. Trivia 
night attendees talked about enjoying the relaxed atmosphere at our trivia night in their 
evaluation responses:

• “The people attending were likable and not too competitive.”
• “Was very fun, entertaining, and kinda educational.”
• “It was loads of fun in the library of all places.”

We feel that showing students support with food, a chance to unwind, and a welcoming, 
non-intimidating environment encourages students to see the library as a space for fun 
as well as study. It also helps students see “librarians as people”36 instead of “foreboding, 
oppressive, or obtuse”37 stereotypes. The mere act of getting students inside the building 
can be an accomplishment, and the increased familiarity that results lessens barriers to 
revisiting the library at those times when it’s not all fun and games. Indeed, Womack, 
Smith, and Lock discuss how hosting “Humans v. Zombies” and “Capture the Flag” games 
using the library as a central location led to opportunities for student-driven engagement.38

The voluntary nature of our mystery and trivia events stands in stark contrast with 
events where students are compelled to participate. Librarians and students are both 
much happier to teach and learn in gaming environments as opposed to, for example, 
the library introduction lectures students receive in a first-year English class. At the same 
time, we are proud to report that we feel our events attract the most fun volunteers from 
among our librarians and staff, so we present the most lively and entertaining version of 
our library to our patrons.
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Conclusion
Swiatek and Gorsse hold that for academic libraries, gaming is serious business that 
“should be formally stated in library charts and should be a department.”39 In this model, 
gaming and gamification are strategic, with policy and staffing needs equal to other library 
services. While we at TTU Libraries are not yet at such a formal level in our gaming efforts, 
we do know that our game-related programming became better when we established our 
guiding principles and evaluations beyond headcount. We learned it was vital to have 
people on the planning groups or involved day-of who enjoy games and puzzles. This point 
is important to us. “The ultimate goal can simply be having fun in some library-related 
context,” since even that can help students see librarians and the library in a less intimi-
dating light.40 Everyone involved may not always know the answer and things may not go 
smoothly, but it’s good for students to see that the library is not an intimidating structure. 
It’s a place filled with relatable people who are trying to do their best for students.

As such, we were in equal parts frustrated and delighted by the difficulties encoun-
tered as we developed and completed these games. When librarians and students tested 
the mystery game puzzles, they exposed confusing web page issues, such as the way our 
workshop events calendar displayed on mobile devices. On the day of the games, we were 
pleased to receive honest and useful feedback about where we could improve the signage 
in our building to enable better wayfinding. A secret advantage of gaming in the library 
is that it helps you see the building you have known for years through the eyes of a new 
user. Preparing for the game made some of our quirks that had become covert much more 
overt. Swiatek and Gorsse propose that students involved in library gaming events may be 
more willing to participate in crowdsourcing and other assessment or feedback efforts.41 
Our students immediately provided unofficial feedback in that we could observe where 
they had problems with wayfinding or library jargon.

The limitation of this research is in our small pool. We are interested in how mystery 
games and trivia nights would play in different markets. We published our mystery game 
puzzles, components, and assessments with a Creative Commons license in ThinkTech, 
our university’s institutional repository.* They are available for anyone to adapt and reuse. 
Starting with establishing your principles and goals for hosting these kinds of games, you 
can quickly set up and make your library less intimidating. Be comfortable with exper-
imenting, starting small if you need to. You can always expand later once you get more 
support and buy-in (financial and otherwise). It is good to plan well but not to overthink it 
and to be flexible when the unexpected happens, like in our case, when triple the number 
of expected participants arrived to play the mystery game and the elevators shut down.

Our three principles—setting up games as camogogy, facilitating students’ social 
connections with peers, and promoting engagement with librarians and the library—
helped guide the scope and assessment of gaming and gamification in our library. Whether 
gaming efforts are called “outreach,” “engagement,” “programming,” or something else, 
they reflect a willingness to meet and even anticipate patrons’ needs outside of a more 
immediate point of service. Academic libraries have many functions, but among the 

* Available at https://hdl.handle.net/2346/82358.

https://hdl.handle.net/2346/82358
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most important is in connecting patrons with necessary materials and services—teach-
ing through gaming equips students with the skills to locate the resources they need. 
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