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Abstract 
The context of this paper is a UK-China Joint Programme in Biomedical Sciences and Clinical 
Medicine, a partnership between the research-intensive Queen Mary University of London (hereafter 
‘QMUL’), and Nanchang University (‘NCU’) in Jiangxi Province, China. It documents an initial 
investigation of an apparent decrease in student engagement and performance reported anecdotally 
by lecturers working with third year (Y3) JP students, and the subsequent pilot use of team-working 
and ‘gamification’ in a Personal Development Planning and Study Skills (‘PDP’) module as strategies 
to counter these decreases.  The initial research used an ethnographic approach to identify student 
motivations for learning and learning preferences, and to identify existing social and academic 
structures which could be engaged to support learning. This research indicated that students were 
strongly motivated by game-based peer cooperation and competition in social and extracurricular 
contexts; daunted by the academic demands of the third year; and experiencing cultural pressure to 
prioritise ‘hard’ or ‘scientific’ learning at the expense of broader academic and communication skills. In 
response, in 2016/17, a lightly ‘gamified’ approach was employed on the Y3 PDP module, and content 
was delivered entirely by distance-learning, using a variety of technologies familiar to the students. 
Although this remains work-in-progress, preliminary observations and coursework results show a 
much higher level and significantly better quality of student engagement than would previously have 
been expected, in particular, with non-credit bearing learning activities, and approval has been given 
for the continuation and development of the project. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
This paper is about aspects of a UK-China Joint Programme in Biomedical Sciences and Clinical 
Medicine, a partnership between the research-intensive QMUL in the UK, and NCU in Jiangxi 
Province, China. Students on the JP follow two complementary study programmes in parallel and, if 
successful, receive two degrees at the end.  

The QMUL Biomedical programme is delivered entirely by UK-based academics employed by QMUL 
in London, who are flown in to deliver teaching on a block basis. Students follow a standard diet of 
modules for their Biomedical Sciences degree, with the addition of a PDP module in each of the three 
years of their UK study-programme. This bespoke module supports JP students in the acquisition and 
development of academic and communication skills necessary to succeed on the UK degree 
programme and beyond. JP PDP lectures teach UK module content, but also the form and style of a 
UK education. This is a situated and complex process: it does not seek to ‘change their approach to 
study’ from a ‘Chinese’ to a ‘Western’ model because, concurrently, they need the former to succeed 
on their Chinese degree. Rather, it introduces an additional model of teaching and learning. 

The paper documents initial investigation of an apparent decrease in student engagement and 
performance reported anecdotally by lecturers working with third year (Y3) JP students, and the 
subsequent pilot use of team-working and ‘gamification’ in PDP as strategies to counter these 
decreases. The initial research used an ethnographic approach to identify student motivations for 
learning and learning preferences some of which ran counter to the routine analyses of Chinese 
student practices reported in the literature and also to identify existing social and academic structures 
which could be engaged to support learning.  

This research indicated that students were: strongly motivated by game-based peer competition in 
social and extracurricular contexts; daunted by the academic demands of the third year; and 
experiencing cultural pressure to prioritise ‘hard’ or ‘scientific’ learning at the expense of broader 
academic and communication skills.  
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In response, in 2016/17, a lightly ‘gamified’ approach was employed on the Y3 PDP module; by which 
it is meant that learning goals were reframed to be more appealing and achievable by tapping into 
emotions [1]. In addition, a ‘team based learning’ (TBL) approach was employed, as proposed and 
explicated by Michaelson, Knight and Fink [2]; Briefly, TBL is an instructional strategy rooted in a set 
of learning activities completed in a particular sequence, in which students in small groups are 
transformed into high-performance learning teams. A variety of technologies familiar to the students 
were used for delivery of this distance-learning module, including recorded lectures, a Moodle-based 
VLE, and online tutorials using the Chinese social-media platform ‘QQ’.  

Although the research and response remains very much work-in-progress, preliminary observations 
and coursework results show a much higher level and significantly better quality of student 
engagement than would previously have been expected, in particular, with non-credit bearing learning 
activities, and approval has been given for the continuation and development of the project. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
As a very small-scale and preliminary piece of research and curriculum development, the methodology 
developed pragmatically. It was broadly mixed-methods piece of work, with a strong qualitative 
emphasis. Owing to practical constraints, much of the initial research was conducted online in an 
established learning-space using familiar software which form part of the regular communication 
between lecturer and students. These included a Moodle-based Virtual Learning Environment, the 
Chinese social-media platform QQ, and the survey tool SurveyMonkey. Initial informal research was 
carried out to explore factors students felt was affecting their learning in Y3, and to identify what 
academic staff observed as the effects of these factors. It drew on anthropological methods, including 
direct observation, informal group conversations, and semi-structured interviews to observe students’ 
learning practices, experiences and social structures. 

2.1 Initial Research with students 
The student population each year in Y3 is approximately 250 students. Previous work has shown that 
JP student may be reluctant to give detailed feedback on their experiences for fear of it somehow 
having a negative effect on their academic results, so a guarantee of anonymity was given, to 
encourage students to speak freely. Further to encourage full responses, all research was carried out 
by a single researcher, with whom the students already had an existing teacher-student relationship. 
The research started with a subset of the full population (147 students) who spent summer 2016 in 
London at a QMUL Summer School. Five online surveys were completed by the 147 students, and six 
two-hour focus-group discussions (each of 15 students) were held. Themes which emerged from the 
surveys and focus groups were then explored in more detail with the full student body in early 
2016/17, through three further online surveys, and six online guided discussions on the social media 
platform QQ. Data were coded using a simple coding system, and analysed. 

2.2 Initial Research with lecturers 
Research with lecturers about their experiences of teaching Y3 students constituted a combination of 
semi-structured interviews, informal group discussions, minutes of staff meetings, and threads on a 
shared staff discussion email list. Data thus collected were coded and analysed. 

2.3 Factors affecting design and delivery of gamified elements 
Once key themes had been identified (see 3.1 and 3.2), there were two particular factors which 
affected the design and delivery of gamified elements in this project. First, online delivery in China has 
to pass the so-called ‘Great Firewall’; this requires careful planning of sites used as teaching 
resources and in some cases necessitates a redesign or reformatting of particular types of content, for 
example, YouTube and blog-based resources. Second, JP students use a wide variety of devices to 
access online learning, including domestically produced tablets and smartphones not available in the 
West. The operating systems include Microsoft, Android and Apple’s IoS., and most students have 
their devices set to Chinese language. The impact of this on online delivery is that it complicates 
knowing exactly what an individual student will see when she accesses a particular resource, and the 
variability can lead to confusion when students compare between themselves. Complaints like ‘I can’t 
find it’, or ‘it is not there’ or ‘it doesn’t work’ are not uncommon, and can be challenging and time-
consuming to resolve remotely. In the first instance, the purpose of the work was to see how students 
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responded to the concept of gamified elements of work. To disentangle this from the two particular 
challenges outlined above, a deliberately low-tech approach was chosen, which used only software 
students already were familiar with.  

2.4 Overview of gamified components and operational logistics 
The PDP course content for the first semester of 2016/17 used a real case study (explicated in an 
episode of the BBC ‘Inside the Ethics Committee’) of a persistent vegetative state and the withdrawal 
of nutrition and hydration, to explore basic ethical and philosophical concepts related to the practice of 
medicine. It was intended that the case study approach would engage students in analysis, discussion 
and presentation of professional, and ethical dilemmas; require students to empathise with various 
parties and consider the case from a variety of perspectives; and explore some of the challenges such 
a case might present medical practitioners on a personal level. The content was structured around 
four ‘essential questions’ [3]: What constitutes life? Explore the doctor’s obligation of act ‘in the best 
interests of a patient’; Would assisted dying be more humane than the withdrawal of nutrition and 
hydration? How might the implementation of a law intended to protect the interests of the patient 
cause suffering? The content was anchored by 5 multimedia video-lectures, produced using Camtasia 
software; this generates an MP4 file which carries its own embedded player, mitigating any differences 
across devices and operating systems. The MP4 files were uploaded to China-based cloud storage 
‘OwnCloud’, to facilitate quicker and more reliable downloading in China, and accessed by students 
via the VLE to enable monitoring of access and use. Each lecture addressed one of the ‘essential 
questions’ listed above. To extend the students’ opportunities to practice being independent learners, 
the lectures were written to be half the length of a standard face-to-face lecture, students were 
directed to identify and examine the other half of the material through linked resources and by 
discussing supplementary questions posed in the lectures.  

The delivery approach was broadly rooted in ‘flipped learning’, that is, it ‘use[d] technology to move 
lectures outside the classroom and uses learning activities to move practice with concepts inside the 
classroom’ [4]. The significant difference from a standard ‘flipped’ approach here was that the 
‘classroom’ was not face-to-face, but rather an online learning environment. The gamified components 
were the four learning activities spread across the semester. The students were obsessed with the 
latest adaptation of Sherlock Holmes (starring Benedict Cumberbatch), so I wrote a narrative which 
unfolded over the course of the semester, in which Sherlock had to advise the family of a patient in a 
persistent vegetative state on their best course of action, while weighing up the ethical and medical 
pros and cons of different perspectives. The learning activities were team-based, so students formed 
themselves into small groups of ‘Baker Street Irregulars’ which they worked with through the 
semester, giving them a vested and increasing interest in the success of the team. By completing the 
four learning activities, students won points and contributed to Sherlock solving the mystery. I 
engaged existing social and academic structures to support learning by establishing students as 
actors in the narrative. In this way, students were drip-fed lectures, competed against one another as 
individuals and small groups, with results available on a leaderboard visible to all members of the 
cohort. 

3 RESULTS 
This section presents an overview of the results of the initial research (3.1 and 3.2), and the initial 
steps to gamify the content of the Y3 PDP module (3.3 and 3.4).  

3.1 Initial investigation into student experiences of Y3  
When students were asked to reflect on their perceptions of their third-year experiences, it became 
clear that they were daunted by the academic demands of the third year, often talking about ‘not 
knowing where to start’, fear of failure as the academic ‘stakes’ felt higher to them; an anxiety about 
how to succeed in types of work which were novel to them; and conflating concerns about their 
academic skills with concerns about their scientific work. They described taking a consciously 
instrumental approach to prioritising their heavy work-load, giving priority to work which was credit-
bearing, or clearly linked to a future credit-bearing assessment. They also tended to prioritise 
‘scientific’ work above other types, and several talked about how excelling at ‘scientific’ work would 
stand them in good stead to become doctors. Preferred leisure activities were often team-based, and 
combined competitive and collaborative elements, such as basketball, multiplayer online computer 
games, singing, dancing, and debating competitions. 
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3.2 Initial investigation into lecturer experiences of teaching Y3  
All QMUL lecturers face a core of challenges in designing the content and delivery of their modules: 1) 
the block-teaching system; 2) how to deliver substantive and meaningful content which demonstrates 
the ‘UK teaching style’, when the large cohorts of 250 students push teaching design towards a 
traditional lecture model; 3) the considerable variation in the standard of English among the students, 
ranging from basic to near fluency. In addition to these shared challenges, PDP teachers also face the 
additional challenge of competing for students’ extremely limited time for personal study and 
assignments, in a learning environment which prioritises the acquisition of ‘hard’ scientific knowledge 
against learning seen as ‘soft’. Lecturers working with third year students identified three key issues 
they faced, the need to:1) increase general between-visit student engagement and productivity; 2) 
counter a previously-identified drop in student engagement in Year 3; 3) give additional incentives to 
students to work on non-credit bearing learning tasks.  

3.3  PDP lecturer experiences of remodelled content 
At an impressionistic level, students appeared more engaged, clearer about the learning activities and 
the purpose of the learning activities, participated more frequently and more actively in online tutorial 
discussions and generated more detailed and complex questions themselves which they subsequently 
explore.  Student engagement and productivity was maintained across the semester. There was 
evidence that students were committed to their teams, and from informal discussions in the PDP 
discussion forum and email correspondence with students, they were keen on the narrative and 
competitive aspects of the content. The quality of student output was higher than average. Lecturer 
workload was easier to manage because it was more evenly distributed through the semester, without 
the characteristic peaks and troughs of the block-delivery model. At a quantifiable level, there was 
over 95% engagement in competitive non-coursework self-directed learning activities and student 
attendance at online tutorials regularly exceeded 90%. 

3.4  Student experiences of remodelled content 
Student feedback indicated they welcomed the gamified content, and the online delivery, describing 
both with words such as ‘convenient’, ‘modern’, ‘real-life and ‘addictive’. They stressed that to gamilfy 
is not to trivialise, but rather they found that the use of familiar game mechanics helped them to start 
engaging with unfamiliar material and concepts they might otherwise have found intimidating. The 
sense of competition was identified as a positive motivating factor, as was the use of teams, to which 
students quickly developed loyalties and obligations. Some students talked about finding the novel 
approach refreshing, and a welcome break from more conventional scientific learning. A significant 
majority of students felt that the flipped learning approach enabled them to engage in more depth and 
breadth with the concepts and skills embedded in the content. Most students added that they would 
welcome more hi-tech gamified aspects to this module, to complement the low-tech gamified aspects 
of this pilot.  

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The preliminary findings of this small and informal piece of research, and curriculum design 
experiment, indicate that there may be significant academic benefits to ‘gamifying’ aspects of content 
on a Chinese transnational degree programme. Students responded positively and the level of 
engagement and participation in non-credit bearing activities and assessments improved. The 
academic year is ongoing, so it is too soon to examine any quantifiable improvements in credit-bearing 
formative and summative assessments in PDP, or to explore qualitatively whether the improved 
engagement and quality of output in PDP appears positively to have an impact on the quality of 
students’ project reports. 

The findings are sufficiently positive to merit further and more formal research and exploration. This 
will be carried out in the academic year 2017/18, and will include: using a survey tool at the start of the 
academic year to explore learner motivation; formal monitoring of attendance and participation and 
analysis against other Y3 taught modules; a comparative analysis at the end of the year between the 
performance of students in the same cohort, and against the 2016/17 cohort. 
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