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The Givercraft project (www.givercraft.com/) is a virtual learning experience in 

MinecraftEdu, designed for students and their teachers to explore the plot, characters, 

and themes of “The Giver,” by Lois Lowry.  As one of the initial designers of this 

experience, I have been able to support both teachers and their students, to engage with 

the content through this innovative and interactive gaming environment.  At the start of 

the school year, we had several teachers who expressed interest in returning to this 

project, after participating with their students in either one or both of the previous 

iterations of Givercraft over the past year.   

I chose to facilitate the teacher training for Givercraft as my practicum experience 

because I have seen the positive outcomes for students and teachers alike as a result of 

their participation.  I am interested in continuing to mentor teachers in the use of 

emerging technologies such as MinecraftEdu as they design meaningful and innovative 

learning environments for their students.  The Givercraft team this fall, consisted of 

myself, Scott Roleff, and Aleta May.  There were several pre-existing teacher training 

tools that have been used in previous Givercraft projects including an online training 

course site and a Google Community.  One of the first steps that our team took in 



preparing for the fall experience, was to examine these tools to determine if the content 

was still relevant and whether the course design was appropriate for our purposes. 

In examining current research about best practices in course design, there are 

several important elements that were relevant to our project - our use of the Quality 

Matters Rubric to inform our design of the teacher training website, our facilitation and 

support of the online learning community through the Google Community, and our 

learning and design approach to online learning. 

In the previous Givercraft projects iterations, an online course site was developed 

to provide teachers with a home base or anchor point to access information and 

resources related to facilitating the Givercraft experience as well as a location for 

training modules to orient them to the knowledge and skills needed to design a 

meaningful MinecraftEdu experience for their respective students.  We recognized early 

on that there needed to be a course site that was designed less for an external audience 

(one that gives an overview of the project) and more for the intended audience - the 

teacher who would facilitate a Givercraft experience in their classroom.   

The course site design was heavily influenced by the Quality Matters rubric 

(www.qualitymatters.org).  Shattuck (2010) spells out the process for utilizing the rubric 

in course design but also suggests that it can also serve as an important tool for 

“establishing and improving the quality of the design of the course” (p. 52).  Because the 

rubric examines the course design from a student-centered perspective, it keeps the 

learner’s experience in the forefront as an important priority in the design process.   

At the same time, other research (Legon, 2015) suggests that using the QM rubric 

to measure course design effectiveness in achieving course outcomes is not as simple as 

it may seem.  While a number of challenges to the rubric’s effectiveness can be 



attributed to the diversity in course objectives , designs or formats, and intended 

audience, Legon (2015) recommends selecting specific clusters of standards to measure 

the a more defined outcomes, although he recognizes that this is also problematic since 

oftentimes learning outcomes can apply to several standards at a time - a very common 

dilemma in any assessment tool.   

The significance of online learning communities has been a widely explored 

feature of online teaching and learning, Yuan and Kim (2014) have compiled an 

extensive look at guidelines for best practices in developing and facilitating an online 

learning community.  They suggest key considerations involve “(1) when to build a 

learning community; (2) who to be involved in the process of building a learning 

community; (3) where to build a learning community; (4) how to build a community;” 

and lastly, why these are all needed for online learning communities to be effective and 

successful (Yuan & Kim, 2014, p. 223).  A table compiling their summary is included in 

the Appendix.   

The significance of the guidelines developed by Yuan and Kim (2014) is to help 

instructors prevent learners from becoming isolated from others and to mitigate 

dropouts. In our case, we were able to use these guidelines to support the online 

learning community to engage in an ongoing, engaging, and meaningful dialogue about 

the course content: 

(1) the Givercraft teachers were encouraged to join a Google Community at the 

beginning of the experience, while we were still facilitating registration and 

enrollment.  We continued to utilize the community to share progress, resources, and 

ideas, to resolve issues, and to connect teachers to one another in a collective.   



(2) Each of the instructors monitored the community and facilitated discussions 

and throughout the course of the experience, all of the teachers participated in dialogue 

with instructors or other teachers.   

(3) The interactive time in the MinecraftEdu game environment became the 

synchronous experience for instructors to interact with teachers and their students, 

whether it was through training sessions leading up to the experience or throughout the 

three and half week period of Givercraft.  The Google community remained the 

asynchronous part of the ongoing dialogue in the course.   

(4) Our team of instructors utilized a range of strategies to support discussions 

which included asking questions about process and content, providing resources to 

supplement the unit plan, making recommendations to resolve issues, and soliciting 

expertise and feedback from teachers.  I built on my prior experiences and relationships 

with teachers to also support social interactions in the game and on the Google 

Community; some discussions were promoted through the instructions for transitioning 

from one game scenario to the next.   

As teachers were tasked with taking steps to transition their students and the 

game environment to the upcoming scenario, this prompted more discussions and 

interactions in the game and on the Google Community.  As teachers began to allow 

interaction between and among their students in the later scenarios that required 

students to visit or enter other communities, it became increasingly important to 

support the online learning community’s discussions and encourage teacher 

collaboration both in the virtual learning environment, in the wiki pages where students 

shared their products of learning, and of course in the Google Community. 

 



Research into frameworks and models for learning and design cover a broad 

range of unique learning environments.  For our purposes, we were holding important 

pieces of the course in several locations or formats (online course website, Google 

Community, and virtual game environment).  Research by Makri, Papanikolaou, Tsakiri 

and Karkanis (2014) point out that Communities of Inquiry serve to support a learning 

environment that is characterized by collaboration and reflection (p. 185).  As learners 

interact they build new knowledge and gain experienced based on their examination of 

content.   

From the Learning by Design model, the researchers were able to design 

appropriate learning activities (tasks that were grounded in the teachers existing 

practice) that complemented the elements of the Communities of Inquiry model.  This 

particular research is relevant to our Givercraft project because of the unconventional 

nature of the experience (using MinecraftEdu).  In their study (Makri et al., 2014), the 

researchers viewed teachers as designers, who used utilized technology through 

individual or collaborative means in addition to their interactions with 

instructors.  While their research included both online and face to face interactions, it is 

still relevant as a framework for understanding how a hybrid of theories and 

frameworks can be blended to fit the unique characteristics of our course and the 

Givercraft experience.   

Makri et al. (2014) argue that using an e-learning design supports the growing 

theory and practice of flattened and open learning environments where learners are 

creating and sharing knowledge in a network or rather, a community not unlike our 

Givercraft experience.  By combining the strengths of both learning frameworks, a 



blended strategy was used to facilitate the e-learning experience and support a 

collaborative community of learners. 

From the beginning of the Givercraft experience, our instructor team has used 

different tools to assess the needs and interests of the teachers.  While several teachers 

had already expressed interest in returning to the project, we went ahead and created a 

registration form to collect important logistical information about their students and ask 

teachers about their expectations for student and personal takeaways from the 

project.  This data helped us revisit the content on our teacher training course site 

(http://survivalcraft15.weebly.com/) and to revise the training modules to meet the 

needs of the cohort.   

Of the eight (8) teachers who registered, all but one (1) teacher had previous 

experience using MinecraftEdu and in fact it was these teachers who had previously 

participated in the Givercraft project.  The individual teacher who reported not having 

any experience with MinecraftEdu eventually chose not to participate in Givercraft and 

one previous teacher was not able to procure computers for the students to 

use.  Another Givercraft team member also chose to participate with her own class and 

she had not previously participated in Givercraft and was inexperienced with using 

MinecraftEdu.  Her participation then served as the baseline for our content 

development; her questions helped us to provide the basic information needed for any 

teacher to begin implementing MinecraftEdu and we reasonably expected that other 

teachers would only benefit from a review of information and skills they had learned or 

used in previous experiences.   

Based on our review of the teacher expectations shared during enrollment, in our 

team discussions we chose to provide basic information about MinecraftEdu and the 



menu options, teacher tools, and gameplay commands on the course website and use 

synchronous training sessions in the game to demonstrate application of the 

information provided on the course site.   

In	  some	  instances	  during	  Givercraft,	  the	  absence	  of	  data	  also	  provided	  some	  

indications	  about	  what	  teachers	  may	  or	  may	  not	  need	  from	  us.	  	  After	  sending	  the	  course	  

site	  to	  teachers,	  we	  did	  not	  receive	  any	  requests	  for	  additional	  information	  or	  resources	  

related	  to	  using	  MinecraftEdu.	  	  We	  also	  did	  not	  get	  any	  questions	  about	  the	  unit	  plan	  and	  

the	  Givercraft	  teacher’s	  guide	  which	  was	  also	  a	  major	  component	  of	  the	  training	  website.	  	  	  

Another	  indicator	  was	  that	  only	  two	  (2)	  teachers	  attended	  our	  teacher	  game	  sessions	  in	  the	  

MinecraftEdu	  world,	  these	  teachers	  merely	  stopped by to check in on the session	  and	  to	  

see	  if	  there	  were	  teachers	  in	  the	  game.	  	  When	  they	  saw	  that	  it	  was	  only	  instructors,	  they	  

spent	  time	  exploring	  and	  then	  logged	  off	  shortly	  thereafter.	  	  	  

Another	  time	  that	  a	  teacher	  logged	  in	  to	  check	  on	  who	  had	  joined	  the	  session,	  it	  

proved	  to	  be	  a	  useful	  opportunity	  to discuss the technical issues and progress	  that	  had	  

been	  made	  in	  using	  the	  new	  client	  software;	  in	  this	  case,	  it	  was	  an	  unplanned	  but	  

significant	  opportunity	  for	  important	  dialogue	  to	  take	  place.	  	  The	  only	  teacher	  who	  spent	  

significant	  time	  in	  the	  game	  sessions	  was	  the	  member	  of	  our	  instructor	  team	  who	  was	  also	  

participating	  as	  a	  teacher;	  we	  used	  the	  game	  sessions	  to	  help	  her	  and	  her	  husband	  learn	  

how	  to	  use	  the	  game	  and	  sent	  them	  additional	  resources	  as	  needed	  throughout	  the	  

experience.	  

Despite the lack of expressed interest or apparent need for additional support in 

preparation for Givercraft, this did not necessarily mean that teachers were doing well 

and were familiar or confident in their ability to use MinecraftEdu commands and 



teacher tools.  The lack of discussion about the training website content could have also 

indicated that teachers were relying on their previous Givercraft experiences, perhaps 

they had not invested time in reviewing the course site, or maybe they were not at the 

stage of implementation and therefore did not have a context for dialogue about the 

training site content.   

Our team had a reasonable expectation that as the start date for Givercraft 

approached, we may see an increase in activity on the Google Community and in the 

MinecraftEdu gameworld.  This began to occur the week prior to Givercraft, as teacher 

began posting screenshots onto the Google Community of their progress in the training 

course objectives and teacher responsibilities.  Five (5) out of seven (7) teachers who 

participated in Givercraft completed their post-experience assessments.  In their 

reflections at the end of the experience, all teachers reported that they did in fact use 

the training site, the wiki pages or a similar tool for creating and sharing student 

products, the Google Community, email or chat communications with the instructor 

team, and recommended MinecraftEdu resources.   

Three (3) teachers reported using additional MinecraftEdu game sessions with 

their students to prepare for Givercraft, which was suggested as an optional activity to 

allow for a more seamless start on the first day of the experience. Teachers reported that 

the most significant challenge related to facilitating the game came from creating zones 

which was referenced but not demonstrated on the training site.  Since teachers did not 

attend the practice game sessions prior to the experience, there was limited time to offer 

assistance and they experienced considerable struggle in the days leading up to the first 

scenario, as they began learning and using teacher tools to create their class zones or 

communities.  



The Google Community was a significant tool as the primary venue for dialogue 

and focused discussions that all participating teachers and instructors could easily 

access.  This type of open environment to facilitate discussions was an important aspect 

of this Givercraft experience for teachers as they were encouraged to participate and 

regularly contribute their ideas, report issues, and collaborate with others to facilitate 

the experience for all students.  This became a particularly active forum as the 

experience went on and it was useful to have one location for all discussions to be shared 

rather than continuing to update the course training site.  In the future, that would be a 

good way to archive resources, however, the discussion in the Google Community 

became the main forum for dialogue during the course.    

By modeling the knowledge creation and sharing that was expected of students, 

as instructors, we were able to support them to demonstrate their own learning through 

similar actions: 

In starting out the preparations for Givercraft, we revived the Google Community 

and I posted a welcome message with a brief introduction of my previous experiences.  

Teachers began posting their own introductions (Teacher 1, Teacher 2, Teacher 3) and I 

made sure to comment and welcome each teacher into the community. 

I shared logistical information, announcements, articles or resources related to 

the course or using MinecraftEdu in the classroom.  I also posted reminders about our 

teacher practice sessions in the game each week leading up to the start of Givercraft. 

When teachers would post progress updates and questions, I would address their 

questions and reinforce responses by other teachers to encourage the dialogue and idea 



sharing between teachers.  Then teachers would also post screenshots or images of their 

own issues or progress, which was a good indicator that they were using skills that 

would be needed by students during Givercraft. 

As we neared the start of Givercraft, I frequently checked the game to see if 

teachers had created their zones.  I created a post with some instructions and 

considerations for creating zones to serve as a reminder for teachers who had not 

created a class community zone and to also provide some important tips that would save 

them time and ensure they provided the minimum elements needed for students to 

enter and begin using a community.  I created a Home Spawn area and posted 

screenshots so that teachers would be familiar with the area that their students would 

appear in when they logged into the game. 

When we began seeing teachers post screenshots and updates about their 

progress in the training site (Example 1, Example 2, Example 3), then we knew they 

were working on reviewing all the information provided and beginning to work on their 

checklist of teacher responsibilities. 

Sometimes teachers would start a topic or report an issue in one post and we 

would exchange dialogue to discuss solutions, then I would also post a screenshot, and 

continue the thread in a different post, as well as share additional resources.  By tagging 

these posts, it would send a notification to the teacher who posted the initial question 

but a new post would also show up for everyone to follow the conversation.  Screenshots 

and tagging members of the Community always ensures that everyone sees a visual 



along with the written description of help that was provided and members who are 

awaiting a response would be alerted. 

As the experience kicked off, I managed transitions between scenarios by posting 

instructions and relevant information prior at the end of one scenario and the beginning 

of the next one.  I regularly updated student resources on the Givercraft wikispaces site 

and posted a direct link so that teachers could quickly access relevant information to 

share with their students.  I also emphasized flexibility in pacing and directing their own 

students through the scenarios as needed.  With the constant flow of information, I 

found it necessary to pin a quick reference list of important links (teacher training site, 

wikispaces site, game settings information, class rosters, and the game schedule. 

  Examining the literature about the Quality Matters rubric was a good reminder 

for me that there are all these aspects of the course design that might not necessarily live 

on the training course site.  Future Givercraft teams would benefit from using the rubric 

on a much broader scale to evaluate all aspects of the course and to consider what tools 

and processes would make the experience seamless or at least maintain a flow of 

knowledge creation and sharing.  One teacher did report on her survey that there 

seemed to be more new technologies included in this Givercraft iteration compared to 

her previous experience.  This feedback only highlights the importance of considering 

the learner’s perspective as course design and learning activities are developed.   

In the unique training course model and experience that is Givercraft, the 

dialogue is almost more important as the content.  Even with a Quality Matters rubric it 

is impossible to accurately predict what teachers (learners) will need in the course and 



what their interests will be in directing their learning experiences.  There can however 

be a reasonable prediction of elements that are needed based on previous iterations of 

this experience.   

The tool or forum used for dialogue, in our case, the Google Community became 

the primary location for knowledge creation and sharing; the teacher reflections indicate 

that while the teacher training site provided the basic foundation for facilitating the 

Givercraft experience, the dialogue and interactions in the Google Community as well as 

the MinecraftEdu gameworld became a significant source of content creation over the 

course of the project.  Through this open forum, teachers were encouraged and 

supported to share their knowledge and understandings, demonstrate their skills, 

provide moral support, report issues, collaborate with one another, access resources and 

guidance for implementation of the unit plan, and to socialize with their peers and the 

instructors.  The Givercraft project continues to evolve and future iterations will benefit 

from the data collected and tools that have been used and shared as a result of this 

unique and interactive learning experience.  
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