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Section 1: General Information

	Project Lead Name:
	Francine Ryan 

	Co-Facilitators Names:
	          

	Title of project:
	Unlocking criminal law: evaluating a virtual courtroom simulation to enhance students’ learning of criminal law  

	Original title of project (if changed):
	          

	Project Number:
	          

	Report submission date: 
	12/09/2025    



Section 2: Summary
Answers to the following questions will be shared on the SCiLAB Centre intranet and the Scholarship Exchange. The summary should be written for those who know nothing about the project but are interested in scholarship of teaching and learning. Please explain any OU jargon or terminology.

Suggested word count: 300 to max 500 words in total.
	[bookmark: _Hlk14089948]Executive Summary 
· What were the aims of the project?
· What were your research question(s)?
· What were your key or main findings?
· What recommendations do you have for teaching and learning in the OU arising out of your project?
· What recommendations do you have for other higher education institutions?

	
The aim of this project was to develop an innovative virtual courtroom (VCR) simulation that incorporated interactive escape room challenges and quizzes to enhance Level 1 criminal law students’ understanding and application of key concepts. The project also sought to evaluate the effectiveness of the simulation in consolidating student learning and supporting engagement with criminal law.

Project Objectives
1. Simulation development: In partnership with the LDS Innovation Team, create an interactive simulation using the VCR’s explore mode to design an escape room-style challenge requiring students to solve problems and complete a quiz to test and consolidate their knowledge of criminal law.
2. Enhance student learning: Provide students with a practical and engaging opportunity to apply their knowledge and understanding of criminal law within the virtual courtroom.
3. Evaluate effectiveness: Gather student feedback through a survey to assess the simulation’s impact on knowledge, understanding,  and skills.

Key Findings
The findings suggest that a desktop VR simulation has significant potential to consolidate students’ understanding of criminal law and support the development of key skills, particularly legal reasoning. While some technical challenges were identified, students recognised the value of simulations in supporting their learning and expressed a desire for further simulations to be integrated into their study materials.

Recommendations
A number of recommendations have been made for the OU, including curriculum integration, student involvement in design, flexible formats, capitalising on the unique potential of the VCR, staff development, scalability and inclusivity, and the exploration of assessment opportunities. These recommendations also hold broader relevance across the higher education sector, where simulations can contribute to more engaging and professional context learning experiences.
 



Section 3: Full project Report
Please provide your final project report using either the boxes provided or in a separate document. 

Please follow the main headings as the primary guide to content, the bullets points are areas you might like to cover. Feel free to include other sections as you see fit. 

Remember that discretion may be required when dealing with any sensitive or potentially confidential material. We suggest speaking to either your Scholarship Lead or the Centre Director if you have any concerns. 

Total word count (depending on the size and complexity of the project): 1,500-4,000 words
	1. Methodology / Activities
· What was the methodology you used – both for collecting data and analysing it?
· What activities did you carry out (e.g. surveys, focus groups or interviews, other)? 

	The first task was to create the escape room simulation in partnership with LDS. This required academic time to design a criminal law simulation comprising of three activities, each taking place in a different part of the virtual courtroom. When they entered the courtroom, students were met by the court usher who directed them to the relevant room, and then students proceeded through three parts of the virtual courtroom to complete the challenges.
Activity 1: Meeting room 
Students were asked to determine whether the fictional defendant, Alex Taylor, was guilty of a crime. They analysed evidence and witness statements to assess whether both actus reus and mens rea were present. The room contained virtual “evidence” items, including CCTV footage, witness statements, text messages, and a definition of theft, which students examined to identify the relevant legal components.
Activity 2: Judge’s chambers 
Students searched for six objects related to cases and answered questions designed to test their knowledge of factual and legal causation.
Activity 3: Criminal courtroom 
Students applied the IRAC framework to determine whether the accused could rely on self-defence. They had to unlock each element of IRAC in sequence to work through the application of self-defence; successful completion provided them with a code to escape the room.
Once students had completed all three activities, they successfully ‘escaped’ the simulation. This exercise was designed to take between 45 minutes to 60 minutes to complete. 
SRPP and HREC approval was given. The simulation was designed and then piloted with a small number of students and adjustments made before the simulation was distributed to participants. Students were required to engage with the simulation before they completed the questionnaire. 30 students completed the simulation and survey. 
The survey collected both closed and open responses, resulting in quantitative and qualitative data- thematic analysis was used to analyse the qualitative data. 

	2. Literature review
· Please outline no more than 5 sources of literature relevant to your project.
· How does your scholarship and its findings relate to the existing literature?

	[bookmark: _Hlk185347519]Students learn in different ways and in different contexts; experiential learning provides new and innovative opportunities for students to apply their legal knowledge and develop their legal skills. The virtual courtroom offers an immersive and authentic environment that can augment the current learning experience (Jones et al., 2023).  By situating students in the virtual courtroom the project links theory and practice, enabling the students to engage more deeply with criminal law. As Kathrani (2020) suggests gamification is a powerful form of experiential learning and in this context, it allows students an opportunity to engage in innovative way to enhance their learning experience. Simulated experiences can incorporate a range of learning outcomes which can test a students’ problem solving, initiative, and determination and expand the opportunity for students to develop a range of skills such as reasoning, knowledge of the law, and persistence. 
Each challenge prompted students to apply their knowledge of criminal law to progress through the simulation.  It required students to answer questions, solve problems and acquire further information to allow them to progress through the experience. Dieck et al (2021) suggests that simulated experience can better engage students and make the development of knowledge and learning more enjoyable. The experience also mirrors real- world legal practice, where lawyers analyse and investigate cases, apply legal reasoning and use their knowledge of the law to develop strategies to deliver the best outcome for clients. The experience required students to complete a series of challenges by applying of the law with clear objectives such as completing a task in a set amount of time. Simulated experiences can foster deeper learning as the virtual reality environment enhances both the authenticity and realism of the experience. Previous research indicates that immersive and non-immersive VR has the potential to improve students’ interest and engagement with the subject (Sanmartin and Niemi, 2023). 

	3. Findings
· What are your main findings?  What evidence supports these findings?  
· Are there any examples of good practice you can share?
· Has your project generated any unanticipated outcomes or unexpected opportunities and how have you taken account of these?

	Goals of the project 

The key goals were to evaluate whether a simulation can: 
· Consolidate legal knowledge: through problem solving and decision-making challenges, students will apply criminal law concepts to strengthen their understanding. 
· Develop legal skills: the simulation will test students’ problem-solving abilities, initiative, determination and legal reasoning which are essential skills for study and practice. 
· Enhance engagement: the gamified escape room format offers an innovative and hopefully more enjoyable learning experience. 
The themes constructed from the data analysis are set out below: 
Theme 1: Learning outcomes: knowledge of criminal law  	
· 70% of students said the simulation moderately to considerably consolidated their understanding of criminal law with an additional 23% of students saying it slightly consolidated their understanding and only 2% of students saying not at all, with one student commenting “they already had a good understanding of criminal law”. 
· 45% of students said that it helped them understand an aspect of criminal law that they had previously found difficult. 48% of students said the simulation did not help them understand an aspect of criminal law that they had previously found difficult. One student said that “the unique style of learning definitely felt more stimulating, which allowed for a better intake of knowledge.” 
The findings suggest that the placement of the simulation is important, one student commented “I think these would be good for the end of the unit re-caps to help summarise the main points of the unit and ensure solid understanding.”   
Theme 2: Skills development 
Students were asked to rate whether the simulation helped them develop legal skills: problem solving, legal reasoning, imitative and determination. 
· 24% of students said it did not help them improve their problem-solving skills, whereas 55% of students said it moderately or considerably helped and 17% said it slightly helped. 
· 17% of students said it did not help them improve their legal reasoning, compared with 48% said it considerably or significantly helped, 24% said it moderately helped and 10% said it slightly helped. 
· 24% of students said it did not help them improve initiative, 35% said it significantly or considerably helped, 24% said it moderately helped and 17% said it slightly helped. 
· 24% of students said it did not help them improve determination, 42% said it significantly or considerably helped, 24% said it moderately helped and 10% said it slightly helped. 
When asked in the free text question the most valuable skill eight students out of twenty-three who commented identified legal reasoning. 
Theme 3: Engagement and immersion  
· 21% of students said it was less enjoyable and 17% said it was slightly less enjoyable compared with other types of online learning materials. 10% equated it as the same level of enjoyment with other types of online learning materials.  52% said it was slightly more or much more enjoyable. 
Some of the reasons that appeared to impact on the students’ enjoyability of the simulation were linked to the technical issues identified later in the findings. The findings also suggest that the design of the activities needs to be carefully considered; one student commented “too much time working out how to move between rooms and endlessly moving around to find clues or rooms found in pretty annoying after a while” and another said, “the simulation was too long winded.” 
Another student said “The simulation is far more than engaging than simply reading e-textbooks or watching explanatory videos. It appeals to the adventurous mind, encouraging users to find the correct answer in order to progress to the next question.” Another student commented “I found the VCR to be a great way of interactively testing the students’ knowledge of criminal law and liked that it took the student through the procedural journey of the courtroom.” 
· 86% of students said the challenge of the tasks was just right. 
One student commented “it was a good test of my recollection of some topics I have studied” but another student felt more challenge could be built in “I think the simulation was good but some of the answers felt repetitive. It felt like the cases and principles were given and then the answers were very similar to what you had just been told. I would have found the questions more helpful if they had been slightly more complex or not as easily worded to give the answer.”  
· 24% students said it was not an engaging or immersive way of learning. 34% said it was somewhat engaging and immersive and 41% said it was an engaging and immersive way of learning. 
One student commented that “this alternative learning style will be a great addition to for testing students’ knowledge on this area of law”, another one said “this approach fosters the application of legal reasoning skills and helps users retain key concepts more effectively than traditional methods” and another one said “I felt more engaged with the interactive method as opposed to when revising from notes or re-reading the textbooks” as discussed earlier a student suggested that “a few additions could make it much more enjoyable.”   
Theme 4: Challenges and barriers 
· The simulation involved the students walking around the virtual courtroom, respondents mentioned that the walking speed of the avatar was too slow noting “that the walking to each area is time consuming” one suggestion to address this was “the avatar could jump from room to room”.  
· Students identified other technical issues with the simulation that impacted on their experience, including problems with the controls, the ability to select answers, absence of a go back button, glitches, navigating the avatar and the graphics. It is very useful that these issues have been identified because it suggests further testing would be necessary before this type of simulation was offered more widely to students. 
Theme 5: Opportunities 
· 71% of students said they would like to see more simulations incorporated into law modules, and 21% said maybe. 
Students who said ‘maybe’ were asked comment further, they said, “don’t make it slow and annoying” another said, “it needed a smoother experience to enjoy it more” and “the concept is good, but it needs refining more.”  
· Students identified other types of simulations they would find useful, including participating in a legal clinic, interviewing clients, taking on legal roles, how to approach IRAC questions, different levels of challenges covering more areas of law, taking on the role of juror, teaching court procedure, engaging in a trial, advocacy, a police room simulation, and law puzzles for legal principles. 
Theme 6: Assessment 
Students were asked whether they would prefer a simulation-based activity over a traditional essay or problem question.  
· 48% said both options should be available, 28% said no they would want to retain traditional assessments, 10% said they would prefer a simulation and 14% were not sure. 
One student commented “that the simulation was fun and has a lot of potential. However, my opinion is that traditional assessments are too valuable to be removed”  four out of the twelve students that provided additional comments suggested that there should be choice, but noted that students might not be able to “develop the same level of skills required for their legal journey”, this simulation “doesn’t probe comprehension criminal enough compared with traditional assessments” and  “if you could choose, if you preferred the assessment, that would be good, I enjoy the essay style assessments but doing some simulation based assessments would be fun.” 
Theme 7: Future developments 
There was a free text box comment for students to add any additional comments, 11 students responded, one student said “I did not like taking part in this simulation found it very frustrating and didn’t learn anything” one student made a suggestion for improvement including “the font size was quite small, and I hope the screen resolution can be improved. I also wish the character would move faster” another said it refreshed their knowledge “I didn’t really learn anything that I haven’t studied before. It was more like a reminder” and another suggested it would be useful to “get a better understanding about the job legal professionals are doing”. Seven other students commented positively “my overall experience was amazing,” “I am extremely impressed with the simulation and the hardwork that went into creating it,” “very fun and fresh idea, please carry on pursuing it,” “this is a great opportunity for CLE, a step closer to real world engagement,” “really enjoyed this,” “it is a very good concept” and “simulations could be a fantastic addition to our materials”  
Limitations 
30 students participated in the simulation and completed the survey; therefore, the results cannot be generalised across all law students, but they do suggest the potential of simulations to complement and enhance the learning experience for students. 


	4. Discussion and recommendations
· For the OU
· For HE more generally

	Desk-top simulations have the potential to offer immersive, interactive environments that can help learners practice and develop skills and consolidate their knowledge in a safe and supportive environment. The findings suggest there is potential for simulations to support the development of skills and for students to consolidate their knowledge and understanding of legal concepts. Although the findings highlight some technical issues that need to be addressed, before simulations can be offered more widely, the students who participated in this simulation recognised the benefits of including them in the law curriculum. Running simulations on desktop computers is scalable and allows for repeated practice. Simulations can be tailored to specific learning objectives and can be adapted to suit different students’ abilities and could be integrated into the curriculum to complement our existing materials. The type of simulation will determine the level of support students require to complete it. A simulation designed as an end of block activity to consolidate learning may require less support, whereas a more complex simulation would require students to be supported and scaffolded throughout the experience.   

There are several challenges; designing an effective simulation takes time, requires iteration and gives rise to issues of capacity and workload. Designing a simulation requires a significant amount of work, particularly in determining the types of activities, where they should be located and how they should be structured. Developing a simulation requires academic, and LDS time and should also involve students in the process.  

Recommendations for the OU 
· Curriculum integration: Desktop VR simulations allow students to actively explore and learn by doing in an environment that replicate real-world scenario. Given the benefits for students’ learning the Law School should explore how these activities can be incorporated into the curriculum to complement existing materials. 
· Student involvement:  Students should be engaged in the design, iteration and testing of desk-top VR simulations to ensure relevance, usability and accessibility. 
· Flexible formats: While this simulation contained three activities covering actus reus and mens rea, causation and self-defence, it may also be valuable to create smaller ‘bite size’ simulations focusing on one activity or create several activities from which students have the option to choose. 
· Capitalising on the VCR: The VCR is unique, and the Law School should consider how to capitalise on this USP to enhance student experience and strengthen learning.
· Assessment potential: Simulations could be explored as part of formative assessment particularly at the early stages of study, to help students consolidate legal knowledge in applied contexts. 
· Scalability and inclusivity: Larger scale pilots should be undertaken to evaluate scalability and ensure simulations are accessible and inclusive for students with different needs and technology proficiency. 
· Staff development: Academics should be supported through collaborations with LDS colleagues to design and embed simulations into their modules. 
Recommendations for HE 
Other institutions are already exploring the use of simulations within legal education, and there is significant scope for cross-university collaboration to share expertise and develop good practice. While the recommendations outlined for the OU are context-specific and focus on the online learning environment, they also have broader relevance across the sector.

	5. [bookmark: _Hlk164939310]Impact
· Student experience: In what ways has your project impacted on student learning or contributed to increasing student success i.e. completion and continuation, employability, etc?
· Teaching: how will your findings and recommendations change teaching practices within the OU? What has been the impact of your project outside the OU?
· Strategic change and learning design: What impact has your work had on your Unit’s or the University’s policies and practices?
· Recommendations: What elements of your project could be used in other modules or programmes? What practices would you recommend others try?
· Any other impact (for example, attitudinal, cultural or increased capacity)
· Have you secured any additional funding for this project?
· What impact do you hope it might have in the future?

	The findings suggest that simulations can consolidate students’ learning and help them develop skills. Incorporating VR technologies aligns with constructivist pedagogy where students are active participants in the development of knowledge and have agency over their learning (Sanmartin and Niemi, 2023). This has a positive impact on students’ learning and contributes to increasing student success. The findings suggest that students would value the development of additional simulations, and this research provides evidence to support exploring how they might be incorporated into our teaching. Simulations within the VCR allows us to combine the development of legal knowledge with experiential pedagogies enabling students to learn in an immersive and realistic environment (Sanmartin and Niemi, 2023). Given these benefits, it is suggested that simulations should be integrated more widely into teaching practice, as they can enhance engagement, deepen learning and prepare students for professional contexts. 

This research was a collaboration with LDS, demonstrating how learning designers and academics can partner to co-design simulations, which in turn, positively impact the learning design process. This collaboration creates opportunities to develop more engaging and dynamic learning materials which has the potential to enhance the online learning experience.  The Faculty Teaching and Learning plan recommends exploring VR simulations within the curriculum and this research supports the development of further simulations that can be tested and potentially embedded into teaching and learning. The findings from this research potentially support the development of simulations across FBL. 

Furthermore, there is potential to explore how simulations might form part of assessment, particularly at Level 1 where they may help address some of the challenges posed by GenAI. This requires further investigation to assess both the potential benefits and risks, simulations may not be appropriate for all students. Careful consideration is therefore required to determine whether simulations could form part of a broader assessment strategy.  

	6. Dissemination
· How have you informed key stakeholders, e.g., ALs, module teams, students on affected modules, Boards of Study, PVC-Students, OU Students Association, etc about your project and its findings? (please outline in the box below)
· Please complete the table below with details on the dissemination activities you suggested in your application form and your plan for implementing them (update as needed)

	This report will be discussed with the Teaching Director and AD for Learning and Teaching to consider how the recommendations can be taken forward. 

	Date 
	Activity
	By whom

	September 2025
	SCiLAB Report 
	Francine Ryan 

	December 2025 
	Blog post 
	Francine Ryan 

	March 2026 
	Presentation to LEGEND (legal education workshop)
	Francine Ryan 
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· List bibliographic details of any key literature and existing/previous research that you referred to
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	8. Appendices
· Please complete Appendix A below.


	9. Other appendices
· Please provide a list of any other appendices in the box below, and either attach them to this report or provide in a separate file. 
· If providing as separate files, clearly name them ‘[project number]_Appendix B’ etc and submit in electronic form together with your final report.

	







Section 4: Submission and next steps 
Please answer the questions below giving details of activity or why the activity has not yet been completed.

	I have sent a blog about the project to SCiLAB.
	Not Yet

	Comment:
	

	A presentation has been made at a SCiLAB or other OU event.
	Not Yet

	Comment:
	

	Any external outputs for this project have been tagged on ORO (contact library-research-support@open.ac.uk for support if needed).

See ‘What can I deposit on ORO’: Open Research Online FAQs | Library Research Support
	Not Yet


	Comment:
	

	Link(s):
	



Please indicate below where you are happy for us to share your project.
	· I am/We are happy for project details to be shared on the SCiLAB intranet (internal) 
	Yes


	· I am/We are happy for project details to be shared on the SCiLAB website (external) 
	Yes

	· I am/We are happy for the project summary document to be shared on the SCiLAB intranet (internal) 
	 Yes

	· I/We commit to communicating details of any publications that result from this SCiLAB-funded project with SCiLAB
	 Yes

	· I will acknowledge SCiLAB in all publications by using the following wording: This project was funded and supported by The Open University’s Centre for Scholarship and Innovation in the Faculty of Business and Law (FBL) Project Reference Number XXXXXXXXXXX
	 Yes

	· I am happy for my full project report to be shared publicly, outside of the OU on the Scholarship Exchange? 
	Yes

	· To encourage the future dissemination and impact of your findings, SCiLAB would like to share information about your project with the Media Affairs team, as well as the internal and external policy teams as your project progresses. If your work is being considered for external use, the relevant teams will engage with you directly. Please indicate below if you are happy for us to share information about your project/future findings to the relevant teams:

	· Media affairs
	 Yes

	· Internal Policy
	 Yes

	· External policy
	 Yes



Now that you have completed your final project report, please consider writing it up for inclusion in publications, for example professional journals published by Advance HE or Open Learning. You may also wish to review this list of journals, prepared for SCiLAB by IET, containing specific recommendations relevant to Business and Law: List of journals for SCiLAB 2024.
Remember that you will need to adhere to their submission guidelines, you will find more details on their websites. 

If you need further funding or support to enable you to publish, please let us know via FBL-Scholarship@open.ac.uk. 

Please also let us know if you are planning to submit or have had any publications accepted, if you give any presentations or are published elsewhere, so that we can publicise your scholarship work.


	Project lead signature:
	Project lead name:
	Date:

	
	Francine Ryan 
	17/09/2025



	SCiLAB Director’s signature:
	SCiLAB Director’s name:
	Date:

	
	
	




Please return your completed form or written report to FBL-Scholarship@open.ac.uk no later than 31st August 2025. 



Appendix A

	Project staff

	Number of academic, academic-related staff who contributed to the project
	Francine Ryan 
Jon-Paul Knight 
Jamie Daniels 
Mischa Allen 

	Number of days spent working on the project for all staff involved, including the project lead(s)
	20 days 

	Number of ALs and number of days contribution to the project
	
0

	Number of students involved as co-researchers/co-collaborators on the project and any student incentives provided
	0

	Student survey data (if applicable)

	Number of students surveyed
	1100

	Number of student respondents
	30

	Student interview data (if applicable)

	Number of students interviewed
	n/a

	Student focus group data (if applicable) 

	Number of students involved either as interviewers or interviewees
	n/a


	AL survey data (if applicable)

	Number of ALs surveyed
	n/a

	Number of AL respondents
	n/a

	AL interview data (if applicable)

	Number of ALs interviewed
	n/a

	AL focus group data (if applicable)

	Number of ALs involved either as interviewers or interviewees
	n/a
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