How to Implement the Free Rice Web Game into Your Class

http://freerice.com
by Prof. Joe Bisz

Description: Free Rice is a free, simple yet addictive, level-based learning game. The main feature game is a vocabulary quiz but there are also subject-specific quizzes under the “Subjects” heading for Art, Chemistry, Geography, Math, foreign-language learning, and grammar. Since better answers results in a higher level and score, I have found that students become highly competitive with themselves, striving to figure out each question or even to help each other. For every question successfully answered, the website donates 10 grains of rice to the United Nations World Food Program. (Yes, this is for real.)

Setup: Every student will need a computer, unless you are doing the Two-Team Competition method; then you simply need one computer and one presentation screen. Also, create a handout with the relevant scoring/directions information from this sheet and distribute it to them. The handout makes the in-class game exercise feel more structured.

First, you need to pick one of three ways to play: 

1) TWO-TEAM CLASS COMPETITION

Divide the classroom into two teams, with a “leader” for each team who is in charge of giving you the final answer. Open up two Free Rice webpages on your teacher’s presentation screen. Minimize one page, and start asking the first team the questions on screen. When they get a question wrong (or after a set amount of questions, like 10), minimize their screen, open the other screen, and start the process with the second team. They are competing to see who can get the most points and the highest level!

2) SMALL GROUP COMPETITION

Organize the class into groups, three students per computer. They are working together to get the most points and the highest level by competing against all other groups.

3) INDIVIDUAL COMPETITION

As they play the game, have them write down “three answers that they learned today which you didn’t already know.” Also, they must write down their “levels” halfway through class, and at the end of class. If you use this game on multiple days, you should have them compare to their “end scores” from previous class days to see if they are improving… tell them they must beat their old score! 

End-of-Day: At the end of the class day: click on “Totals,” and make them feel good by showing them how they’ve contributed to the daily highest score (for everyone in the world playing that day), and compare that score to the entire month. Don’t forget to remind them that they’re helping to end world hunger!

RECOMMENDED PEDAGOGICAL PRE-EXERCISES

Free Rice is fun enough as-is. But I believe its teaching benefits are enhanced by pre-exercises. The selected exercise should demonstrate some set of rules that helps them perform better in the game. 

For example, in an English class, you can ask the students to look at a list of word roots, such as those at http://academic.cuesta.edu/acasupp/AS/506.HTM . After reviewing a few examples, keep them active by having them “write down three roots and three prefixes you didn’t already know.” Then, as they play Free Rice and discover strange new words, tell them to peek at the full list of word roots and try to decipher what the right answer in the game might be!

FREE RICE PEDAGOGICAL BENEFITS

Obviously, students gain knowledge by studying discipline-specific content. But there are some other not-so-obvious benefits that are quite helpful to their overall education as learners:

It teaches how to use learning aids such as dictionaries/textbooks. How often will a student look up a word he doesn’t recognize when reading a book? But with the immediate reward gratification of a game, many students will feel more encouraged to use their study aids (in the example of the English class, a list of word roots).

It teaches them how to teach each other. The natural competitive atmosphere created by a groups setup means that students will desire to teach each other, especially in the gentler-paced “small groups” setting. Knowing how to teach a subject is, of course, the best way to learn the subject.

It teaches them to appreciate lectures and learning exercises. They see the immediate application of any pre-exercise you do… to do better in the GAME! In fact, to create motivation for your pre-exercise or lecture, you might consider overviewing the game first with a few sample questions and answers that you present to them, then teaching the pre-exercise, then breaking the class into groups for the full game session. Ideally, even when you’re not following up a lecture or discussion with a game (or a test!), some of their motivation will transfer over.

FOR ENGLISH TEACHERS- SOME GENERAL OBSERVATIONS 

Grammar Level 5, the highest and most difficult level, is possible for an ENG 095 student to attain, but it is hard for them to stay at this level (which is perfect; they are always challenged.) I haven’t seen any of them maintain a vocabulary level higher than 35 (out of 60), and this English professor could not maintain higher than 45!

