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Introduction
The ELMET project and methodology
The ELMET project applies the methodology of the educational Escape Rooms (ER) to support upskilling of adults
from disadvantaged or at-risk groups in a motivating and engaging way.
The project aims at equipping continuous vocational education and training (C-VET) practitioners with practical
skills and resources to design their own educational Escape Rooms.
An escape room is a physical adventure game in which players are ‘locked’ in a room and have to use elements of
the room to solve a series of puzzles and escape within a set time limit. The games are physical versions of “escape
the room” video games. Games are set in a variety of fictional locations, such as prison cells, dungeons and space
stations, and are popular as team building exercises.

In the educational Escape Rooms, this concept is used to create a motivating and engaging learning experience
for a specific target group of learners. What differentiates the educational from leisure escape rooms, is the
explicit focus on learning goals, which are integrated in the overall design, concept, content and experience. The
goals might vary from building and demonstrating specific competencies, to boosting transversal skills, such as
team building, communication, time management, critical thinking and creativity.
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Educational escape rooms can be applied in diverse areas of studies, to different subjects, in various settings and
in many different approaches – individually or in a group; online and offline; as a classroom experience or home
assignment and can be modified by the trainer depending on the learning objectives.
This is a balance between enjoyment and learning, through a number of challenges which have to be solved within
the allotted time. Escape Rooms include the following gamification elements: progress, autonomy, feedback,
narrative, etc. (Cordero, 2018).
An important part of the process is the debrief session, which allows participants to reflect on their experience
and performance. Unlike the traditional (commercial) escape rooms, the educational ones are not that demanding
in terms of equipment, location and budget.

Objectives of the Guide
This Guide aims to support you as teachers in all the steps of the process:
●

To introduce you the stages of an educational Escape game development and the role of the trainer in
them;

●

To help you find out the potential this method provides and how you can adapt it in your classroom;

●

To equip you with the necessary knowledge, skills and resources to design your Educational Escape
Rooms.

Creating a good Educational Escape Room is not easy, as it requires the right combination of fun and playability
coupled with the intended learning outcomes embedded in a way that is seamless and does not detract from the
game play (School Break, 2021).

Phases of Educational Escape Room development
There is no one single formula for designing Educational Escape Rooms. The framework used in the ELMET
Training course, comprises of the following 4 stages according to the different roles the teaches play in the
development of the Escape Room:
●

In the Design phase you act as a developer of the whole learning journey for the participants – you
put the learning objectives according to the target group’s needs, create the storyline, puzzles and
props and design the location.

●

In the Implementation phase you act in an organizational role and put in place a set of rules and
checklists, in order to ensure the smooth delivery with the participants.

●

In the Facilitation phase, you act as a Game Master who welcomes participants and monitors the way
players approach the challenges and helps them with hints

●

In the Evaluation phase, you act as a teacher. Your role is to conduct a fruitful feedback session with
the participants about their overall experience and collect feedback on what went well and what needs
to be improved. The debrief includes a run through the challenges and tasks and a discussion about
the learning outcomes.
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Phase 1. DESIGN
Step 1. Identify learners’ needs
The first step of designing your own Educational Escape Room is to think about your target group of learners, to
identify their learning needs and challenges and to formulate what exactly you want to achieve.
●

An important step in the Participants area is to consider the Demographics and educational needs of the
players.

●

Time is another relevant step, since it sets a time limit for the players, but it also sets boundaries for the
developers.

●

Additionally, the level of Difficulty must be determined in order to measure the difficulty of puzzles for
different audiences.

●

Mode - The Mode of an Escape Room regulates whether the players will work together in a cooperative
based environment, or they will compete against each other in a competitive based environment. In a
cooperative environment, the players work together to solve puzzles. In a competitive environment, each
player tries to be the first to solve a puzzle and escape a room.

●

Number - Finally, choosing the number of players that will participate in the specific Escape Room.

The questions “Who is the target audience of this experience?” is important for the designer to collect data
concerning the players in such an environment. The trainer has to answer some questions: What type of group
is it? Is it composed of people that have similar needs or is it a mixed group? How many are they? What is the
age range? What is their background?
As education designers, it is vital to put yourselves in the shoes of the different people you are addressing with
the escape games.
Empathy is crucial to a human-centered design process. Use the Empathy Map exercise in the Annex. Conduct
focus groups, talk to other teachers, monitor the assessment results/ grades, in order to find out what is
particularly challenging for your target group and why; what their learning gaps are; what are their preferred
topics and interests. All this can help you design a unique learning experience.

Consider inviting learners as co-designers in the process
It is highly recommended that you involve your target group in the design process and in the evaluation in order
to create an experience that corresponds to their interests, needs and expectations. Later on, you can organize
several sprints of testing - when the story is ready, when you have the puzzles and props, and when you have the
completed escape room, followed by the necessary iterations.
The design of an Escape Room means to establish who it’s aimed at. It can be a project for a concrete group of
students, for a whole class, or even an integral formative action. The report “Innovative education and educating
for innovation: the power of digital technologies and skills” (OECD 2016) underlines that “Educational gaming
includes collaborative project-based learning experiences where students themselves become game designers
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and content producers. Constructing educational games seems to increase deep learning more than just using
existing games.”
Supported by your students, you will have the chance to create a learner-centered experience, and at the same
time, you can level up their skills. As they immerse themselves in the process of researching for information,
discussing methodology, competences and outcomes, drawing scenarios, developing challenges, puzzles and
helping you furnish and equip the layout.
Once the information is compiled, you need to establish a list of the specific needs that need to be addressed for
the escape room.

Step 2. Design according to the learners
The objectives of an escape room can fall into various categories. Think carefully about what the purpose of the
experience is and how the game might be shaped as a result. What are you trying to achieve with the session?
How do you measure the progress of the participants? Set specific indicators/ descriptors of the competences
which learners would be expected to demonstrate as a result of this experience.
Formulate clearly your SMART goals. Developing the learning objectives of an Educational Escape Room during
the design process will ensure the games purpose and usefulness. These objectives can be worked into the theme,
its puzzles and mode to help structure the learning plan. Creating tangible learning objectives allows you to
evaluate your players learning experience, learning achievements and iteratively re-design if needed at a later
date.
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The activity should be adjusted to the characteristics of the students (age, evolutionary, cognitive and emotional
development). The objectives to be achieved should also be considered. For example, if the subject is
mathematics, the challenges will be mathematical within their educational level and age group. If you wish, the
difficulty can be progressively increased, starting with simple challenges that gradually increase in difficulty. The
modality can also vary (more cooperative, more competitive...).
●

User Type: Consider your intended players/users. The premise of this step is that staff may have different
needs/expectations than students (learning objectives). Age and backgrounds can influence your
decisions in making the game. For example, Media staff and students may be put off from lots of math’sbased questions, whereas mathematicians may be put off by physical challenges. Use your initiative and
make sure you consider your players to create truly enjoyable experiences.

●

Time: How long do you want your experience to take? Do you want a quick session to run no longer than
15 minutes or something that is more complex that could span hours, days, or even weeks? Setting this
early will allow you to judge just how many/how complex your puzzles should be. You don’t want to design
the next ‘DaVinci Code’ if the experience will only last 15 minutes.

●

Difficulty: This is where consideration of your intended users should play a part. You might want to scale
the difficulty of puzzles for different levels of players such as college students, undergrads, post grads,
PhD students and staff. Alternatively, you could create a series of experiences and label the difficulty as
easy, medium, hard and extreme mode, and allow your players to pick and choose what they would like
to try. This approach also gives users an added level of control over their play.

●

Stand-alone/Nested: Is your experience a one-off session or part of a larger, nested experience that can
run across months or a year? Nested experiences give a great opportunity to allow people to feel like they
are working towards something greater but present challenges such as maintaining player engagement
across the wider game.

●

Instructions/Manuals: Good experiences have clear, set instructions and rules. This is a good time to make
a note of anything you don’t want your players to touch or to explain the nuances of your session.
Integrating this with your theme can help to set the backstory of your experience. Do the players require
extra instructions whilst playing? If so, think about additional ‘manuals’ that can be made up to look like
game props.

●

Mode: This refers to how the room is to be experienced, for example some video games have a timed
versus normal play option. You might want a cooperation mode where players work together to solve the
problems, or perhaps a competitive mode whereby the winner is the first player to figure out and meet
the objectives. This could depend on both the time, and user type amongst other variables.

●

Solo/Multi-Disciplinary: Will your experience be created to solve problems specific to one discipline, or
will they be cross-disciplinary? It can sometimes be valuable to bring students together from different
fields to explore problems from different viewpoints.

●

Soft Skills: Interactive live-action games are great tools for helping to develop soft skills such as
communication and leadership. How will you challenge your players to develop these in your experience?
One method may be to run the experience across multiple rooms, with the answers split between them.
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The only way to solve this kind of game is for players to communicate their surroundings to the other
room and vice versa.
●

Improve subject knowledge - address different curriculum areas depending on a range of different
discipline areas or subjects and strengthen specific Skills.

Use the Planning Your Escape Room in the Annex to design your own escape room.

Step 3. Describe the storyline
Having a thematic thread which runs throughout the game not only makes the game more enjoyable, but also
immerses players into the scenario more fully. A strong theme can make or break the ‘fun factor’ of an escape
room challenge.
Generally, the escape rooms have two basic modes - the traditional escape mode where participants have to get
out of the locked room in a set time, and the mystery mode, when they have to solve a challenge within the given
time.
Depending on your game design there are a range of different themes and topics:
●

Adventures (pirate, ancient civilizations, bank robbery)

●

Detective stories, crime investigation, mysteries
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●

Sci-fi (mad scientist, pandemic, space, etc.)

●

Spy / Cold War

●

Prison break

●

Magical and fairytale

●

Horror (vampires, zombies, ghosts, serial killers, etc.)

●

Comedy and many more.

9

Narrative Design:
The theme which you choose needs to have a compelling story. Good story telling translates into an immersive
environment with happy players. There should be a common thread running through the activity. This will make
it easier for students to engage with the activity. For example, solving hieroglyphs to get out of a pyramid in Egypt.
Avoid sensitive topics which could be considered inappropriate and bad-taste, such as tragic events, bomb attacks,
wars, racial conflicts, serial killers, missing people, etc.
One of the objectives will always be to foster communication skills, so cooperation and information sharing should
be at the heart of the whole activity. For example, a good activity would be for the different groups to solve their
challenges until, at the end, they have to join forces to complete the final objective.
The storyline is a concise and attractive summary of the plot, made to intrigue the participants. You can place it
in your promotional materials and website and provide it to players before they enter the room. It can look like
this:
Example of a storyline from Houdini’ Secret Room
The 150-year-old house that belonged to the most famous illusionist Houdini is now a museum. You decide to
go there and learn some of his greatest tricks and illusions. Walking around, your curiosity leads you to a secret
room, one in which no one has set foot for over a century. As you enter the room, the door slams shut, leaving
you locked inside while the walls start closing in slowly.
On the table is Houdini’s testimony, which says:
“You are the chosen one who managed to enter this secret room. Whoever finds a way to break out of it will
have the privilege of becoming my heir.”
The key, which unlocks the door, is hidden somewhere in the room. However, in order to find it, you must solve
some challenges first. Houdini left you a pencil, glue and scissors, along with six different cards, which will help
you solve the challenges ahead. If you want to get out of this room, you need to get inside the mind of the
greatest illusionist and start thinking like him.
Can you escape and become the next Houdini?
You have 60 minutes before the walls crush you, so you better hurry up—the clock is ticking!
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Step 4. Develop an engaging narrative
The symbolic framework around which the story is created is the one that will facilitate the emotional contact of
the student with the formative experience. It is of utmost importance to transform the escape room into a real
active learning experience.
Maintaining and increasing the engagement of students towards the activity will also require a good story. As a
trainer, you consider the interests of your students, since joining interests with the story script will be key to the
achievement of the final aim that is intended with the learning process.
A good story will depend on the involvement of students in the game/learning process: whether they are
knowledge generators or mere recipients. This would be an example of transition from passive learning formulas
to active learning modalities.
How could the narrative be successfully integrated into the game? Consider that a coherent narrative can
significantly add to the players’ enjoyment of the game. Bear in mind the age of your learners to choose the most
suitable narrative for them (for instance, in high school students might prefer a horror story, while this will not be
suitable for children).
Some examples of narrative that can be used in an immersive experience such as the educational escape room
can be:
●

Getting the vaccine formula to end the pandemic.

●

Finding clues to solve a murder that occurred at the training center.

●

Facing an extraterrestrial attack on a mission on Mars.

Remember that the escape rooms are designed around a story which will give meaning to the elements that you
introduce in the form of clues or challenges.
Granting the players an active role is a key design strategy behind creating an engaging escape game. Creating an
escape game that is focused on the player experience and the story, which uses challenges and locks to convey
the narrative, can motivate learners to enlarge their knowledge and to reflect upon how the learning connects to
their lives.

The Hero’s Journey
The Hero’s Journey is a definition of stages that helps stories which can be applied to any narrative, from their
own perspective. The stages of The Hero’s Journey are 12:
1. The Ordinary World - Allows understanding the background and context of the hero.
2. The Call to Adventure - It announces that a challenge or quest must be undertaken.
3. Refuse of the Call - The hero faces fear and insecurity derived from the call to adventure.
4. Meeting the Mentor - The mentor conveys the hero's confidence, insight, advice, training, or superpowers
to overcome fear.
5. Crossing the Threshold - When the hero has finally committed to the adventure and goes to the Special
World of the adventure.
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6. Tests, Allies and Enemies - The hero encounters tests, allies and enemies during the journey that enable the
understanding of the Special World.
7. Approach to the Inmost Cave - At this stage, the hero approaches the heart of the journey.
8. The ordeal - Represents the central life-or-death crisis, where the hero faces the greatest fears and
challenges.
9. The Reward - The hero has succeeded in overcoming the challenge posed at the ordeal.
10. The Road Back - Implies the way back to the Ordinary World the hero comes from.
11. The Resurrection - At this stage is evidenced that the hero is able to apply all the learning retrieved from
the journey.
12. Return with the Elixir - The final reward of The Hero’s Journey.

Sequences of the Escape Room
It is important to have a system to check the game-flow of the room, the puzzles and their order, and the key
objects that the players need to interact with. A simple way to do this is by creating a "room map". Escape rooms
can have a predefined sequence (sequential game) or a more flexible one (open puzzle sequence), or even hybrid
solutions with more paths (Nicholson, 2016).
Flowchart example, created by Menelaos Lambis, CIP Citizens In Power
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Step 5. Design the puzzles and challenges
Puzzles and riddles make your experience interesting and are ultimately what these experiences are about. When
setting puzzles make sure you refer back to the learning objectives which you set for the experience. They should
reflect the overall goals of the session.
According to Nicholson (2015), the puzzles must mainly reflect the objectives that the game wants to achieve by
the completion of the game. They must be followed with clear instructions to ensure the players’ safety and fun,
and they must also be accompanied with hints, in case the players get stuck.
It is also important to find puzzles that match your storyline. For e.g. If your storyline is about “Escape from the
Dracula castle”, you should use some old-school puzzles (like paper, locks, chains, scissors, keys, text mirroring,
invisible inks, wooden boxes, etc.). It won’t be suitable to use smart phones, internet, digital watches and other
modern technology. That’s like mixing two different styles. Old-school puzzles can be even more interesting than
using apps and other tech.
Choose challenging, yet solvable puzzles and props, which are intriguing and well-thought to create a unique and
memorable experience. Adapt the level, content, type and the number of puzzles to your target group of learners’
objectives.
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The escape rooms are suitable for different types of users because they use diversity of tasks which involve
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2015):
●

Kinesthetic: searching for clues, moving objects, bending, crawling, jumping, using strength or dexterity,
knots

●

Linguistic – finding words, solving riddles, crosswords,

●

Natural: knowing and using the laws of nature

●

Mathematical: logic problems, puzzles cyphers, Rubic cubes, chess, matchstick games, etc.

●

Spacial (using maps, orienting oneself in mazes, laser mazes)

●

Interpersonal (communicate with others), etc.

Don’t forget that these games are all about the experience, not just the puzzles! When you are all done with
setting the clues and the puzzles, sprinkle in more fun! You already feel like the greatest Game Master ever,
because you’ve already figured out all these challenges and you connected them into an amazing escape room!

Number and difficulty
The number of quizzes depends on the difficulty, but usually, in a 60-minute room, players have to solve 10-15
puzzles (with an average of 5 minute per puzzle).
There are different levels of mental challenge, which should be indicated:
• Low – Suitable for children and newcomers, with an average completion rate over 60%
• Medium - The completion rate is about 50%
• Hard - For advanced players, in which the completion rate is the lowest.
Puzzles are meant to be solved in the first place, so there should be a balance between challenge and fun. Include
various puzzles in each level (space): searching, logic, physically active, cooperative... Start with a simpler puzzle
and then move into more difficult, as players grow in confidence and familiarity.
Provide enough clues and space. There should be at least 2 clues for the team to work on at any given time. Also,
it's important to test all puzzles in advance. The players will follow the logic and pattern that the designer has used
while creating them, so they should work flawlessly.
Check out the Do-It Yourself section in the Annex to design your own escape room challenges and puzzles.
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Step 6. Ensure the escape room equipment
Physical and technical props
“Props” (from property) are moveable items used on stage in a performance - scenery, costumes and electrical
equipment. Escape rooms can contain various props, which create the atmosphere of the place and allow all secret
mechanisms, special effects and puzzles to function.
In more elaborate commercial rooms, one can find various physical props, which make a compelling ambience,
inviting the players to take their roles as actors in a play. Beware of participants who are ready to try anything to
win the game. Physical props include:
●

Decoration: costumes, curtains, wallpapers, furniture, etc.

●

Halloween decoration: false blood, skulls, pirate, laboratory and witchcraft items, etc.

●

All visible physical props (secret doors, cipher wheels, buttons, switches, decoration elements) and
playable items (puzzles, boxes, clues, codes, locks, lamps, cards, magnifying glasses, compasses, etc.) have
to be well-chosen and linked to the topic. For example, having white tiles doesn't fit in a pirate ship, nor
using smartphones in a Harry Potter room.

Technical props such as lighting, video and sound effects contribute to creating an immersive and memorable
experience. The downside is that as with all technology, you run the risk of things going wrong or breaking.
Proceed with caution and ensure rigorous testing with these elements. When they work, get ready to see happy
players. When they don’t the opposite is true.
The technical props include:
●

All the equipment used by the players – computers, phones, internet, tools, screens / multimedia, VR and
augmented reality, GPS, face recognition, scanning, etc.

●

Audio players and accessories: speakers, two-way radios, noise makers, as well as the soundtracks and
sounds (whispers, screams, talking, music, scratches, sighs, breathing) create an emotional background,
which relates to the main theme of the room. It is different in adventures, horrors, mysteries and science
fiction stories. In some cases, music may also convey messages and codes indicating a new phase or quest
in the game. In the ELMET YouTube channel you will find free license playlists and 1-hour thematic tracks,
which only need attribution.

●

Another element of the escape rooms is light and visual effects: lasers, lightnings, using Morse code with
flashlights, etc. You can also use LEDs, use black light and torches. Ensure lighter space in a laboratory for
example, if players are required to do some experiments, or at the investigator’s bureau, where clues
have to be explored in detail. The lights should be focused on the specific spots, hiding and revealing hints,
as required in the scenario.

●

Different technical props such as mechanical puzzles and gadgets with hidden locks, secret doors, traps,
motion detectors, talking heads, haunted dolls, sensors, pneumatic and vibrating mechanisms, magnets,
etc. They are not only nicely looking, but should be properly installed into furniture and props.
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These sophisticated items are the most expensive part of the equipment. If you are not an engineer yourself or
part of an engineering team, you can skip them in your educational escape room, and focus on creating an
engaging atmosphere based on the story and the challenges.
Equipment list
The equipment list contains all the necessary items, puzzles, challenges and downloads you need to set the room.
As you will create your own scenario and puzzles, you will need to make your own equipment list, like the example
below.
Example of Equipment list from the ready to use Coronavirus escape room by Legacy Escape Box
1. Downloads
Print out the following downloads from www.legacyescapebox.com
• Opening letter (you’ll give this to the participants in the opening scene of your escape room)
• 2nd letter from Dr. Noel Sumk and rainbow blocks (print and put blocks together and put in the escape room)
• Cipher wheel (print, cut, and put together before the escape room starts)
2. items needed
• The printouts for the Corona Virus Escape Room from legacyescapebox.com
• 2 boxes (small is fine) to put stuff in. Boxes should be able to be locked.
• 2 locks to lock those 2 boxes with. Locks need to be 4 digits numerical
• A phone to make a phone call from • A laptop or smartphone or something that can access a website
• 1” inch cubes (quantity 7) wooden blocks or dice or something similar
• A book that you can write in pencil onto a page. Erase it later, you’ll be ok.
• Transparency film/paper or microscope slides (quantity 3) or something similar to write on

Step 7. Design the space
People visit escape rooms seeking entertainment, change, variety, an unusual experience, something out of the
ordinary. The contrast with the mundane daily routine brings a deeper level of emotional involvement and
immersion.
For the educational escape room choose a location in your organization, which is convenient, and easily accessible
by learners, so that looking for it doesn’t turn into a challenge itself. Make sure there is enough space for the
players to comfortably move around.
The physical location plays an essential role for the success of the escape room. Education institutions can take
advantage of their facilities: classrooms and science labs, medical wards and operation rooms, libraries / reading
rooms, corridors and staircases, gyms and playground area; café / canteen, halls, dormitories, storages, etc. You
can also adapt an abandoned old building, school bus or other unusual facility which is not used. Although they
might need repairing, they immediately create an immersive atmosphere and can be easily adapted to the theme
you have chosen.
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Attention! Don’t play the game in an environment where players may get injured. They are your responsibility
(we waive all responsibility for injury…). Wherever possible, make the environment as realistic as you can. Again,
this helps to immerse players into the experience.

16
Space design is crucial to ensure an immersive and exciting experience. The whole setting should be consistent
with the story – the layout, furniture, decoration and inventory should be relevant and authentic. Nothing should
feel out-of-space.
Escape rooms can be of different sizes. Although we speak about an “escape room”, it actually includes several
spaces / zones. Each of them is related to a different stage/ level of the game, creating new emotions, an
increasing complexity and continuation of the story.
Choose the space you will need. It will take place in the best possible environment, always within the possibilities
of the educational centers. Physical support is important, and all the necessary objects will be used, from
computers to, why not, virtual reality glasses.
Room map

Define the sequence of the escape room that participants will take. Write down each step, note down materials
needed, tools and messages that must be in the right place and the estimated time for each step. Write it down
as if someone else had to prepare it. If you are going to use your escape room with several groups in a row this
list will serve to restart the room so you can play again.

16

GUIDE FOR DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION, FACILITATION
AND EVALUATION OF EDUCATIONAL ESCAPE ROOMS
Furniture
Escape room furniture should fit into the selected theme and create a unique environment into the game, so
players are transported into a different world.
Start from the key elements of the furniture you need to create an atmosphere in the room, arranged according
to your story. For example: bookshelves, a chair, a desk with a drawer, a bed, etc.
Then list the specific equipment you will need – such as a computer, a phone, or other specific inventory according
to the topic. For example – in a nurse escape room, in a detective story, and in a breakout, you will need two
completely different sets of items.
Room layout example from the Nursing Escape Room by the University of Kansas Health System

In some more physical rooms people can jump, lift objects, or for example, climb a bookshelf or a table. If you
want to prevent this, you should make the furniture “unclimbable”, place something, which prohibits the players
from climbing.

Decoration elements
Decoration is an important part of the room design that helps you create a memorable, more vivid and immersive
ambience. The different elements such as maps, photos, pictures, carpets, curtains, etc. can serve for hiding clues
or act as clues themselves. In order to create a credible environment, make sure you have chosen elements which
are temporarily correct, look authentic, culturally adequate and thematically consistent with the story.
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Search for books, movies, TV shows, pictures and games within the theme (location, historical period, etc.) you’ve
chosen for your room. Drawing can also help visualize the space, the atmosphere, and the style. Make a list of key
elements and items (inventory), related to the chosen genre and storyline.
Red herrings
Clear out the space where the game will take place to avoid red herrings. These are false clues or pieces of
information which are misleading or distracting. For example - pictures, buttons, books, boxes, vases or other
decoration items might look as if they hide a message, while in fact they don’t. All objects that are not part of the
game shouldn’t be in the room, as players will lose time to make sense out of them. If there are such items that
you can’t take out, you can lock them in a specific cabinet and decorate it in some way or put a label “not part of
the game”. Be sure to inform players in advance about these signs, so that they don’t try to force open them.
The room should not be overcrowded with details. Something extra that can be useful in an Escape Room
experience is the red herrings. Red herrings are equipment which is not important for any puzzle, but they can be
a contribution to the room’s decorations. Be careful with such elements which might be mistaken for real clues!
They should be kept to a minimum, in order not to confuse players and distract them. If you leave a lot of false
clues, the players will get lost in space and time. Imagine leaving 20 books on the shelf and none of them is part
of the game. Players will start checking every one of the books until it becomes so boring for them. Eventually,
they will lose interest in the game, and instead of being super fun, your game will become exhausting and
monotonous.
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Phase 2. IMPLEMENTATION
Step 8. Test your room
By this point you should have developed a theme and a story around the content you want to teach, a set of
puzzles, and a series of props. The next step is to deliver the experience.
Once the escape room is ready, you need to put it in implementation. Test the room and check if everything works
as planned and within the time scope. Invite a pilot group of students and make the necessary changes.
The first thing to do before delivering the experience to the cohort you wish to teach is to test the experience with
people who have not been part of the design process. This should help to iron out any problems and allow for a
smoother event on the day.
The evaluation is conducted by the designers to calculate the difficulty of the puzzles, the length of the game and
the usefulness of the hints. This process aims to ensure that your objectives in the game have been achieved.
Important! It is highly recommended that you start testing as early as possible, in order to collect feedback in an
early stage of development and be able to easily adapt the necessary elements, and avoid a complete remake of
the whole game. You can organize several sprints of testing - when the story is ready, when you have the puzzles
and props, and when you have the completed escape room, followed by the necessary iterations.
Use the received feedback to improve the learning experience of the target group.

Step 9. Promote the room
When you are happy with the results, you can promote the room across your target group. Print some invitations/
posters or leaflets, publish the information on the website and media channels of your invitation to the
organization, ask your colleagues to also spread the word. You can also shoot a short teaser, based on catching
the interest of your potential visitors.
Involve the staff to support the operation of the room – you might need the help of your colleagues (librarian,
other teachers as consultants, technician to put in place some of the props, or even some “actors” for specific
parts of the scenario.

Step 10. Set up and operate the room
To ensure the proper functioning of the escape room, you have to think of the following technical and
administrative tasks:
●

Prepare the room, set the equipment, keep the space clean and friendly

●

Keep the safety protocols and ensure that guests are acting appropriately

●

Play the media (video, sounds, additional effects);

●

Reset the room after completion

●

Serve as a point of contact with the learners, be responsible for booking, and record-keeping.
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In a commercial escape room, this is done by one staff member, the Game Master. In an educational setting these
tasks can be split among several staff members.
A preparation time (approx. 20 minutes) and reset time (approx. 10 minutes) is necessary at the beginning and
end of the game to install and then store all the equipment. The room organization and clue distribution plan can
help the Game Master in the carrying out of these steps.
List of necessary materials
These include the printable materials, playable items needed in the game – including clues, puzzles, equipment,
props,
decoration
items
(needed
to
hide
something
or
as
clues
themselves).
We recommend that you have a separate folder on your computer for each part of the scenario with all necessary
printouts – for example: notes, leaflets, cards, letters, messages, etc.
If you use a certain type of document in several copies containing different parts of the clues, or appearing in the
different steps, you need to name it for yourself – for example, CV1, CV 2, CV 3. Or if you use several different
types of locks and keys, you can use different colors for them, combined with a label on them, so that you can
easily find them.

Example of materials needed in the ELMET escape room game:
(The order is the order the items appear during the game)
Additional materials and props you need to set the scene:
Depending on your scenario, this can be different kind of items, such as
● Playable items which participants will need to solve the puzzles – laptops, books, lockers, torches,
boxes and containers, clues, maps, mirrors, etc.
● Non-playable items, such as decoration – chairs, sofas, libraries and cabinets, pictures, curtains, lamps,
etc. – they have a role in can be used to hide the clues and
● A locked box
● A smartphone
● One 4-digit lock
● One 6-digit lock
Material you will have to load on the laptop:
● Email 3.1
● CV 3.2.1 & CV 3.2.2
● The
following
link
as
a
shortcut
on
the
desktop
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1_Ku6lUDf822WibQu84EDoGJHBEnORqAr?usp=sharing
● QR3.2.3 & QR3.2.4
● Newsletter 3.3
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Another example:
Example from Cold War escape room by Legacy Escape Box
These 6 downloads which you’ll print and cut out for your escape room. Also a 7th download which is the
Setup Directions which you can read and/or printout.
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Intro letter
Intro letter viewfinder
Cipher 0 to 9 - (must print it, cut it into approximately 1 inch strips similar to a “shredder” that can be
puzzled back together)
Chess code / chess piece symbols / typewriter code - print out and follow directions
How to set up a chess board - print out and place in the escape room. It details how to set up a chess
board, as well as the grid of A1, C7, etc for each chess piece on the board at set-up.
Flags - you can cut these out and use them as your flag cards in the escape room.
DIRECTIONS for the moderator: download the PDF which explains background, setup, walk-through,
and flow of play.

●

A couple of small boxes which need to be locked

●

1-word lock

●

1 number lock with 4 digits

●

Chess board, complete with all 32 pieces

●

Phone for outgoing call (cell phone, Alexa, etc)

●

Atlas (or other method for people to identify countries with specific flags)

●

A book of your choice. I like using a themed book, like a chess book, or something by Russian author
Leo Tolstoy.

●

Useful: keyboard (can be typewriter or computer) upon which you will create a transparent overlay

●

Useful: another box or two than can be locked with code or keys (to hide chess pieces / phone)

Make a list of all the tasks you have to perform. The longer and more detailed a list is, the better, as there are so
many things you will need to pay attention to. You can list the tasks into two columns – regular tasks and
immediate, which you have to handle right before the start of each session. The regular tasks can be prepared
hours or even days before the guests come to your escape party (like locking the boxes with clues and hiding the
key in the book). But some of the puzzles have to be done right before the guests arrive. For example, setting the
Morse light code has to be 5 min before the game starts, because otherwise the cell phone battery won’t last a
whole hour.
Make sure all the details of the game are included in your checklist, if you want to minimize the possibilities of
forgetting something.
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Tips for the room operator
●

To avoid any unpleasant surprises, it is recommended to always recount the material at the end of each
session and to check the status of the session. It is possible that players may have written in the notebook,
on certain game media or that they have kept clues in their pockets.

●

It is highly recommended to have a copy of all printable materials (lists, puzzles, hints, etc.), as well as of
all playable items, in case something is accidently broken or lost.

●

You can take advantage of all equipment and interior items you already have in hand (desks, hangers,
laptops, containers, boxes, cabinets, hangers, etc) and customize them, instead of buying new ones for
the game. Adapt your scenario according to what you can find easily.

●

All clues have been designed to be printed in colour. in A4, by choosing the parameter "Actual size" so that
all elements are clearly seen.

●

The documents can be laminated to guarantee their lifespan between escape game sessions. However,
the rendering will be less realistic.

●

Attention, when you install the game zone: make sure you put in the reset list the location of every clue!
This will allow you to follow the progress of the participants during their game and give them the right
clues.

●

Be aware that repeated interruptions may compromise the immersion of the players.

●

Players should not have to move heavy loads, it is possible to use light pieces of furniture, trolleys, pouffes,
small chairs, fabric…

Reset list
After the room is ready, use the flowchart with all listed steps to put down detailed step-by-step guidelines. It
should describe how each specific location looks like when the players enter, how to set the props and puzzles,
what materials and clues should be placed, and when you have to do it.
A re-set sheet is a list of all puzzles/riddles and intractable objectives within your experience that need to be
checked over to ensure they are in the correct state before the next group. There is nothing more frustrating than
getting half-way through an experience to find something is broken or a puzzle not reset!
During the reset, you have to start from the last step - open the final box / puzzle, put the final message or award
in it, then lock it and put the key and the code in the previous step. So, you are going to need the flowchart and
the description of the game play, but describe the steps backwards.
Use a stopwatch to check how quickly you can set the scene. It should usually take you not more than 20 minutes
for the whole room.
After each session, you have to make sure all materials, props and puzzles are returned in their initial position, so
that the next group can find them as you have planned. For this reason, you need a detailed checklist to ensure
you haven’t missed anything.
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Reset list example from the Cold War by Legacy Escape box
a. Place diamonds in the final box. Put the number lock on the final box.
b. Place the flag cards in a box. Lock with word lock. i. How to make the flag cards: Use transparent card
sleeves. A normal deck of cards using the numbers 2 through 9 goes on the opposite side of flag cards.
This means that the flag card shows the opposite of the numbered card, each side showing through
the transparent card sleeve.
c. Put the shredded cipher (0-9) in a clean trash can.
d. Hide the chess cipher (A1 = , C7 = etc) in the room. I like hiding under something like a candle or book
or coaster or something else simple.
e. Keep the 10 chess pieces with symbols taped to the underside set aside. Set up the remainder of the
chess board as noted in the image. You are keeping the spaces open where the hidden chess pieces
should be placed by the participants. Hide the 10 chess pieces in the room, noting where they are
hidden. The pieces can be hidden in groups or in singles.
f. Place a typewriter or keyboard in the room.
g. Hide the typewriter transparent overlay in the room. Hiding in a large manila envelope works well. -To make a transparent overlay, put a transparency on a keyboard and trace the letter key layouts (just
where the keys are, not the alphabetical letters on the keys) with a Sharpie marker directly onto the
transparency. Then write the alphabet backwards on the transparency, right to left, from bottom to
top, which represents the code. This means write an A where the last letter (M) would be, write B
where the N is, C where the B is, D where the V is, E where the C is, F where the X is, and so on, all the
way to the last letters, ending by writing a Z where the Q on the keyboard would be.
h. Place the chosen book in an obvious place in the room, maybe near the typewriter on a main table or
desk.
i. Place an atlas (or other way for people to identify countries with flags) in the room if necessary.
j. Place the “How to set up a chess board document” in the room
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Phase 3. FACILITATION
The Game Master
In this phase the teacher/ trainer plays the role of the Game Master – a Master of Ceremony who hosts the room
and has several responsibilities:
The Game Master works with the players to ensure that they have a good experience with the game. The escape
rooms put the participants under some degree of pressure, which is why a Game Master is so important when it
comes to organizing, monitoring, and directing them.
●

Welcome the players and immerse them in the atmosphere of their mission before the game;

●

Explaining how the escape room works

●

Keep the time;

●

Monitor the game closely in order to provide participants with hints, reminders and advices;

●

Debrief with the players after the game is over.

Step 11. Prepare the welcoming and game rules
The welcoming takes place upon the participants’ entrance in the room. As a Game Master, welcome the players.
introduce yourself and explain your role – to be there in case participants need some help or are lost in the game.
Then explain in general the learning goals of the room, the theme and the story of the game.
Before starting the game as a Game Master, you have to ask participants if they have already played an escape
game and if not, explain to them the purpose and mechanisms of escape games.
Introduce them to the safety guidelines – for example: the doors will stay open if anyone needs to go, but time
will not stop; there is a panic button / ring in case you need me; etc.

Rules
Setting rules in an Escape Room ensures that the experience will be fun to everyone and the participants will stay
safe throughout the entire Escape Room Experience.
Rules are also needed in order to guarantee that the participants in the room will remain motivated.
These are examples of common rules you can adapt and provide to participants:
● Players are responsible for their own safety.
●

No running in the room.

●

If at any time you feel scared or panicked, let the game-master know.

●

No personal items are allowed in the room.

●

No cell phones. All the equipment you need has been provided for you. We don’t want to spoil the
experience.
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●

Anything with a label “not part of the game” is not for use by players.

●

Each clue is used only once.

●

No clue is hidden high up, so there is no need to climb furniture.

●

Remember to explain to the other players what you are doing and listen to each other.

●

Don't hesitate to divide up the tasks.

●

Do not force items to open; in case it feels like it could break, do not try harder.

●

You can get no more than 3 hints.

●

Items can only be used once.

●

Players can take bathroom breaks, but the clock won’t be paused.

●

Do not remove/take anything from the room.

●

You have 60 minutes to complete the tasks and escape the room. Have fun!

The rules must be kept simple and clear in order to avoid misunderstandings. A hard copy of the rules is good to
be provided to the participants.
To monitor the team’s progress for safety reasons and to check whether players follow the rules, the Game Master
or other staff members can be present in the room. If this is the case, include it in the rules and alert players if the
Game Master will play a role or keep silent.

Example of Rules of the room from the Nurse Escape Room
Welcome to the Escape Room! Please keep the following rules in mind:
1. You have 45/ 60 minutes to escape.
2. If you need to exit at any time, feel free to. However, the clock will not stop.
3. When you unlock an item, please place the lock in the designated bucket.
4. There will be a moderator present. This moderator will not talk. They will only communicate with you by
writing.
5. You can ask your moderator for three free clues. Every clue you ask for after the three will cost one additional
minute added to the final time.
6. Please do not force open items. If you try to force things, you will break them.
7. Remember to be efficient but accurate.
9. Everything you need, you will find in the room.
10. No cell phones!
11. Good luck and have fun!
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Briefing to the game
The brief should be carried out before players enter the room(s). A good way to frame the brief is to make it
thematic to the experience, for example, if your theme is spy based then you could deliver the brief in the form
of a top-secret document. The brief should always include the amount of time players have to complete the
experience. It should also set any specific rules (i.e. You can touch this but don’t touch the fire alarm etc.) as well
as any specific technical knowledge the teams may need to complete the experience.
In many escape rooms, you can have an intro letter or a message recorder on media, that will help the players
dive into the story and engage them in the first challenge.
Make sure everything is clear for all the participants. Check if they still have some questions and explain about the
game. Remind them they have exactly 45/ 60 minutes and when they confirm everything is clear, wish them luck,
and open the door to the escape room.

Step 12. Prepare the materials to support the players in the course of the
game
Playing through the experience is the fun part. Your players by now will know the rules (set out in the debrief) and
can be left to their own devices for the allotted time limit. You may wish to set up some cameras in the room and
record the actions of the players. In our experience this can prove entertaining for both the players and the gamemaster.

The role of Game Master during the game
There are different approaches to support the experience of the learners during the game - from staying aside to
play an active role in the game and each of them has its pros and cons.
●

If you want to leave the space for the players to fully immerse themselves in the learning experience, you
can choose to stay outside of the game place. However, you will need an equipped administrator room
with monitors, cameras (or interrogation window), microphones, etc.

●

A second option is to stay in the room, but keep at a distance from the group in order to provide enough
space for them to evolve independently. The benefits include: having more immediate impressions on
each players’ strengths, weaknesses and progress in the game. However, some participants may be
tempted to ask for clues or judge the reactions of the Game Master. For this reason, in some escape
rooms, the participants are informed that there will be a facilitator in the room, who will not talk, but only
write messages with hints (see example below).

●

The third option is to involve the Game Master with a role in the scenario, to further enhance the
immersion. Game Masters will then have the “full right” to stay in the room and give subtle hints that
don't disrupt the experience. However, you need a Game Master with good acting skills, otherwise it can
become awkward for players. Choose the way which works best for you.
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According to Nicholson (2015), either the Game Master or any other staff member of the facility must monitor
the team’s progression for safety reasons and to check whether players follow the rules. This monitoring takes
place in the same room as the gameplay.
Usually, staff members of the facility can adopt a role that is mentioned in the narrative of the game. Such a role
can be a witness in a murder, for example. These kinds of roles are used to keep the players immersed in the game
narrative.

Providing hints
The Game Master has to know the tiniest details of the game and pay full attention to the progress, in order to
notice when players need help and provide the right hints at the right time.
As a Game Master, make sure you have played the game yourself many times as a player, so that you have a full
and complete knowledge of each phase and each puzzle. This will help you experience the game in the shoes of
the learners and maybe notice some details you could improve. For this, you can use the empathy map even at
the design stage, and repeat it as you progress in the development of the game, as well as when completing it,
making iterations, that would perfect the game experience.
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During the piloting of the game, you will be able to see the points, where players usually get confused or stuck.
For each of these tricky points, put up a list of short hints, riddles and questions, which you can use to help the
participants guess where to look up or how to find the answer, instead of telling the answer itself. This way you
will keep the intrigue and participants won’t feel robbed.
The proper hints contain the right level of information to gently nudge the team in the right direction and vague
enough to not steal the joy of satisfaction when they eventually solve the puzzle. The hint could be an atypical
object or behaviour, something missing, out of order.
For example:
●

“Most people forget to delete their trash folder.”

●

“Clive has an impeccable style, isn’t he?” will direct the attention of the players to Clive’s photo and
wardrobe, where a shabby jeans jacket is out of place.””

●

George is always on time; this is something Olivia likes.

●

“Smartphones have some very useful applications. You can scan codes that provide useful information.

●

“A person’s general image on Social Media is important and we have to be very careful about what we
post in there.”

As a Game Master, you can decide to slip useful clues into the narrative before locking the room, to boost their
interest and check if they pay attention to details.
During the implementation, focus entirely on what happens in the room. Pay attention to how participants
interact, how they approach the puzzles, if they repeat the same mistakes for example, disregarding a very
prominent clue just before them or placing incorrect parts of a puzzle, etc. Provide reminders if you see they have
spent too much time on a task.
There is no rule for how many hints you should give. Each group is different and the Game Master should assess
what is appropriate. You may find it particularly difficult as a Game Master to resist providing the tips immediately
and spoil the Aha moment. Remember that people really want to find the answers on their own, and the smallest
nudge or question might point them in the right direction. Don’t give away the answers. Allow participants a few
minutes to realize what is wrong and fix it. If you see this takes too long, provide some hints to help them out of
the situation, before the frustration spoils the whole experience.
If you are planning to stay outside the room and you will be monitoring the players on a screen, you can:
●

deliver the hints through the sound system

●

playing a song with specific keywords (for example – “Diamonds”, “Ticket” or “Circus”);

●

sending messages on the phone / email,

●

slip a note under the door

●

If you are going to stay in the room during the whole play, you can play a specific character according to
the topic, so as not to break the immersion of the players.
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End of the game
At the end of the game, If the participants have escaped within the allotted time, give them a moment to celebrate
their victory and congratulate them. You can say something like:
“Congratulations, you did a great job and you managed to escape the room! You collected all the clues quickly,
you applied logical thinking and put together the information to solve the first task. Although … was a hard task/
puzzle, you helped each other, you showed good knowledge and managed to solve the tasks on time. You can be
proud of yourself.”
Or if they didn’t manage, welcome them at the door and say a few encouraging words you were so close!
“Good game! Unfortunately, you did not manage to complete your mission on time and you are trapped. You were
so close! All you had to do was... You started … Then you did correctly … but then … took more time. The … part
was challenging. You showed good …. and I am sure that you can definitely do better next time!”
Then you can continue with debriefing. – “Let’s take a seat for a while to hear your thoughts…”

Phase 4. EVALUATION
The debrief is an important part of the learning process, as it facilitates a feedback discussion about the experience
of the players. It helps understand if the training objectives have been achieved, i.e. whether the methods used
were effective from an educational perspective, which particular aspects of the game experience work well and
which need to be improved.

Step 13. Help participants reflect on their experience and collect feedback
At this stage you can go back to the puzzles that were not solved and explain to them the process that needed to
be followed. Go through the missions and discuss the tasks, materials, puzzles and clues. Check what has been
particularly engaging and most challenging. Answer the questions learners may have about the logic of the games
or the specific knowledge they might lack. Pay attention to any comments that have been unclear or vague to
them. Ask the players how this experience can help them move forward with their studies.
You can use the Debriefing Questions in the Annex.
Use the feedback to adjust your approach, methods, or teaching content if needed. Get back to the beginning and
check what you aimed for when you started developing the educational escape room. What were the positive
changes that you expected to bring? Have these outcomes been achieved?
Keep a record of your iterations in the game, so you know which of them have worked out and which didn’t
contribute.
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Step 14. Share your experience
Frequently Asked Questions:
●

How much time was given to complete the Escape Room?
For example: You can start in the classical mode – 60 minutes and if you see that most groups can complete
the tasks easily within this time scope, you can shorten the time to 45 minutes, as in most educational
escape rooms.

●

How many clues did you give each group?
For example: The number of clues each group needs depends on the group. We give three free clues. Any
additional clues add one minute to their final time.

●

How can we keep the cost down?
For example: Get creative to keep the cost down. For example, instead of using safes, you can use other
items you could lock and come up with the tackle box, makeup bag and backpack, toolbox, etc. You can
buy any kind of lock. Make sure it can withstand multiple uses and will not break. You can use expired
supplies or ask for supplies from your vendors. When all else fails, make your own.

●

What is the ideal group size?
For example: The ideal group size is four to eight participants, but you need to take into consideration the
covid restrictions.

●

What barriers did you run into?
For example:
1. Puzzles. Designing attractive challenges and puzzles that at the same time correspond to the
learning objectives, in a way that there is a balance between learning and fun.
2. Space. Finding a room big enough but not too big, and then making sure it was available was a
challenge.
3. Staff. Once you have the room built, it only takes two people to run it. You could really do it with
one, but the reset might take a little while.

●

How long does it take to reset the room?
For example: Depending on how complex your room is, it may take from 10 to 20 minutes to reset the
room. Print out several copies of the reset list, laminate them and use a dry-erase marker to check the
steps.

●

Did you anticipate any problems? If so, what did you do to mitigate them?
For example: Yes, it is good to have a backup plan for every scenario. Prepare a bag with extras (signs,
batteries, locks, etc.), just in case anything is broken or missing.
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Annex
Empathy Map

31

Empathy is crucial to a human-centered design process. As education designers, you need to put yourselves in the
shoes of the target group you are addressing with the escape games. The empathy map is an easy and useful tool
that captures and visualizes what a member of your target group might say, think, feel and do.

Empathy maps are most useful at the beginning of the design process. They need to be based on user research
and observations, which help reveal users’ needs and challenges. Thus, the designers and educators can act from
users’ point of view and suggest the most adequate approaches, content and experience. The map can also be
revised as new data becomes available throughout the design process.
The only materials needed are large sheets of paper or a whiteboard, colored sticky notes, and markers. You can
sketch your map or print the Empathy Map Canvas. This is a representation of the user, created by Dave Gray,
who originally called it The Big Head Exercise.
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The Empathy maps is divided in sections, which include the following questions you need to answer:
1. Who is your target user? Think of the learner, who you design your escape room for, you want to understand
and empathize with. Summarize their situation, needs and challenges. If you address multiple users, each one will
need their own map.
2. What is your goal? What do you want the learners to be able to do? What does success look like? What kind of
change do you want to bring? How will the user look, what will they feel or do differently?
3. What do they see? What does their daily life look like? Imagine the people, the activities, the experiences in
their environment. What do they watch, read, what kind of information they encounter?
4. What do they do and say? What are their behaviors and how do they act? What is their attitude and what do
they say? This may change depending on where they are and who they are with. Note how their behavior has
changed recently or changes in a public versus private setting.
5. What do they hear? What do learners hear and what influences them? Think about family, friends, colleagues,
teachers, media and experts, who may impact their attitudes and thinking.
6. What do they think and feel? What matters to the learners? What might be their positive and negative
thoughts? What makes them feel good or bad? What goals and dreams do learners have? What do they aim at?
Here, you can use any research data and quotes, or imagine being in their head. What does success and failure
look like? What kind of frustrations, challenges and obstacles stand in their way?
When all the sections are complete, take a moment to reflect on the Empathy Map that you have created. Think
how your perspective about your target users has changed, what new ideas, conclusions and insights has this
exercise brought.
Take a photo or create an online version of the map, that you can refer to at any time, during your design process,
in order not to lose sight of who you are creating your escape room for.

Planning your escape room
●

User Type: Who are your intended players/users. Refer to the Empathy Map and describe their specific
needs, experience, thoughts, behaviour, beliefs, objectives, etc. you want to address or change in the
game.

●

What type of escape game do you plan? Is it stand-alone/nested? Cooperative/ competitive? Solo or
Multi-Disciplinary?
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●

Learning objective: What competencies (knowledge, skills, attitude) do you want the learners to develop?
What specific areas of the curriculum do you want learners to address? Think also of the soft skills you
want to foster.

●

Difficulty: Scale the difficulty of puzzles for different levels of players such as college students, undergrads,
post grads, PhD students and staff.

●

Time: How long will the escape room experience take?

●

Instructions/Manuals for learners - list what do you want them to do and not to do and they need to
know to complete the game.

Do-It-Yourself Ideas
Apart from buying ready to use kits and puzzles, you can easily create them, using ready-to-use free printouts and
numerous ideas. Most of them require:
●

commonplace objects – room furniture (cabinets, drawers), wall pictures, clock, mirror

●

different types of boxes, containers and locks

●

materials – paper, scissors, photos, maps and pins, magnets, matchboxes, torches, pens, ropes, chains,
etc.

●

playing objects - cards, dices, jigsaw puzzles, matchsticks, chess, mazes and other interesting props that
you can use as a decoy

●

cyphers

There are many inspiration sources (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and ELMET YouTube channel)
Examples of Physicality and Items in an Escape Room from the Legacy Escape Box
●
●

●
●
●

●
●

Red laser string. Hang up the string in various angles and points across an entry way or room
to represent a laser which triggers the attendees having to start over.
Retrieve a key. Use a magnet and/or string to retrieve an important item, like a key. Put the
item behind bars or in a tough location like a bottle, grate, or another hard to reach
area. - Disclaimer: Be safe, and don’t put the item in an electricity filled area or anywhere
which might cause danger to a person, home, or anything else.
Use a marked off area. Don’t walk on certain areas which represent a detection area or mine.
Knocking down / shooting. Use a nerf gun to shoot something (most likely in a zombie
scenario)!
Move something with a string hanging from the ceiling. Attach something heavier to a hanging
string in order to swing it over and grab something else. Or you can use it to connect two people
in different areas (think jail cell), and this method is used to share items / notes etc.
Bomb in suitcase.
Using a scale to measure the weight of physical objects then create a code from that. Make a
math puzzle where certain items have a letter or number taped to them. Then the items have
to weigh a certain amount, and that is the order of the code.
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●

●

Move larger pieces. Sometimes a larger piece like a lever could reveal a new room or area
(hidden bookshelf space, anyone?). A cardboard box can be hidden over the entry to a
fireplace. Once the correct code is pushed, you can remove it, revealing something cool, or this
can simply be another place they can look for something you’ve hidden.
Crawl space.

Examples of Do-It-Yourself Escape Room Puzzles from Escape Room Geeks
Paper on Paper
Take two sheets of paper, one with text written on it and the second one blank. Put them on the
window, with the blank sheet covering the other, so that the light can help you see through it. On the
blank sheet, mark the places and then make small cut outs that are exactly positioned so that when
you place it above the text, every hole shows only 1 word. Another option is to use a text in a different
language – in this case you can display only one or two letters. When you connect all the letters and
the words, you get a hint.

Invisible Text
This is one of those “wow effect” puzzles. Actually, you have to prepare this one at least one hour
before the game starts. The trick is that there is an invisible text on the paper, which appears only when
it is put under water. You don’t have to use chemicals or invisible inks, there is an easy way to do this.
You’ll need: 2 sheets of paper, 1 pencil, water in a tray and a smooth surface (a mirror will do the job).
● Soak one of the papers in water to make it wet and place it over the mirror.
● Take the dry paper and place it on the wet sheet of paper.
● Write your message on the dry sheet using a pencil.
● Throw away the paper in which you have written the message.
You can see that the message written on the dry sheet of paper also makes a slight imprint on the wet
sheet of paper. Allow it to dry completely. When it becomes completely dry, the imprint becomes
invisible. When the players put the paper under water, the message appears again.
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Another way to write an invisible message is to use lemon juice. Add about 1 tablespoon (15 ml) of
lemon juice to the cup. Fresh squeezed or bottled juice will work just fine. Soak an end of the cotton
swab or put the paint brush into the lemon juice. You’ll use this to write your message. Write your
message on the plain paper. You’ll be able to see it as long as the paper is wet so let the lemon-juice
message dry completely.
To read the message, you need to put the sheet on a hot surface such as a stove, iron the paper or use
a candle light. Make sure participants are careful and don’t set the message or themselves on fire.
Lemon juice contains carbon compounds, which are colorless at room temperature. But heat can break
down these compounds, releasing the carbon, making the message appear.
Map of the room
Use a simple map of the space, with a mark of an exact location, where another clue is hidden. Make
this clue hard to find, so the players can’t reach it by chance, before they get to the task with the map.
In this case, the hidden object is a cell phone on the couch. The participants need a cell phone to solve
the next challenge.

GPS Coordinates
This puzzle triggers thinking outside the box. Hide a piece of paper with a big number written on it. At
least 1 out of 5 people for sure will recognize that the number is actually GPS coordinates. Allow them
to use a phone or a computer in the room, so they can find the destination, which is a clue for the next
challenge.
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UV Lights
UV lights are among the most used puzzles in escape rooms. You don’t need a special kind of light or
expensive markers to create this puzzle. You can do it with an everyday fluorescent yellow marker and
a regular battery lamp.
How to make the invisible ink
Take an illustration/picture with a dark color background and write your message/clue on it, using the
yellow fluorescent marker. Then hang it on any wall where the luminance is a bit lower. This way
everything is visible except the hidden message, which appears under the black light only.
This way the message appears better and it takes less time to prepare the puzzle.
Don’t use just plain dark illustration/picture, rather use a picture of something connected to your theme
(like I did with the leaning tower of Pisa). This way even with brighter light in the room, the picture is a
distraction to the message, and acts like a camouflage to it.
How to make the black light:
You can use a regular battery lamp, or even a smart phone flashlight.Just grab a piece of clear tape and
stick it right on top of the flashlight/battery lamp. Then take a blue color highlighter and color it. Take
another piece of tape, place it on top of the first tape and color it with the blue highlighter. Repeat this
5 times and you have a homemade black light.
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Using this trick, participants find out a pattern for unlocking the smartphone they have found in the
previous task.
Face recognition app
An interesting high-tech puzzle. You can print different pictures connected to a specific topic (for
example, Italy) and hide them around the room. One of them should be of a person (in this case Leonardo da Vinci). The participants have to use the phone and use a face recognition app. When they
scan Da Vinci’s face using the app, a 4-digit code appears. You can use the AppLock face/voice
recognition app to make this puzzle.
Morse code
By using Morse code, you can turn light, voice and sound signals into text information. For example:
Install a Morse code app on your smartphone. In the app, write the combination that opens your lock.
Remove the bulb from your ceiling light and place the phone there.

37

GUIDE FOR DESIGN, IMPLEMENTATION, FACILITATION
AND EVALUATION OF EDUCATIONAL ESCAPE ROOMS

38

Make sure your phone has enough battery to transmit flashlight Morse code for at least an hour. At
one point in the game, players find a Morse alphabet with a coded message. So when they crack the
code, they open the lock that leads them to the next challenge.
This puzzle isn’t an easy one, but when they finally solve it, it gives the players a lot of self-esteem and
a feeling of accomplishment.
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Ciphers
A substitution cipher is a method used to encode a message by replacing each letter with a symbol,
drawing, number or another letter. This is one of the earliest and simplest types of ciphers and comes
in many forms.
Caesar’s Cipher is one of the simplest and most widely known encryption techniques. It is a type
of substitution cipher in which each letter in the plaintext is replaced by a letter some fixed number of
positions down the alphabet. For example, with a left shift of 3, D would be replaced by A, E would
become B, and so on. The method is named after Julius Caesar, who used it in his private
correspondence.

A symmetric rotation cipher can be used in alphabets which contain an even number of letters (in
English they are 26). This allows for the equal matching of the first half of the alphabet with the second
half. To decipher the code, you need 2 disks, which contain the same number of sections (in this case –
13). One of them should be 2 sm bigger than the other in radius. Write down consecutively the first half
of the alphabet on the bigger disk and then the other half on the smaller one. To decipher a message,
you need to know one correct association – for example: X=A. When the players find the rotation disk,
they have to match the code (in this case, put A against Q), to find out how the other letters are
associated.
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Pigpen cipher
This is a geometric substitution cipher that replaces letters with fragments of a grid. To make the key,
create two “tic-tac-toe” grids and two “x” grids. Then fill in the alphabet from left to right and top to
bottom as illustrated. Use the parts of the grid associated with each letter.

Debriefing Questions
This session can also provide valuable insight into team-dynamics, communication, and problem-solving
approaches both for the players and the game designers/ teachers. During the implementation of the game, the
Game Master should take notes on how participants act and collaborate, which you can comment later in the
debrief.
Pay attention to how you provide feedback. Don’t be too critical and don’t compare participants and teams.
Start with asking participants how they feel, did they like the game and what went well. Then ask the participants
to formulate what was the most difficult part and let them reflect on why / what took more time / what they
could've done differently. Then you can help them with your impartial observations and questions, and let the
player draw the conclusions for themselves: “I noticed that all of you found the clues, but then you were stuck.
What happened?”. This will allow the group members to reflect on their teamwork and admit that they didn’t
communicate enough with each other. Ask them “What could you do instead?”
●

How do you feel after the game?

●

What did you like the most?

●

Was it difficult?

●

Which part was the most challenging for you?
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●

How did you manage to solve it?

●

Which specific skills and competences helped you in the game?

●

Were the puzzles and games interesting?

●

Was the time enough to complete the tasks?

●

Did you need (more) clues?

●

How do you think you managed as a team?

●

What could you do better?

41

Here is the time to make a more formal evaluation of the specific learning objectives that you may have set for
your experience. You can create anonymous questionnaires and include questions regarding the role of the
teacher in this experience, as participants may not feel comfortable to provide such feedback in person. Ask about
all elements of the environment and all aspects of the game.
●

What new insights did you gain during this game?

●

What is the key take-away from an educational perspective?

●

Was the story engaging? What would you improve?

●

Was there a balance between learning and fun?

●

Was there a moment when you felt demotivated/ bored? When?

●

Was the teacher/ Game Master helpful? What could be done better?

●

Have you participated in a similar educational game, whether escape room or anything else?

●

What do you think about this method of education?

●

How would you put your overall experience in one sentence?

●

Would you like to share your feedback (on our website/ group/ book), so we can use it as a reference?
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List of used resources:
42

Design your own Educational Escape Room
Legacy Escape Box
How I Made My First DIY Escape Room. Step By Step Tutorial
The Home Temple
Lock Paper Scissors
Nursing Escape Room Guide
Free escape games to play at home during coronavirus social distancing
40+ FREE digital escape rooms (plus a step by step guide for creating your own)
Best escape rooms
Popular ciphers (pig pen, Morse code, rotation, replacement, etc.)
Escape room props and equipment
Open an Escape Room in your city
Escape rooms business plans
Tips for escape room Game Master excellence
ELMET Project YouTube channel
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