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Dissertation Director: Dr. Kimberly Sheridan 

 

Through a collective case study, the researcher explored the perspectives of teachers who 

actively implemented narrative-based gameplay in their classrooms to various degrees 

and in various forms to understand how and why these teachers used gameplay including 

their perceptions regarding what kinds of game components were influential at 

motivating and engaging students to learn. This study drew on semi-structured interviews 

and an analysis of artifacts (e.g., lesson plans, journal entries, projects). The researcher 

described how each participant characterized narrative, educational gameplay, their 

motivation to implement gameplay into their classrooms, and their perceptions of which 

game components were most effective in motivating students to engage in the learning 

process. The researcher concluded with a discussion of the implications of their findings 

in the field of educational gameplay. Qualitative findings highlight teachers’ perceptions 

regarding how their personal histories influenced their implementation. Also, teachers 
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indicated that role-play, collaboration, and choice are three components that lead to 

motivation and engagement. Lastly, teachers indicated that since narrative-based games 

are not implemented because they explicitly deliver educational content in a traditional 

way, paper-based assessments such as multiple-choice tests may not be appropriate for 

assessing learning.  

Keywords: Narrative-Gameplay, Game-Based Learning, Game Elements
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

In a small rural farming community in western New York with a population a 

little over 3,000 people, a high school teacher sits in his classroom preparing for the day’s 

classes. At this small school with a little less than 500 students, many of the teachers are 

assigned double or even triple duty. For the past seven years, Mr. Burke taught 9th-grade 

history and 10th-grade government, but two years ago, things changed, and he was 

assigned to teach 10th-grade language arts. During a time when many of the staff had 

been laid off due to budget cuts, he is thankful that he earned a dual certification. At 9:32 

am on a typical Monday morning, students are excused from first period, and as they 

spend the next four minutes finding their way to his language arts class, he is prepared 

and ready. When they come into his class, they do not find their desks, but instead, they 

gather in front of a large whiteboard on wheels – the kind that flips so that the teacher can 

write on both sides. On the whiteboard are bullet-pointed notes, names, and descriptions. 

For the next ten minutes, he reviews evidence gathered from a case involving a missing 

man and his wife, Hannah, who may know more about her husband’s disappearance than 

she is letting on. The students listen attentively; they have already watched countless 

interviews and perused pages of transcriptions. A few of the students whisper among 

themselves about theories as to what they believe happened to him. After the debriefing, 
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he releases his students, who briskly find their way to computers at stations - four to a 

table. Each log into his or her computer and clicks on a little icon on the desktop. A 

splash screen washes over their monitors, the game begins, and the students go to work. 

The students will not hear again from their teacher for another twenty minutes, and the 

teacher will not hear much from the students either.  

When Mr. Burke’s students enter his classroom, they cease to be students. 

Instead, they become forensic scientists, detectives, and criminologists, and instead of 

honing their reading, writing, research, and presentation skills through slideshows and 

lectures, they are learning by playing a video game called Her Story. The students spend 

their time gathering, reflecting, and reporting on evidence, presenting their theories to the 

class, reading supplemental articles about forensic science, or even reading short stories 

by Sir Conan Doyle – as to better wrap their heads around the mind of a detective. Each 

table represents not a group or a team, but instead a Crime Unit. Each team member has a 

distinct role to play in the group. They can be a Crime Facilitator, the one in charge of 

day-to-day operations, a Cyber Recorder & Analyst, the one who will take the most 

detailed notes and logs the work completed by each team member, an Accountability 

Manager, the one who collects the previous night’s work and makes sure all the work is 

getting done, or a Central Intelligence Officer, the one who creates topics of discussion, 

questions, and prompts for his or her teammates. Each Crime Unit’s progress is tracked 

on a leaderboard on a large cork-board wall near the rear window of the classroom, and 

as they reach pivotal moments in the story and earn points through their day-to-day 

activities, they are promoted in hopes that they can earn the rank of Master Detective. 
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The teacher uses this narratively driven murder-mystery video game and some creative 

storified-gamification strategies in his classroom to keep his students focused, engaged, 

and motivated throughout his semester-long class, and he is not alone in this endeavor. 

Teachers worldwide have been using narratively driven games in their classrooms to 

design interactive experiences in the form of video games, role-playing table-top games 

(RPG), live-action-role-playing games (LARP) and gamification. 

Different from other types of games, narrative-based games emphasize a story. 

Teachers using them attempt to unionize the complexities of a story, learning, and new 

media through the culmination of narratological factors (i.e., scaffolding, linearity, 

emergence, embeddedness), narrative elements (i.e., fantasy, role-play, character 

creation, simulated world), and ludological factors (i.e., space, time, player structure, 

control, rewards) (Äyrämö & Koskimaa, 2010 Kafai, 2006; Chou, 2016; Tekinbaş & 

Zimmerman, 2003; Wright, Embrick, & Lukács, 2010; Ensslin, 2014; Walz & Deterding, 

2014). They feature a plot, characters, and a narrative-arc while also maintaining an 

element of playfulness, which may come in the form of role-playing, narrative-branching, 

leaderboards, points, or rewards (Beavis, Dezuanni, & O’Mara, 2017; Ensslin, 2014; Gee, 

2007).  

Stories and Learning  

Today, scholars such as Glasser (2001), Bruner (2006), and Eck (2006), who 

study the connection between storytelling and learning, suggest that stories have the 

potential to help people learn skills, gain knowledge, and retain information. Stories 

assist in helping us understand our own culture and the world around us. However, this 
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connection between storytelling and teaching being inherently linked is not a modern 

breakthrough. Plato, around 400 BCE, knew the power of telling stories, which is 

illustrated by an exchange with one of his students on the topic of education from The 

Republic when he suggested that educating a child through storytelling is a natural way of 

educating the mind and building character. Narratives have been used to pass on the 

information and instruct dating back to the Paleolithic era, between 15,000 and 13,000 

BCE, when prehistoric artists “scrawled roaming bison, horses, and deer pursued by 

matchstick figures on the walls of the Lascaux caves” (Genocchio, 2005, p.1). Cron 

(2012) suggested that stories were crucial in our evolutionary progress; they have enabled 

us to imagine the past, the future, and, then, prepare for it. Our brains respond to stories 

by activating pleasure centers as “nature’s way of seducing us into paying attention” 

(p.1). Smith (1990) suggested that throughout thousands of years, our brains have 

become “a story-seeking, story creating instrument.…[our] thoughts flow in terms in 

stories – stories about events, stories about people, and stories about intentions and 

achievements” (pp.62-63). 

Educational researchers over the past few decades (Rahimi & Yadollahi, 2017; 

Juraid & Ibrahim, 2016; Bruner, 2006; Pederson, 1995; Smith, 1990; Marsh, 1986) have 

found that through stories, students may develop literacy skills, critical thinking skills, 

and imagination. Bruner (2006) suggested that narratives fundamentally shape much of 

our thinking, speaking and other forms of action and that we learn what is “expected in a 

culture” through them (p. 232). Like Plato, Bruner believed storytelling could teach about 

life and those around us, including how to overcome problems.  
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Since our brains have evolved to tell and receive stories, using them in an 

educational context “makes studying less mandatory.” Human beings are better at 

remembering information in story-form (Juraid & Ibrahim, 2016, p.124; Cron, 2012). 

Students who struggle in lecture-based classrooms may do so when storytelling is used as 

a means of information transfer. Stories promote retention and motivate even the most 

reluctant learners to listen, read, write, and speak (Rahimi & Yadollahi, 2017). 

In many classroom settings, storytelling is often a passive activity (Adams, 2014). 

Students are often provided books to read or a play or film to watch, and they sit quietly 

and then retell important moments back to the instructor as a form of assessment. 

However, as Gee (2003) suggested, communication and storytelling encompass more 

than static symbols, text, and images; they provide movement, music, and sounds. He 

suggested that one of the best examples of multimodal and interactive forms of 

storytelling that move “far beyond images and words” are games (p.18). Through 

narrative-based gameplay, students may learn about their culture and world around them 

as they become “actors” in the storytelling process and agents of their learning (Vitali, 

2016, p.39). This interactivity may come in the form of role-playing, world-building, and 

simulation, which are components often found in games (Klopfer, 2018; Zagal & 

Deterding, 2018).  

Teachers in all content-areas have been utilizing narrative-based games for 

decades to engage and motivate students. In social studies classes in the 1970s, students 

played The Oregon Trail, which was designed to teach school children about the life of a 

19th-century pioneer while also teaching literacy (Braun, 1999). Science teachers, today, 
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use narrative-based games such as Citizen Science, an adventure game in which players 

travel back in time to stop the pollution in their local lake (Prestopnik & Tang, 2015), to 

teach students about scientific methods of inquiry. History teachers have utilized a digital 

game called Reliving the Revolution, an Augmented Reality (AR) game, in which 

students explore historic Lexington, Massachusetts during the Battle of Lexington to 

investigate and determine whether the Minutemen, Loyalists, African American soldiers, 

or the British soldiers fired off the first shot (Schrier, 2006). In Language Arts classes, 

teachers use games that allow players to interactively experience novels such as Agatha 

Christie’s And Then There Were None and J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. In these 

games, players interact with the characters and settings while the events of the story 

unfold. Collegiate-level creative writing courses have also utilized table-top role-playing 

fantasy and science-fiction games to help students learn collaborative writing skills and 

world-building (Clark, Hergenrader, & Rein, 2017).  

Narrative Games for Learning 

Klopfer et al. (2009) defined educational games as games “that target the 

acquisition of knowledge as its own end and foster habits of mind and understanding that 

are generally useful or useful within a professional context. Learning games may be 

associated with formal educational environments (schools and universities, online or off), 

places of informal learning (e.g., museums, hospitals), or independently for self-learners 

interested acquiring new knowledge or understanding (p. 21). Squire (2003) suggested 

that educational games with a narrative-emphasis situate an activity, provide clear and 

attainable goals, constrain actions, provoke thought, and evoke emotional responses by 
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providing students opportunities to struggle with and resolve complex real-world 

problems. Games of this nature are designed to shape a player’s worldview and become a 

part of students' understanding of a learning domain in fundamental ways. However, 

gameplay emphasizing narrativity may come in a myriad of complex forms; some 

teachers use video games while others incorporate role-playing table-top board games 

(RPG) similar to Dungeons and Dragons or live-action role-playing. Others may 

incorporate only elements of gameplay into their classroom in the form of gamification.  

 Gamification is defined as the implementation of only game elements (i.e., 

narrative, fantasy, role-play) and game mechanics (i.e., badges, leaderboards, rewards) 

outside of a real video game or board game to engage and motivate learners (Deterding, 

Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011). Kapp (2012) suggested that “gamification is using 

game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game-thinking to engage people, motivate action, 

promote learning, and solve problems” (p.10). In a gamified class, “students learn as if 

they were playing a game” by doing things such as earning badges and rewards that have 

real “in-life” effects (Simões et al., 2013, p. 348).   

A Role-Playing Game (RPG) is the process of players portraying the personas of 

fantasy characters. In an RPG, players control a character within the game context and 

navigate (or role-play) through a storyline. Players control how the story unfolds by 

making choices for the controlled character (Li Ping Thong, Stewart, Arnab, & Lameras, 

2016). RPGs are often social experiences in which players define their own goals and 

pursue them with freedom and agency over their choices (Zagal & Deterding, 2018). 

Role-playing games are one of the major genres of games found across mobile, digital, 
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and table-top formats. Throughout the past 30 years, RPGs have expanded into a 

mainstream phenomenon worldwide. Some of the most popular commercial video games, 

today, are RPGs and Massively Multiplayer Role-Playing Games (MMRPG), which are 

RPGs played by many players simultaneously online.  

Unlike many other game genres, the RPG involves a high degree of interactive, 

collaborative storytelling (Tychsen, Newman, Brolund, & Hitchens, 2007). They can also 

come in many forms, such as table-top, digital, or live-action role-playing (LARP). 

LARP encourages players to take on the persona of a character, reenact events, speak in 

different dialects, and perform actions in real life (Zagal & Deterding, 2018). For 

example, players may dress in costumes and speak in the voice and accent of their 

characters while reenacting battle scenes and events from a real fantasy story. RPGs, like 

other types of games, have even been designed for educational purposes. For example, 

one of the more popular online educational RPG platforms, Classcraft, boasts that it is 

used in 75 countries by over 20,000 schools and 2.5 million students. The Classcraft 

website boasts that through social interaction, students embark on learning “adventures” 

that help boost academic performance, classroom behavior, emotional learning, and 

student motivation. The company has been so successful since it was founded in 2013 

that in 2017, Whitecap Venture Partners, Brightspark Ventures, and MaRS Catalyst Fund 

gave 2.5 million dollars to help the company bring the RPG platform to more students in 

more classrooms around the world (Wireless News, 2017).  

Teachers may also incorporate narrative-based video games into their classrooms 

in the form of serious games or “off-the-shelf” video games. Serious games are games 
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that have “an educational and learning aspect” (de Freitas and Liarokapis, 2011, p. 10). 

Serious games refer to a game that may have the look and feel of a traditional “off-the-

shelf” game but resemble non-game events or processes (i.e., science experiment, 

business operations, military operations). They are games designed to educate players by 

engaging them in a self-reinforcing context beyond entertainment. These games educate, 

train, inform, persuade, or indoctrinate (Bergeron, 2006; Michael & Chen, 2005). 

However, teachers may also utilize games that were not designed with the intention of 

teaching at all. Games as Gone Home, Her Story, or Assassin’s Creed were initially built 

for entertainment but have been used by teachers as teaching tools. Teachers capitalize on 

the production values, well-designed gameplay, and stories to motivate and engage the 

learners to think critically, thinking, and learn class content (Rahimi & Yadollahi, 2017).  

Statement of the Problem  

According to the National Research Council (2011), nearly 18% of students do 

not graduate from high school on time or not at all, and one of the factors credited to the 

student drop-out rate is disengagement from school. The council defines disengagement 

to be “when students fail to become involved in either the academic or the social aspects 

of school” (p.61). They suggest that poor performance on assignments, misbehavior, 

failure to do homework, and lack of participation in extracurricular activities are all signs 

of disengagement, which often leads to frequent absences, retention in grade, and 

repeated transfers to other schools. High school and college dropout rates have become a 

severe problem in the United States (Freeman & Simonsen, 2015; Rogers, 2016). Due to 

a lack of interest, engagement, and motivation, one in five students fail to graduate on 
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time (Jia, Konold, & Cornell, 2016). Some teachers find that maintaining the 

motivational levels needed to keep students engaged and productive challenging, 

especially in school environments where classwork feels like nothing more than a series 

of disconnected, arbitrary obstacles and standardized tests (Gee, 2013; McGonigal, 

2011). Often, schools “can be caught up inefficiently completing bureaucratic processes 

or satisfying benchmarks more for political expediency than for pedagogically sound 

reasons” (Klopfer, 2018, p.2). This may cause students to feel disconnected from the 

class content and their teachers, particularly in these classrooms that emphasize reaching 

benchmarks, standardized testing, and rote memorization over creating immersive 

classroom experiences. To some students, it seems as though teachers are not prioritizing 

student engagement strategies or attempting to differentiate content to make their classes 

purposeful and meaningful (Fallis & Opotow, 2003). This problem is compounded by the 

fact that technology is becoming more ubiquitous.  Studies suggest that when students 

leave school at the end of the day, homework and studying come a distant second to a 

myriad of competing and more engaging activities including games because they good 

ones have the power to engage in a way traditional school does not (Kafai & Burke, 

2016; Kapp, 2012a; McGonigal, 2011; Young et al., 2012).  

College teachers experience difficulties of their own. Many teachers claim to have 

difficulties drawing students to enroll in their courses due to a lack of interest or student 

perceptions of low-ability in the content area. This is especially true for those teaching 

humanities courses which may be losing students to more well-advertised courses in 

STEM fields (Levitz & Belkin, 2013). This change in climate has led many teachers to 
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rethink their teaching styles and strategies to entice new students to enroll and enrolled 

students to stay engaged and motivated to learn (T. Hergenradar, personal 

communication, January 17, 2017; Fredriksen & Rhodes, 2004). This is not to say that 

STEM-classroom teachers are without challenges. Teachers in math courses often find 

they are teaching to students who have little interest or low mathematics literacy (Kafai & 

Burke, 2016; Szymanski & Benus, 2015). For these reasons, many teachers are turning to 

gameplay since games often fit much better with the high-tech and fast-paced world of 

today’s youth (Gee, 2007). The Kaiser Family Foundation (2010), in a national survey of 

media use (n=2002), suggests that 8 to 18-year-olds spend, on average, 53 hours per 

week on various forms of media, including video games. Many teachers who are 

cognitive of students spending an abundance of time engaging with games in various 

forms have sought to incorporate educational gameplay into their classrooms to motivate 

students to engage with the learning content. 

Within the last decade, there has been a growing interest in how games play a role 

in student motivation and engagement (Hamari & Koivisto 2014; Gee, 2007; Fluss, 2015; 

Armier, Shepherd, & Skrabut, 2016; McGonigal, 2011; Kapp, 2012; Chou, 2016). Even 

so, teachers wanting to bring gameplay into their classrooms are faced with myriad 

choices, challenges, and a steep learning curve (W. R. Watson, Mong, & Harris, 2011). 

Thus, to what extent a lesson with gameplay-implementation positively influences 

student engagement and motivation is in direct correlation with the teacher’s self-

motivation and self-efficacy, including their previous experience with games, their 

understanding of the role games plays in an educational setting, and the connection 
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between the content and the gameplay. In addition, the teachers’ attitudes toward gaming 

influences how game elements are implemented (W. Watson & Yang, 2016).  

Despite the influx of research on educational gameplay suggesting gameplay may 

promote productive learning environments, increased student motivation, and 

engagement (Bittner & Schipper, 2014; Hamari & Koivisto, 2014; Wardaszko, 2016), 

there is less known about the perceptions of teachers who utilize them in a classroom 

setting. This includes how and why they decide to use them, from what and how they 

draw inspiration from past experiences to construct or utilize narrative-based gameplay, 

how they connect the gameplay with learning content, and how they balance the 

ludological (gameplay elements) and learning aspects of them. 

Statement of Purpose and Research Questions  

 The purpose of this study was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of narrative-

based educational gameplay to identify and describe how teachers are motivated and 

inspired to use them to motivate and engage students in their classrooms. The following 

research questions drove this inquiry:  

RQ1: What were teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based games used in an 

educational context? 

RQ2: How did teachers who used narrative-based games understand the relationship 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning? 

RQ3: What were teachers’ perceptions of the components of narrative-based 

gameplay that lead to student engagement and motivation?  
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RQ4: What were teachers’ perceptions of assessment when implementing narrative-

based gameplay? 

Overview of Methods  

 After receiving the approval of George Mason University’s institutional review 

board (IRB), the researcher studied teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based gameplay 

used in an educational context. This investigation represented a collective case study 

using qualitative research methods since it allowed me to consider the implications these 

perceptions have on classroom implementation and practice and emphasize each 

participant’s language and worldview. The research was bounded by teachers who are 

actively using narrative-based gameplay through elementary school to university-level. 

The case study involved a detailed description of the context of the participants, 

accompanied by thematic analysis, including patterns and issues that emerged throughout 

data collection. Analysis for this case study should not be used to generalize beyond the 

case but rather to provide a detailed description of the case to provide the nuances of the 

participant’s’ perceptions of the phenomenon. In-depth semi-structured interviews were 

the primary source of data collection. Coding categories were iterative and ongoing, 

refined, and guided by the theoretical and conceptual frameworks. Finally, to address 

credibility, I included rich data sources and discrepant evidence and negative cases while 

keeping detailed memos on how I interpreted each participant, interview, or artifact. 

Significance of the Study 

The current study sought to examine teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based 

gameplay. In doing so, teachers who pursue narrative-game implementation to 
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understand better how they can connect gameplay to engagement, motivation, and 

learning may gain valuable insights about what factors influenced teachers’ decisions to 

use narrative-based gameplay and how they applied them in different classroom settings. 

Also, teachers may gain insight into advantages and pitfalls when utilizing narrative-

based gameplay through different formats (e.g., table-top, digital. 
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Chapter Two 

Over the past few decades, there has been a surge in educational gameplay 

implementation and investigation (Gee, 2007; Kapp, 2012; Deterding, 2012; Baek, 2010; 

Chou, 2016; Buckley & Doyle, 2016). Researchers have examined how gameplay is used 

to engage, motivate, and alter student behavior. Many elements found in games have 

been examined to understand better and quantify learning gains, the extent of 

engagement, and behavioral changes such as how the badges and in-game rewards found 

in games influence motivation and how the inclusion of a avatars and fantasy influence 

social interaction (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1 

Current Gameplay Element Studies 

Game Element Citations Key Learning and Motivational Constructs 
Achievements Tsai, M., Huang, L., 

Hou, H. & Hsu, C. 
(2016); Hwang, G., 
Wu, P., Chen, C. & 
Tu, N. (2014) 
 

Motivation; Engagement; Behavioral 
Patterns; Flow Theory; Performance; 
Learning Attitudes 

Avatar (Fantasy 
Characters) 

Barnes, J. & Gresalfi, 
M. (2017) 
 

Social Interaction; Affordances  

Badges Wardrip, P. & 
Abramovich, S. 

Motivation; Goal Setting; Group 
Affiliation; Participation 
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(2017); Hamari, J. 
(2017) 
 

Choice (Agency) Barendregt, W. & 
Bekker, T. (2011) 
 

Self-Determination Theory; Sustained 
Interest 

Fantasy Barzilai, S., & Blau, 
I. (2014).  
 

Intrinsic Motivation 

Narrative  Dickey, M. D. (2011); 
Dorrenbacher, et.al 
(2014); Poels, K. & 
Ijsselsteijn, W. (2015) 
 

Malone’s Characterization of Extrinsic and 
Intrinsic Fantasy (Exogenous 
Fantasy/Extrinsic & Endogenous 
Fantasy/Intrinsic); Cognitive Control; 
Frequency of Interaction; Engagement 

Quest Dikkers, S. (2017) Self-Efficacy; Learning Style 
Intelligences; Socio-Economic Status 
 

Rewards Buckley, P. & Doyle. 
E. (2016); Armier, D., 
Shepherd, C. & 
Skrabut, S. (2016) 
 

Intrinsic & Extrinsic Motivation; 
Engagement 

Scaffolding Barzilai, S., & Blau, 
I. (2014).  
 

Intrinsic Motivation 

 

In addition, gameplay research spans many learning and behavior constructs, such 

as how games influence student agency, engagement, motivation, and learning gains. The 

positive effects of educational games have been well documented over the last few 

decades (see table 2).  

 

Table 2 

Current Gameplay Learning and Behavioral Studies 

Learning or Behavior Construct Citation 
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Agency Alverez, 2017; Prestopnik & Tang, 2015; 
Pelletier, 2005; Aarseth, 1997 
 

Motivation Erickson, 2015; Woo, 2014; Wood, 
Griffiths, & Parke, 2007; Fisher & Ford, 
1998; Noe, 1986; Sitzmann & Ely, 2010; 
Dickey, 2007; Dondlinger, 2007 
 

Engagement Abdul, Azita, & Felicia, 2015; Garris et 
al., 2002; Malone & Lepper, 1987; 
Papastergiou, 2009; Barzilai & Blau, 
2013; Gordon, 2004 
 

FLOW Yang & Quadir, 2018; Moser & Fang, 
2015; Palvas et al, 2010; Chih et al., 2013; 
Chen, Liu, & Shou, 2018 
 

Self-Efficacy Bell & Kozlowski, 2008; Brown & Ford, 
2002 
 

Social Affordances Squire et al., 2003; Wang, Xing, & 
Laffey, 2018; Tan et al., 2016 
 

Procedural Knowledge Gains Ang, Zaphiris, & Wilson, 2010; Iuppa & 
Borst, 2007; Kazinmoglu et al., 2011 
 

Declarative Knowledge Gains Ke, 2016; Sitzmann, 2011; Pilegard & 
Mayer, 2015. 
 

Knowledge Retention Whitton, 2011; Devonshire et al., 2014; 
Vogel, 2014; Koenig & Wainess, 2011; 
Lane, 2011; Sanchez, 2017; Rondon et al., 
2013 
 

Knowledge Transfer  Hou, 2012; Hans, Helsdingen, & Sluimer, 
2017; Groff, Howells, & Crammar, 2012; 
Adams, Mayer, & MacNamara, 2011 
 

 

Sitzmann (2011) conducted a meta-analysis examining 6,476 participants across 

65 experimental studies on educational games. She found that there were statistically 
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significant improvements in students’ self-efficacy, declarative knowledge, procedural 

knowledge, and retention for those taught with the inclusion of games in comparison to 

non-game groups. However, there was little regarding the intrinsic properties of the 

games themselves that led to those improvements. Young et al. (2012) conducted a meta-

analysis to examine the impact of educational games used in history, math, physical 

education, science, and language classes. They suggested that educational games have 

numerous educational benefits (i.e., knowledge construction and acquisition), but found 

the results were not uniform across subject areas. For instance, they suggested that math 

and language arts games seemed useful whether the participant played the game or, 

simply, observed someone else playing the game. They also found that science games 

may be more effective as learning tools when there is an “explicit bridging from the 

virtual world to the real world” (p.73). They suggested that students may learn differently 

when playing educational games than through traditional instruction. Students who 

played games for educational purposes tended to bypass information that they could not 

otherwise do if they received the information in a traditional way, such as a lecture. For 

instance, if students felt the information was unrelated to the completion of the in-game 

non-academic tasks, they would bypass or discard the information.  

In another systematic meta-analysis conducted by The European Commission’s 

Gaming Horizons (Persico et al., 2017), the researchers disaggregate educational games 

into three main categories: entertainment games (games used for strictly entertainment 

purposes), applied games (games used with a purpose other than for entertainment such 

as for learning or engaging customers such as serious games), and gamification (the use 
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of gameplay to influence behavior). They concluded that although there has been plenty 

of research to show the positive impacts of educational gaming, the landscape of 

educational gameplay studies was “messy” and that there seemed to be no consensus 

among scholars and practitioners regarding game effectiveness or what constitutes an 

educational game (p.13). They reported that most gameplay research was focused on only 

those games built strictly for educational purposes (i.e., serious games) and nothing about 

those role-playing and off-the-shelf games teachers often employ to help students learn 

content.  

Although these meta-analyses offer insights as to how games may influence 

student behavior, engagement, and learning, they do not disaggregate what about the 

games themselves make them effective or ineffective or teachers’ perceptions regarding 

their usage as useful learning tools. There is also a lack of examination regarding the 

impact of more nuanced elements of gaming, such as teacher perceptions of and 

experiences with narrative-based games or the elements exclusive to them. Although 

there has been a surge in educational gameplay research, it remains unclear which 

features of educational games improve student engagement and learning (Malone, 1981; 

Tennyson & Jorczak, 2008; Persico et al., 2017). Also, we know less about teachers’ 

perceptions regarding the educational gaming landscape, including how and why teachers 

use them as a means of student engagement and motivation (Wilson et al., 2009).  

One of the many nuanced game elements utilized by educators to engage and 

motivate students to learn is the narrative. According to Bruner (2005), a narrative is an 

account of a series of events that following a protagonist within a story world, who seeks 
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a goal by addressing a set of challenges (Hoshmand, 2005; Iuppa & Borst, 2006). Many 

learning games for decades have utilized story structures, virtual worlds, and characters 

to some degree (Äyrämö & Koskimaa, 2010; László, 2008). However, there is limited 

research in the potential of using them to support learning in an educational context and 

even less on how and why teachers chose to include narrative-based gameplay. Also, 

there is a lack of scholarly research on teachers’ perceptions regarding their effectiveness 

and how they experience the process of using a narrative-based game used as an 

educational tool (Dickey, 2006).  

Narrative-based educational gameplay attempts to unionize the complexities of 

narrative, learning, and new media through the culmination of narratological factors (i.e., 

scaffolding, linearity, emergence, embeddedness) (Kafai, 2006; Äyrämö & Koskimaa, 

2010; Ensslin, 2014; Tekinbaş & Zimmerman, 2003), narrative elements (i.e., fantasy, 

role-play, character creation, simulated world) (Walz & Deterding, 2014; Chou, 2016), 

and ludological factors (i.e., space, time, player structure, control) (Wright, Embrick, & 

Lukács, 2010; Ensslin, 2014). Also, how a game is employed and structured (i.e., serious 

games, game-based learning, gamification) (Beavis, Dezuanni, & O’Mara, 2017; Garneli, 

Giannakos, & Chorianopoulos, 2017), and its play-format and presentation (i.e., tabletop, 

digital games, simulations, card) (Walz & Deterding, 2014; Adams, Mayer, MacNamara, 

Koenig, & Wainess, 2012) also influence how the game is experienced by the teacher and 

by the students. Figure 1 represents the factors that embody narrative-based gameplay.  
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Figure 1. Representation of narrative-gameplay components  

 

Teachers who want to bring narrative-based games into their classrooms are faced 

with many choices and challenges regarding how to approach gameplay, which may be 

influenced by their sociocultural history, relationships with peers and administrators, and 

their previous experience with games (Watson et al., 2011). Therefore, to what extent a 

game influences student engagement and learning outcomes may be in direct correlation 

with a teacher’s self-motivation, personal attitudes toward games, pedagogical 

knowledge as well as their understanding of how to balance the inherent playfulness and 

the educational affordances of a game (Watson & Yang, 2016). One of the aims of this 

research is to disaggregate teachers’ beliefs about narrative gameplay elements used to 

engage and motivate students to develop a deeper, more nuanced understanding of the 

connections made between narrative gameplay and learning outcomes.  

Narrative-
Based 
Games

Narratological 
Factors

Narrative 
Elements

Ludological 
FactorsStructure

Format

scaffolding, linearity, 
emergence, embeddedness 

Fantasy, role-play, 
character creation, 
simulated world 

Space, time, player 
structure, control  

Gamification, Game-Based Learning, 
Serious Gameplay 

Table-top, digital game, 
simulation 
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This literature review provides a background of narrative-based games, beginning 

with the definition of a game and the debate between narratologists and ludologists 

regarding a narrative’s importance as the interactive medium. Then, narrative theory and 

the relationship between narrative and gameplay will be discussed. Lastly, there will be a 

review on those gameplay elements that are emphasized in a game with a narrative 

emphasis (e.g., fantasy, role-play, scaffolding, linearity, emergence).  

What is a game?  

Scholars still struggle with perfectly defining games. Games cover a wide variety 

of types from card games and board games to digital video games to role-playing games, 

and attempting to define them by finding their commonalities may be impossible (Young 

et al., 2012). Instead, many have attempted to define games based on the inclusion of 

individual elements. The most common definitions consist of activity with contained 

goals, rules, challenges, and some form of interaction (Avedon & Sutton-Smith, 1971; 

Caillois, 2001; Crawford, 2003). Others suggest that games are meant to be competitive 

and cognitively stimulating (Driskell & Dwyer, 1984; Gredler, 1996; Tobias & Fletcher, 

2007; Vogel et al., 2006). Prensky (2001) and Salen & Zimmerman (2003) suggest that 

games should provide constant feedback so that players may monitor their progress.  

Others view gameplay as more than a culmination of mechanics and elements but 

instead attribute playfulness and fun as vital components of gameplay. Malone (1980) 

and Federoff (2004) suggest that a game is an art-form in which players make decisions 

in pursuit of a goal, which can vary from game to game, but that the overarching reason 

to play is for fun. Malone argues that the main objective of a game is to entertain the 
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player. Jenkins (2011) suggests that games should not be “assigned responsibilities, but 

freely chosen irresponsibilities” (p.xxv). He wonders whether games can indeed be an 

effective form of education since there is such a mental separation between playing, 

which is inherently a fun activity and learning, which traditionally is viewed as a serious 

activity. Wouters et al. (2013) suggest that when games are played in an educational 

context, it is often the teacher and not the learner who ultimately determines which games 

are played, under which circumstances, and for how long what games will be played, 

which undermines how children view games and play. Since games are often viewed as a 

free and playful activity, students’ who play to learn may be less motivated to play and 

engage with the game versus if they were playing the game outside of a school context 

(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan, Rigby, & Przybylski, 2006). Johan Huizinga, in the 1930s, 

after decades of research on how play-elements evolved throughout different cultures, 

defined a game as a “voluntary and temporary sphere of activity…the opposite of 

seriousness” (p.28). He suggested that games “may raise the heights of beauty and 

sublimity that leave seriousness far beneath” (p.8). Even Plato suggested centuries ago in 

one of his best-known works, The Republic, during a draughts-like game that games are 

engaging and friendly activities to be played with others (Plato et al., 2016). In this view, 

games are meant to be entertaining and voluntary, but can also be serious, competitive 

and educational, which further complicates how they can be used effectively in an 

educational setting since fun, entertainment and learning are not often viewed as 

compatible (Gee, 2007; Kapp, 2012).  
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Compulsory vs. voluntary gaming 

Contrary to what many scholars suggest regarding games as entertaining and 

voluntary pastimes when it comes to games being used in a classroom context, some 

studies show that adolescents may perform better when they are required to play. In a 

recent experimental study conducted by Rodrigues-Aflecht, Hannula-Sormunen, 

McMullen, Jaakkola, and Lehtinen (2017), the researchers examine whether students who 

played an educational mathematics game voluntarily differed from those who were 

mandated to play regarding motivation and mathematical knowledge transfer. In the 

study, 1061 5th graders were assigned to one of two groups: One who played Number 

Navigation Game voluntarily at home on their own time and one who was required to 

play it during school hours under the supervision of a teacher. Their results suggested that 

students who were required to play the game, played it for a significantly longer time 

period, F(1,483) = 24.85, p < .001, np2 = .05) had completed more mathematical tasks, 

F(1,483) = 21.12, p < .001, np2 = .04 and reported having a more positive gaming 

experience  F(1,457)=4.55, p < .05, np2 = .01, and positive affect, F(1,457)=11.04, p < 

.01, np2 = .02, than students in the voluntary group. Rodrigues-Aflecht et al. suggest that 

many teachers assume educational games will motivate students to play because they are 

a non-traditional means of learning and that simply asking a child to play a game – 

whether it is educational or not – will result in higher engagement and motivation to play 

and continue playing. However, as their study suggests, that may not be the case; instead, 

a student’s level of engagement and motivation may be due to his or her internal, intrinsic 

desire to achieve or intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is promoted when 
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individuals can satisfy their basic human needs to be competent, be autonomous, and 

connect with the material on a personal level (Ryan & Deci, 2009).  

 Kuindersma, van der Pal, van den Herik, and Plaat (2016) examined whether 

voluntarily playing a game to learn would result in higher post-test scores. They, too, 

found that those who were required to play a game played longer (M=3.4 and M=16.8), 

scored better on the post-test (M=44.9 and M=48.7), and earned more in-game points 

(M=1092 and M=2723) than the voluntary group on average. Contrary to the researchers’ 

assumptions, the students in the mandatory group reported that they believed playing the 

game had educational benefits and found the game more enjoyable than those who played 

the game voluntarily.  

 An educator’s perception and understanding of a game and how to implement 

gameplay in an educational context in sociocircles comprised of students, parents, peers, 

and administrators who may have ulterior beliefs of gameplay used as a teaching tool 

may influence how effective gameplay implementation can be (Gee, 2013). Even though 

research has shown that students required to play a game seem to learn and enjoy 

gameplay more than those who play a designated game voluntarily, this is not a widely 

held belief of many who play games. One of the questions this study hopes to answer is 

how teachers define games and how they navigate among and within sociocircles with 

differing beliefs about games used in a classroom setting.  

Narrative theories  

 In the field of narrative research, three multidisciplinary narrative theories pertain 

to games used for educational purposes: traditional, classical, and new theories (Äyrämö 
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& Koskimaa, 2010). The differences between the theories are illustrated in table 1. These 

theories have been used by game designers who want to include a narrative-emphasis into 

their games as well as educators and practitioners who utilize table-top role-playing 

games, interactive storytelling, and digital games with strong narratives (Cavva and Pizzi, 

2006).  

 

Table 3 
 
From Äyrämö, S., & Koskimaa (2010), "the main differences of the three groups of 
narrative theories.” 
 
Group Where is the focus? What forms the 

concept of 
narrative? 

What is meant by 
the concept of the 
plot? 

Traditional 

Theories 

Some element of 
story content, e.g., 
plot events or 
character 

Pinpoints narrative 
in some particular 
element of content 
 

Series of events 

Classical theories Narrative structure 
that becomes 
concrete in the text 
on hand 

Divides narrative 
into levels of 
content, expression 
and discourse 
 

“Path” of 
expression, 
whereby the story’s 
events are revealed 

New Theories The phenomenon of 
narrativity 

Considers 
narrative, e.g., as 
operations where 
narrative stimuli 
cause mental 
narrative pictures in 
the receiver’s mind 
 

Varies according to 
the influence of the 
preceding narrative 
theory (Traditional 
or Classical) 
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Traditional Theories 

Traditional theories include Aristotle’s theory of drama, Carl Gustav Jung’s 

archetype theory, and Vladimir Propp’s research on story functions through the inclusion 

of certain elements such as plot and character. Aristotle’s theory of drama suggests that 

the main character of a story must be noble, accurate to life, and consistent and that a 

story should have a distinct beginning, middle, and end (Aristotle & Heath, 1996). 

According to Aristotle, this “ordered arrangement” defines its aesthetic value and 

narrative “beauty” (Poetics, VII, 1450). Regarding gameplay, the linearity of the 

narrative paths the player takes from the beginning of a game to the end including how 

the players receive narrative-information (i.e., plot points and characters) may influence 

player engagement and learning outcomes (Corneliussen & Rettberg, 2008; Ip, 2011; 

Moser & Fang, 2015).  

Classical Theories 

Classical theories are most concerned with myths, signs, and language 

communication and are most influenced by the theories of Claude Levi-Strauss and 

Ferdinand de Saussure. These theories are distinguished by the separation of language 

forms and language expression (Äyrämö & Koskimaa, 2010; Herman, 2004). Classical 

theories also highlight the division between a story’s plot (or Fabula), the order in which 

the plot is revealed (or sjuzet), and the technical elements of a narrative such as tone, 

voice, and mood (or discourse). Since narratives encapsulate spoken and written forms of 

communication, Levi-Strauss and de Saussure suggested that they can be retold through 
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different forms of media (Chatman, 1980; Barthes, 1977). Thus, the plot, tone, mood, and 

chronology of a story can be translated from one medium to another.  

Regarding gameplay, Bateman (2007) suggests that classical theories translate 

into videogame storytelling through the design-structure of how a plot unfolds for the 

player as they play. In games, a story is revealed through a series of moments and 

technical mechanics that could come in the form of an implicit narrative, which is defined 

as a game with predetermined events that surface through the interactions between game 

elements controlled by the player. It may also come in the form of a formal narrative, 

which is defined as a predetermined series of events that are embedded into the game by 

its designers and impossible to bypass. Finally, it may also come in the form of an 

interactive narrative, which is a prewritten story-path taken as a result of individual 

choices players make as they play. Each game storytelling element-type, and an example 

is described in table 4.  

 

Table 4 
 
Definitions and examples of game-story element-type  
 
 Definition  Example 
Implicit Narrative Predetermined events that 

surface through the 
interactions between game 
elements controlled by the 
player 

Player enters a village and 
chooses to speak to one of 
many characters, who then 
tells the player about a 
hidden treasure guarded by 
a dragon. He or she may 
choose to complete this 
quest.  
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Formal Narrative Predetermined events that 
are embedded into the 
game by its designers and 
impossible to bypass 

Player cannot leave the 
game-area until he or she 
speaks with a villager, who 
then tells the player about a 
hidden treasure guarded by 
a dragon. The game 
narrative may not progress 
until the player fights the 
dragon and recovers the 
treasure.  
 

Interactive Narrative  The prewritten story-path 
taken as a result of certain 
player choices 

Due to the player attaining 
the treasure, the villagers 
celebrate the player and ask 
him or her to become the 
guardian of the village. 
 

Interactive Story The level of character, 
setting, and plot 
development and revelation 
resulting from player 
choices. 

Since the player has chosen 
to complete many quests 
for the villagers, he now 
knows much more about 
the history of the village, 
the relationships between 
the villagers, and the 
history of the surrounding 
game-world. 
 

 

New Theories 

New theory expanded the definition of a narrative to include films and other 

forms of new media that used other methods of communication beyond oral and written 

communication (Rimmon-Kenan, 2006). New media scholars view narrative as having 

various possible structures and players, each with their distinct cognitive implications, all 

moving through a story at one time (Herman, 2003). Also, new theories emphasize 

“narrative competence” in which there is an expectation that different forms of media 
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construct stories differently (Polkinghorne, 1988, p.107). A narrative in one medium may 

look remarkably different in another. An example being a murder-mystery book by 

Agatha Christie, Murder on the Orient Express, which was translated to film and a 

videogame. The story cannot be told the same way since the inherent qualities of the 

medium itself is different; the stories may seem similar on the surface, but the 

construction and experience of those stories will look and behave very differently across 

book, film, and videogame.  

Another important distinction in new narrative theories was posed by Mandler 

(1984), Marie-Laure Ryan (2004), and Ryan (2004). Mandler suggested that a plot is a 

series of episodes that begin with a presentation of characters and a description of time 

and place, which is then followed by a series of events that cause the protagonist to aspire 

to obtain a goal. Ryan, in 2004, expanded on Mandler’s ideas by adding that a narrative 

includes a world that contains objects and characters, events that cause a change in that 

world, and the idea that those events have causal relationships with the characters, 

objects, and other events in the story.  

Crawford (2005), a new narrative theorist, connects new narrative theory to 

videogames by suggesting that there is no way a video game narrative can be experienced 

the same as a narrative in other forms of media since a “[a written] story is data; it's fixed, 

permanent, and unchanging, so you can't interact with it” (p.46). He suggested that a 

video game should be viewed more as interactive storytelling since the player “can 

intervene in, alter, play with, and thereby interact with [the game]” (p.46). Krawczyk and 

Novak (2006) refer to this player interaction as “story play” in which a player can 
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influence how the narrative unfolds and how much of the plot is revealed (p.9). Stories in 

videogames are not fixed and permanent because a game is inherently interactive – 

changing based on the player’s motivation, level of engagement, and knowledge of the 

game’s qualities. Many new narrative theorists suggest that a narrative in a game and a 

narrative in a book look and behave so differently than it is doubtful as to whether we 

should be calling a narrative in a game a narrative at all (Äyrämö & Koskimaa, 2010). 

Narrative games and learning 

Pinker (2005) wrote, "Cognitive psychology has shown that the mind best 

understands facts when they are woven into a conceptual fabric, such as a narrative, 

mental map, or intuitive theory (p.1). One of the functions of a narrative is its role in 

knowledge construction. Bruner (2006) suggests that narratives fundamentally shape a 

great deal of our thinking, speaking and other forms of action and that we learn what is 

“expected in a culture” through them (p. 232). He believed storytelling could teach not 

only the nuances of a story but also about life, including how to overcome problems and 

how to interact with one another. Gee (2003) suggests that games, as well as traditional 

forms of storytelling such as books, films, and plays, are intended to initiate gameplay, 

but also motivate the learner to persist through learning objectives. He posits that 

communication goes far beyond symbols, images, and other types of visuals that are 

found in traditional text and that movement, music, language, and sounds are also forms 

of communication. He suggests that games are more static texts since they move “far 

beyond images and words”; they encapsulate multiple and interactive forms of 

communication and are one of the best examples of multimodal forms of storytelling 
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(p.18). Squire (2003) suggests that educational games with a narrative-emphasis situate 

an activity, provide clear and attainable goals, constrain actions, provoke thought, and 

evoke emotional responses by providing students opportunities to struggle with and 

resolve complex real-world problems. Games of this nature are designed to shape a 

player’s worldview and become a part of students' understanding of a learning domain in 

fundamental ways. Kafai (2006) argues that narrative-based educational gameplay 

attempts to bring together the complexities of narrative, learning, and new media in a way 

that helps the learner better engage with the material.  

Although many practitioners and scholars credit the inclusion of a narrative as one 

of the main contributors to the student engagement and emotional impact (Swan, 2008; 

Lieberman, 2004; Prensky, 2002; Gee, 2002), others suggest that a narrative alone is not 

enough to give a game real learning value. Some studies suggest that a game with 

narrative-elements may have a negative impact on learning since the nature of many 

games include elements that are not directed to the learning content as prescribed by the 

teacher. In addition, some studies suggest that since many narrative-based games feature 

stories that are only peripherally connected to the learning content, students may retain 

less information (Schaffer, 2006; Oblinger, 2006). Therefore, a teacher’s understanding 

regarding how to introduce, approach, and maintain a narrative-based game over a single 

class or an entire semester may be essential factors to its success or failure as a tool to 

engage and motivate students to learn since many games are traditionally viewed to be 

non-academic pursuits.  
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The narrative paradox  

Implementing a narrative as an educational tool has led to what is referred to as 

the narratology-ludology debate or the Narrative Paradox among game scholars and 

practitioners (Kallay, 2010). The term ludic comes from the word ludus, which means 

play in Latin. Ludologists believe that games should not be considered or identified as 

narrative texts since narratives are arbitrary additions to games and not the reason people 

play them. They, instead, credit the play elements (i.e., rewards, badges, role-play, 

fantasy) the reason people engage with and are motivated to play games (Salen & 

Zimmerman, 2004). Narratologists, on the other hand, argue that games can be powerful 

narrative-mediums and that a narrative is a primary reason many play games (Kallay, 

2010).  

Different than a book, film, or a play, a narrative in a game is comprised of a 

culmination of plot points, meta-levels, and pre-designed construction of emergent and 

embedded linearity (László, 2008). Some ludologists suggest that a narrative does not 

integrate well with a game since stories are traditionally linear (i.e., books, films, stage 

plays), and games are meant to provide freedom of exploration and choice (Adams, 2014; 

Crawford, 1984; Ensslin, 2014; Costikyan, 2018). Jenkins (2004) argues that games do 

not tell stories in the same way books or films do. A story in a game-environment is built 

into the “architecture” rather than told linearly by a distinct storyteller (Jenkins, 2004, 

p.3). In a game, players are meant to discover and uncover the story and overcome a 

series of challenges as they play by interacting with the game environment (Äyrämö & 

Koskimaa, 2010; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004; Iuppa & Borst, 2006). Crawford (1984) 
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posits that “a story is a collection of facts in a time-sequenced order that suggests a cause 

and effect relationship,” which, as he explains, is the antithesis of a game since a game is 

meant to provide freedom (p.10). Adams (2014) suggests that stories are meant to be 

passive experiences controlled by the author and that the receiver of the story is only 

meant to listen and attempt to understand. The receiver of the story is meant to 

experience a story but is not meant to act on or play any sort of role in the development 

or progression of a story. Using a narrative-based game as an educational tool may come 

with a price since many of them encourage exploration and provide freedom of 

movement. In these games, players can, at any time, deviate from the narrative to explore 

and interact with the game world. Therefore, there is a risk that a student could play a 

game a narrative storyline and pay little attention to the story and be unaware of its 

progression or contextual impact on the game or the information in the game meant to 

instruct or teach (Louchart, 2007). How a player experiences a game narrative depends 

on the game design and how much the player is willing to take his or her time to explore 

and take note of a story (Jenkins, 2005, p.4). For instance, The Sims, one of the most 

popular life-simulation games in history, and Minecraft, one of the best-selling games in 

history, do not have explicit narratives at all, but many who play them construct his or her 

own story just as children who play with dolls construct a story around their play. 

Despite what narratologists and ludologists have theorized about whether games 

can be a legitimate form of storytelling, only a few researchers have examined how the 

implementation of a game that features a narrative influences engagement, motivation, 

and learning gains. Adams, Mayer, and MacNamara (2012) conducted two experimental 
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studies on the effectiveness of two narratively-driven educational games on 213 college 

students to test Johnson and Mayer’s (2010) discovery hypothesis. Discovery hypothesis 

states that students learn content more deeply when they interact with the learning 

content versus simply being told the content as they would during a slideshow 

presentation, as well as test Graesser, Hauft-Smith, Cohen, and Pyles’ (1980) narrative 

hypothesis, which states that students tend to learn better when games have a narrative 

theme.  Students either played one of two narratively driven science-based computer 

games, Cache 17 or Crystal Island or received the information through a traditional 

slideshow. They found that the students who learned the material through a traditional 

slideshow showed improved knowledge transfer (i.e., ability to use the in-game content 

to generate solutions to new problems that were not part of the game) and retention (i.e., 

ability to remember and the material). Also, most of the students who received the 

information through a slideshow reported that they had put less effort into learning the 

material than the groups playing the educational video games.  

Adams, Mayer, and MacNamara (2012) attribute cognitive load theory and 

distraction hypothesis as possible reasons why the narrative-games were less effective. 

Cognitive load theory suggests that learners are only able to process a limited amount 

of material in working memory at any one time (Sweller, 1999). This is also consistent 

with Mayer’s (2009) cognitive theory of multimedia learning, which suggests that a 

game environment may require the learner to engage in too much extraneous 

processing that does not support the objectives of the instruction. A strong narrative 

may cause the learner to overload their limited cognitive capacity, which reduces 
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learning the targeted content (Mayer, Griffith, Naftaly, & Rothman, 2008). Since 

portions of Cache 17 and Crystal Island were not causally related to the learning 

goals, elements of the game drew students’ attention away from the story and the 

learning content. Students, instead, found themselves spending time exploring the 

game environment and partaking in tasks that were unrelated from what they were 

expected to do; there may have been meaningful learning, but not what was targeted and 

measured by the study. Also, since both Cache 17 and Crystal Island featured sounds, 

music, symbols, and images, the researchers suggested that some students may have 

been overstimulated and unable to process and retain the relevant information in a way 

that the teacher intended. For instance, some educational games may focus too much on 

the gameplay elements and less on the educational content of the game, which results in 

students learning less than they would have if they had received the information in a 

more traditional way such as a slideshow or a lecture. 

An example would be Assassin’s Creed Origins, which features a complex 

narrative and a tour of ancient Egypt. Although the game features robust information 

about ancient Egypt, there are so many other things to do in the game-world beyond 

taking the tour and following the narrative (i.e., riding horses, hijacking boats, doing odd 

jobs for the villagers) that it may difficult for a student to remain focused when used for 

specific educational purposes. Alternatively, if the game focusses too heavily on the 

narrative elements, it may feel less like a game and, therefore, be less engaging to the 

learner (Adams, Mayer, & MacNamara, 2012; Sitzmann, 2011; Moser & Fang, 2015).  



37 
 

However, the methodology in this study contradicts the purpose of employing 

narrativity as a learning construct. A game - just like a book or other form of media used 

as a medium for learning - cannot be the instructional tool itself. Bruner (1996) suggests 

that a teacher cannot, simply, hand a student a book and expect the student to learn the 

intended material: "Obviously, if the narrative is to be made an instrument on behalf of 

mind on behalf of meaning-making, it requires work on our part— reading it, making it, 

analyzing it, understanding its craft, sensing its uses’’ (p. 41). Often, teachers who utilize 

technology for educational purposes, whether it be a book or a game, require some 

introductory guidance and assistance from an instructor to help students navigate through 

and find meaning from the material. This is supported by research that suggests that 

students who are given material without guidance and assistance (i.e., left to their own 

devices) may not perform as well as those who have explicit educational guidance and 

that learning is more effective when instructors interact with students during the learning 

process (Bruner, 1996; Webster & Hackley, 1997).  

Sitzmann (2011) suggests that many teachers employ games assuming that the 

narrative will engage the students and maintain their focus throughout play, but instead 

they find the opposite happening because many narratively-driven educational games 

lack a balance between being engaging and educational (Moser & Fang, 2015; Waraich, 

2004). In her meta-analysis, she discovered that learners who received supplemental 

instruction from a teacher showed significant learning gains (i.e., declarative knowledge 

gains, knowledge transfer, knowledge retention) than those who played games on their 

own without any supplemental instruction or guidance. She suggests that when learning 
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is made a passive activity, it violates a fundamental learning principle in utilizing 

educational games.  

Game structure 

There are currently three predominant spheres of gameplay used in an educational 

context: Game-Based Learning, Serious Gameplay, and Gamification (Gee, 2003; 

Sheldon, 2012). Game-based learning (GBL) refers to the use of games not necessarily 

designed for educational purposes but may be used in educational contexts (Garcia, 

2013). They may refer to “off-the-shelf” digital games (i.e., Gone Home; The Legend of 

Zelda) online social games (i.e., Clash of the Clans), massively multiplayer online games 

(i.e., World of Warcraft), mobile games (i.e., Candy Crush), and table-top role-playing 

games (i.e., Dungeons and Dragons, Forgotten Realms) (Simões, Redondo, & Vilas, 

2013; Walz & Deterding, 2014). 

Serious games are games that have “an educational and learning aspect” (de 

Freitas & Liarokapis, 2011, p. 10). Serious games refer to a game that has the look and 

feel of a traditional game but instead resembles non-game events or processes (i.e., 

science experiment, business operations, military operations). They are games designed 

to educate players by engaging them in a self-reinforcing context beyond entertainment. 

They intend to educate, train, inform, persuade, or indoctrinate (Bergeron, 2006; Michael 

& Chen, 2005; Serious Games Blog). Serious games just like games strictly played for 

entertainment come in many forms such as off-the-shelf digital games (i.e., Assassins 

Creed Origins; Minecraft), games built strictly for the educational community (i.e., River 
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City, Crystal Island, Cache 17), and card games (i.e., Geocards, Mathwar, Thinkfun 

Zingo), for example.  

Teachers may not use a tangible game at all, but, instead, implement only game 

elements (i.e., narrative, fantasy, role-play) and game mechanics (i.e., badges, 

leaderboards, rewards) to engage learners, an approach called gamification (Deterding, 

Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011a). Gamification, simply defined, is the implementation of 

only game elements (i.e., narrative, fantasy, role-play) and game mechanics (i.e., badges, 

leaderboards, rewards) outside of a tangible video game or board game to engage learners 

(Deterding, Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011). Whereas GBL and serious games utilize 

digital or table-top games, in a gamified classroom, in a gamified class, “students learn as 

if they were playing a game” by doing things such as earning badges and rewards that 

have real “in-life” effects (Simões et al., 2013, p. 348).  Kapp (2012) suggests that 

“Gamification is using game-based mechanics, aesthetics, and game-thinking to engage 

people, motivate action, promote learning, and solve problems” (p.10). Although 

gamification originated in the fields of business and marketing through the implementing 

of game elements such as avatars, leaderboards, progress bars, badges, and trophies to 

incentivize people to engage and maintain brand loyalty (Linder & Zichermann, 2010; 

Zichermann & Cunningham, 2011), practitioners and researchers have found that these 

strategies are effective pedagogical approaches in education (Deterding, 2011; Gee, 2007; 

Kapp, 2012). 
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Game mechanics, motivation, and learning  

Trying to use a game to maintain a level of student interest and enjoyment at the 

same time trying to relay instructional material may pose difficulties for those teachers 

who choose to utilize them. Clark et al. (2011) suggest that a student who plays an 

educational game may not be able to translate those in-game activities to understandings 

of the class content. Clark and Martinez-Garza (2012) adds to this by positing that games 

do not present information in the same manner that a teacher would in a traditional 

classroom. In games, knowledge is represented through the implementation of visuals, 

sounds, game mechanics, controls, and immediate feedback mechanisms, which means 

students may miss the instructional material. One of the challenges teachers face when 

using a narrative-based game in an educational context is the integration of learning 

content thoughtfully, so students engage in the learning process while also maintaining a 

level of enjoyment that they expect from playing a game. This may include elements such 

as scaffolding, linearity, control, emergent stories, fantasy, and role-play (Barab et al., 

2007; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Hoffman & Novak, 2009; Kiili, 2005b; Sweetser &Wyeth, 

2005; Mayer, 2010; Gee, 2013).  

Scaffolding, motivation, and flow  

Csikszentmihalyi (2014) describes the Zone of Proximal Flow (ZPF) (also known 

as Optimal Experience Theory or Flow Theory) as occurring when students engage in 

activities that increase in challenge over time. He suggests that a person’s happiness may 

depend on their perception of skill-level aligning with the difficulty of a task. For 

instance, when a task is perceived to be too easy, the person may become bored and 
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withdrawn. On the contrary, if the level of challenge is perceived to be greater than the 

person’s skill level, the person may feel anxious and frustrated. However, when the level 

of difficulty is perceived to be a match for their skill level, the person is known to be “in 

the flow,” which means the person is experiencing elevated levels of well-being and 

engagement. Burleson and Picard (2004) suggest that the opposite of being in the flow is 

“stuck” (or non-optimal experience) means having a lack of control, concentration, and 

enjoyment. The elements of flow and stuck are illustrated in table 5. 

 

Table 5 

Elements of Flow: Optimal Experience and Stuck: Non-Optimal Experience    

Flow: Optimal Experience Stuck: Non-Optimal Experience 
A feeling of being in control 
 

A feeling of being out of control 

Concentration and highly focused 
attention 

A lack of concentration and highly 
focused attention 

Mental enjoyment of the activity for its 
own sake 
 

Mental fatigue and distress caused by 
engagement with an activity 

A distorted sense of time (i.e., time passes 
quickly due to engagement)  
 

A distorted negative sense of time (i.e., 
time seems to take forever) 

A balanced match between the challenge 
of the activity and one’s skill 
 

A perceived mismatch between the 
challenge of the activity and one’s skill 

Frequently associated with positive affect Frequently associated with negative affect 
 

 

One way to help students reach a state of flow in an educational game is through 

the implementation of scaffolding mechanisms. Scaffolding in a game refers to 
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personalized tasks and game experiences that align with a student’s needs, interests, and 

skill level (Clark, Tanner-Smith, & Killingsworth, 2015). For example, a game may 

increase in difficulty as a player progresses, offering new obstacles and challenges in 

which the player must use his or her prior knowledge in creative ways to gain new 

abilities. As a student progresses through a game, he or she may receive information that 

helps bridge the gap between the game content and the classroom content. 

Barzilai and Blau (2013) conducted a mixed-method design study to evaluate the 

effects of a math simulation narrative-game, Shakshouka Restaurant, that used a 

scaffolding system on students’ (n=182) perceptions regarding flow, learning, and 

enjoyment. Students were divided into three groups: a play-only group, who played the 

game without any scaffolded instruction from the teacher, a group that received 

scaffolding before play, and a group that received scaffolding after play. They found after 

the students completed a post-game knowledge transfer assessment that students who 

received scaffolded instruction before playing the game scored significantly higher than 

the learners in the “play only” group and the learners who received scaffolding 

instruction after playing the game. In addition, those who received scaffolded instruction 

regardless if it occurred before or after playing the game reported enjoying the game 

more so that the players who received no scaffolding from the teacher at all. They 

concluded that scaffolding might have helped the students relate to the math concepts by 

acting as an advanced organizer who helped them to better assimilate new information by 

connecting it with the old.   
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Linearity and Control 

Linearity in a game refers to the variables that allow a game to be open-

exploration or fixed-path. For instance, a game in which there are multiple ways (or 

narrative branches) to reach a goal, players have more freedom to make distinct and 

meaningful choices that impact the progression of the game may be considered an open-

exploration game (Corneliussen & Rettberg, 2008). For example, in the popular role-

playing action videogame, Fallout 4, players progress through a story by choosing one of 

many available paths to the end, thus making the story different for players depending on 

the choices they make. The end of the game may look remarkably different depending on 

the choices the player makes throughout the game since each choice has an impact on 

how the story progresses. In an open-exploration game, the choices the player makes 

drive the story forward, and each game can look different for everyone who plays 

(Corneliussen & Rettberg, 2008). Many digital role-playing video games (RPG) often 

feature pre-game stories and cut scenes in the form of video and text describing the 

motivation and providing context and game setting and also freedom of choice and 

narrative branching (Ip, 2011).  Fixed-path games, alternatively, are games without the 

freedom to make choices that would influence the outcome of the game. An example of a 

fixed-path game would be Super Mario World because the main goal of the game is to 

get the protagonist, Mario, from point A to point B. There are no choices to make that 

would alter the outcome of the game. A student playing a fixed-path game may reach the 

end with different achievements, rewards, and points, but the story would be the same, 

regardless.   



44 
 

Moser and Fang (2015) conducted an experimental study to examine the 

perceptions, flow experience, and causal agency of people who experienced a game 

with and without choice mechanisms in place. The causal agency is the link between 

the progression of the game narrative and the effectiveness the decision-making has on 

the player (Murray, 2017). Participants (n=48) experienced portions of the popular off-

the-shelf RPG digital video game, Mass Effect, which featured narrative-branching. 

The players were divided into two groups: one that was able to make the choices 

presented to them on their own and one in which the choices were made for them. The 

researchers found that the branching narrative structure of the game was positively 

perceived by the players and led to improved enjoyment and flow.  The design of the 

game regarding the implementation of narrative branching and player choice may 

result in a feeling of agency and, therefore, lead to an increase in player flow and 

engagement throughout the game. Also, according to self-determination theory, 

contexts that support personal agency facilitate enhancing intrinsic motivation (Adachi 

& Willoughby, 2017).  

Emergent & Embedded Narratives  

An embedded narrative (or an open-ended narrative) is “pre-generated narrative 

content that exists before a player interacted with the game” (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, 

p. 383). Unlike books and films in which the author has control over when and how a 

narrative unfolds, games with embedded narratives are different. Embedded narrative 

games, the essential narrative information is spread throughout a game space. Artifacts, 

dialogue, cut scenes, non-player characters (NPCs), and art direction are all employed to 
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prompt and entice players into experiencing a narrative. In this type of game, the game 

world acts as a narrative space in which the player is meant to interact, detect, explore, 

and uncover a narrative.  

Unlike an embedded narrative, an emergent narrative is generated by the player’s 

actions and not by a game designer; these games were not built around a narrative. In 

these games, players define their own goals and craft their narratives (Jenkins, 2005). 

Embedded narratives can be found in open-exploratory games such as Sims, Minecraft, 

and Black & White (Breslin, 2009; Stewart, 2014), where there is not a pre-determined 

narrative embedded by the game designer, but players can create them as they play.  

In 2015, Clark, Tanner-Smith, Killingsworth conducted a meta-analysis, which 

included many studies that examined how the inclusion of different narrative-game 

characteristics (e.g., visual realism, perspective, story relevance, story depth) may 

influence student post-test scores and intrinsic motivation. The researchers generically 

suggest that although a game may enhance learning outcomes relative to non-game 

learning contexts (g = 0.33, 95% confidence interval [0.19, 0.48], k = 57, n = 209), the 

inclusion of a narrative game mechanic may yield a negative outcome. The researchers, 

however, do not specify the context of the post-test, nor do they disaggregate the learning 

outcomes desired by the teachers. They do, however, suggest that students who played 

games with minimal or irrelevant narratives had significantly larger learning outcomes 

than those who played games with more robust, complex, or emergent narratives, but, 

again, they do not include how the teachers or researchers who implemented the 

gameplay define learning, or which learning outcomes they expected from the students. 
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Finally, they conclude by suggesting that the inclusion of an emergent narrative may 

distract students from the intended learning content. However, the studies examined in 

this meta-analysis did not explore game implementation from the point of view of the 

teacher, leaving out how or why the teachers used the game, how they balanced the game 

objectives with the learning objectives, or to the extent the games were embedded or 

emergent. Like many other studies in the field of educational gameplay, there is a lack of 

disclosure regarding how those involved define learning and which learning outcomes 

were desired; instead, many studies generically state there was a positive effect on 

learning outcomes.  

Fantasy & Role-Play 

Vygotsky (1978) suggested that play was a means for children to develop abstract 

imaginative thinking and realize goals that they could not yet achieve in real life. He 

viewed play as a sort of prototype for real life, central in a child's development and 

essential in his or her internal, cognitive changes. Dickey (2005, 2007) and Barab et al. 

(2010) suggested that the element of fantasy within narratives provides features that 

motivate and engage students to problem solve. Fantasy can be defined as “any departure 

from consensus reality” (Hume, 1984, p. 21), including mental images that are 

“unrealistic or improbable” (Asgari & Kaufman, 2010, p.95); it is the result of human 

imagination (Vygotsky, 2004). Research has suggested that when the fantasy element is 

implemented into instruction, students may become more interested and immersed in the 

learning content (Cordova & Lepper, 1996; Garris et al., 2002; Wilson et al., 2009). 

However, the learners’ perceptions of the game’s reality may also affect motivation. For 
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example, games with high levels of physical representation (i.e., Flight Simulator) that 

mimic an actual real-world environment and require learners to utilize identical cognitive 

processes that they would if they engaged in the activity in the real world may better 

engage some players than a game with fantasy elements and unrealistic game worlds 

(Wilson et al., 2009; Bowers & Jentsch, 2001). 

A Role-Playing game is the process of players portraying the personas of fantasy 

characters. In an RPG, players control a character within the game context and navigate 

(or role-play) through a storyline. Players control how the story unfolds by making 

choices for the controlled character (Li Ping Thong, Stewart, Arnab, & Lameras, 2016). 

Role-playing games (RPGs) are one of the major genres of games found across mobile, 

digital, and table-top formats. Throughout the past 30 years, they have grown to expand 

into a mainstream phenomenon worldwide. Unlike many other game genres, the RPG 

involves a high degree of interactive, collaborative storytelling (Tychsen, Newman, 

Brolund, & Hitchens, 2007).  

In 2015, Fang-Chen and Chang conducted an experimental study to measure the 

educational effectiveness of a game that featured role-play and fantasy. To assist in the 

instruction of the English language and vocabulary acquisition, the teachers implemented 

a popular Facebook game in which students role-played as chef called Chefville. Students 

(n=80) were placed into either an experimental group or a control group. The 

experimental group received Chefville intervention, while the control group experienced 

traditional teaching. Afterward, they were given post-tests to measure knowledge 

transfer. They also measured the change in players’ social stimulation, which they 
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defined as the joy of participating and interacting with others, and players’ external 

expectations, which they defined as the extent to which players participated due to 

expectations of their peers. After the intervention, the group that received the intervention 

scored 8.1 points higher on the post-test on average than the control group (M=78.33 and 

M=70.23, respectively). 

Additionally, the experimental group scored higher on the social contact portion 

of the five-point Likert scale questionnaire (M=4.58 and M=3.95, respectively) and 

scored higher on the same questionnaire on the external expectation questions (M=2.98 

and M=2.03, respectively). Therefore, the experimental group may have been more 

motivated to participate and engage with the RPG because they could interact and 

socialize with their peers. However, they may have also engaged because of the pressures 

to perform in a social setting since the game was contained on the popular social network 

in which their scores were published on a leaderboard for all to see.  

Theoretical Framework  

Technological pedagogical and content knowledge (TPACK) framework 

To explore teachers’ beliefs and understanding of educational narrative gameplay, 

I will employ the Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) 

framework, which has emerged as a way of conceptualizing research and describing the 

relationships and interactions between teachers' knowledge of technology, pedagogy, and 

subject-matter content in technology-rich classrooms (Koehler, Mishra, Kereluik, Shin, & 

Graham, 2014). The TPACK framework builds on Shulman’s (1986) conception of 

pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) by accounting for the use of technical knowledge 
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of the educator (Mishra & Koehler, 2009). TPACK also accounts for those contextual 

influences, experiences, and educator’s knowledge of student learning and development. 

The resulting model (Fig. 2) contains seven different knowledge domains, including the 

central category of TPACK. The TPACK framework begins with three fundamental 

forms of knowledge: technological knowledge (TK), pedagogical knowledge (PK), and 

content knowledge (CK). However, instead of treating these as separate and static bodies 

of knowledge, they consider their interplay and evolution (e.g., how teacher’s content 

knowledge changed throughout his or her career) (Mishra & Koehler 2009).  

The intermediate forms of knowledge consist of technological pedagogical 

knowledge (TPK), technological content knowledge (TCK), pedagogical content 

knowledge (PCK), and technological pedagogical content knowledge (TPACK). 

Technological pedagogical knowledge (TPK) describes how educators employ and use 

technology to implement teaching methods (e.g., how to promote microblogging to share 

reading experiences effectively). Technological pedagogical content knowledge (TCK) 

knowledge is concerned with how a teacher represents the subject matter using 

technology (e.g., using an online concept map to illustrate the relationships among 

science terms). Pedological content knowledge (PCK) means the teacher’s knowledge 

regarding the utilization of appropriate teaching methods to make it understandable to 

learners (e.g., using ways to probe students’ alternative conceptions and offering 

appropriate instruction). Finally, technological pedagogical content knowledge (TPACK) 

refers to understanding the connections and interactions between and among and between 

the teacher’s technological knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and content knowledge 
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Technological 
Content 
Knowledge (TCK)  

Pedological 
Content 
Knowledge (TPK) 

Technological 
Pedagogical 
Knowledge (TPK) 

to facilitate students’ learning (e.g., effectively utilizing an off-the-shelf exploration game 

to learn about the history of Egypt during the Ptolemaic period). Even though there has 

been quantitative research and evidence of success in the literature of TPACK, there are 

fewer studies that have used TPACK as a lens to evaluate a specific technology such as a 

narrative-based game, especially using a qualitative-driven methodology (Kennedy-Clark 

et al. 2011; Wu et al. 2008). 

 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2. The TPACK image. Adapted from “The TPACK Image,” by M. Koehler & P. 
Mishra,2012. 

 

Research Questions 

This qualitative investigation intended to explore how intermediate forms of 

TPACK knowledge: TPK, TCK, and PCK to unpack teachers’ perceptions regarding 

Technological 
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Pedalogical 
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narrative-based gameplay used in an educational context to understand better how 

teachers made connections between what they knew about learning, what they knew 

about the learning content, and what they knew about games and gameplay. Studies on 

educational gameplay tend to focus on pre-stated objectives and skill-based objectives 

(Bittner & Schipper, 2014; Hamari & Koivisto, 2014; Wardaszko, 2016). For instance, 

the researchers use a digital math game that teaches students how to divide and multiply. 

Afterward, the students are given a post-test to measure how well they learned that skill 

to some degree or the participants are interviewed about their enjoyment they 

experienced while they played. There is little research regarding how the open-endedness 

of a narrative that allows for exploration and freedom to define one’s own learning goals 

influence student engagement and motivation, which are inherent qualities found in many 

narrative-based gameplay. In addition, there is less known regarding what teachers draw 

inspiration and how and why they utilize previous gameplay experiences to inform their 

gameplay implementation. It is essential to understand how teachers draw from past 

experiences to construct, draw inspiration from, or utilize narrative games and how they 

balance the ludological and narratological aspects of them. Therefore, my research 

questions that guided me moving forward were as follows: 

RQ1: What were teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based games used in an 

educational context? 

RQ2: How did teachers who used narrative-based games understand the relationship 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning? 
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RQ3: What were teachers’ perceptions of the components of narrative-based 

gameplay that lead to student engagement and motivation?  

RQ4: What were teachers’ perceptions of assessment when implementing narrative-

based gameplay? 
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Chapter Three 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study is to investigate teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based 

educational gameplay. This chapter will present information regarding the design and 

rationale of the study. Specifically, this section will include: a) the conceptual framework 

that drives the methodology; b) a rationale for using a qualitative case study to conduct 

this research; c) discussion of the participant selection including a selection strategy that 

will be used to support participation; d) the data collection methods; e) a method of data 

analysis and synthesis. To investigate teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based gameplay, 

the following research questions drove this study: 

RQ1: What were teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based games used in an 

educational context? 

RQ2: How did teachers who used narrative-based games understand the relationship 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning? 

RQ3: What were teachers’ perceptions of the components of narrative-based 

gameplay that lead to student engagement and motivation?  

RQ4: What were teachers’ perceptions of assessment when implementing narrative-

based gameplay? 
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Conceptual Framework 

Positioning oneself in a conceptual framework that best fits a researcher’s 

ontology and epistemology helps defend methodological choices (Crotty, 2008). 

However, operating from a singular perspective is limiting to the researcher as it does not 

permit the flexibility needed to be “methodically appropriate” (Patton, 2015). Therefore, 

aligning oneself from multiple perspectives and theoretical foundations is good 

qualitative practice. Making my inquiry paradigm and conceptual framework explicit and 

transparent will assist in fitting my understanding of the world with a complimentary 

design method, including informing my data collection and analysis, while validating the 

work as authentic scholarship (Saldaña, 2015; Koro-Ljungberg, Yendol-Hoppey, Smith, 

& Hayes, 2009; Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2007). 

An inquiry paradigm (or theoretical perspective) is a philosophical and 

methodological stance that helps justify qualitative research design decisions. It is a 

model of ideas and beliefs that a researcher holds regarding an inquiry that ultimately 

informs a research design (i.e., research questions, methods, validity threats, and 

justification), which allows the researcher to build upon previously well-developed 

qualitative approaches instead of ultimately building one from scratch (Patton, 2015; 

Maxwell, 2013; Creswell, 2007). For this research inquiry, I will align with an 

interpretivist ontological position, which lies between an idealistic (mental) and 

materialistic (physical) way of understanding reality. An interpretivist believes that 

context is essential and that knowledge is based on our surroundings; We are the result of 

our unique social and cultural contextual background, which, in turn, results in our 
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diverse understanding of the world. Simply put, truth and knowledge are not universal 

(Kim, 2003). An interpretivist focuses as much on his or her interpretations as on the 

interpretations of the research participants (Pascale, 2010). This interaction lies at the 

foundation of qualitative inquiry: the “study of ourselves studying ourselves and others” 

(Preissle, 2006). Willis (2007) adds that an interpretivist favors qualitative methods since 

what knowledge means to a person or a group is vitally essential to proper social science 

research. Ghaffar-Kucher (2014) states, “we cannot separate who we are from what we 

observe or what we write.”  Since I have been deeply embedded in the game culture for 

most of my life and have utilized narrative-based gameplay in my high school 

classrooms, I have come to value this as a viable alternative to traditional classroom 

teaching. Also, since educational gameplay implementation is rooted and influenced by 

teachers’ choices and personal histories, the experiences may take on different meanings 

in different situations, cultures, contexts, and historical periods, and are subject to unique 

interpretations (Gee, 2007). This translates to this study through an emergent, open-ended 

approach which seeks multiple perceptions as well as an iterative process of data 

collection and analysis (Saldaña, 2015).  

Conceptually, I assumed a constructivist theoretical perspective. From this 

perspective, the reality is as it is known to the participant. Merriam (2009) suggests that a 

constructivist assumes that knowledge is constructed rather than found. I do not have to 

come to a consensus of universal truth, but, instead, to understand one’s worldview 

(Patton, 2015). Each participant’s perspective is as valuable as any other, and the 

researcher should “scotch any hint of a critical spirit” while inquiring (Crotty, 1998, 
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p.58). A constructivist set to understand the perspectives of others and places importance 

on community interaction, real-world tasks, and learning tools (O’Donnell, 2012). For 

this study, assumed a dialectical constructivism perspective, in which “the source of all 

knowledge lies in the continuing interaction between organism and environment” 

(Moshman, 1982, p.375). As a researcher, I believe truth is subjective and has multiple 

meanings; it is not universal and depends on one’s personal and cultural experiences 

(Patton, 2015).  O’Donnell (2012) suggests that a dialectical constructivist’s approach to 

learning emphasizes social participation, scaffolding, authentic experience, tools, and 

interaction between individuals and the environment. Games, too, approach play and 

design the same way. Games are situated in participation, and social practice, and often, 

in order to become a competent gamer means presenting oneself in a social group (Gee, 

2007). In addition, many games revolve around social (or virtual) organizations where 

apprenticeship and problem solving are emphasized over routinized content delivery – a 

practice often found in RPGs (Walz & Deterding, 2014b; Zagal & Deterding, 2018). Jean 

Piaget (1962) emphasizes a “learning by doing” constructivist approach to learning, 

which parallels gameplay and game design mechanics.  

I aligned with a social constructivist perspective, which means that I view 

meaning-making as a result of community discourse and participation (O’Donnell, 2012). 

This view is complementary to a dialectical constructivist view since participation within 

a social context results in an evolution of and “co-construction” of knowledge (Green & 

Gredler, 2002). From this perspective, the world of people is much different from the 

natural or physical world, so it must be studied using different methods. Truth is socially 
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constructed, and each participant is situated in his or her own cultural and historical 

experiences; therefore, the researcher becomes an interpreter of others (Merriam, 2009).  

Hiles (2008) defines axiology (or value theory) as “an attempt to bring the 

disparate discussion of values under a single heading, covering a wide area of critical 

analysis and debate that includes truth, utility, goodness, beauty, right conduct, and 

obligation” (p.2). He further suggests that axiology encapsulates the underlying set of 

values or ethics concerning how qualitative research should be conducted and about the 

theoretical frameworks that underpin a research inquiry. This is done by honoring the 

well-developed research designs and theoretical frameworks that have come before me. 

Also, by making my ontological and epistemological positions transparent, I held myself 

accountable for my choices.  It also means that every participant should be treated with 

dignity and respect, even if they do not share my beliefs. If necessary, a researcher needs 

to set aside his or her philosophical perspectives to understand the perspectives of the 

participants better, even if it means temporarily abandoning the role of a researcher 

(Chamaz, 2004). Drawing on interpretivist and dialectical and social constructivist 

perspectives, I assumed an integrated and complementary conceptual framework to 

examine teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based educational gameplay.  

Design  

 I employed a qualitative collective or comparative case study (Stake, 1995; Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldaña, 2013) research design to understand and examine teachers’ 

perceptions of narrative-based gameplay through a constructivist lens. I selected a 

qualitative case study approach as most appropriate since qualitative research, since, as 
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Patton (2015) suggests, case study seeks to understand better the perceptions of 

individuals who live within a unique context and to understand a phenomenon 

holistically. In addition, conducting a case study through a constructivist lens is crucial to 

studying the perceptions of individuals (Charmaz, 2014) when the researcher wants to 

understand a phenomenon and its implications it has on individuals (Merriam, 2009). 

This approach allowed me to consider the implications teachers’ perceptions regarding 

narrative-based gameplay have on their unique classroom implementation and practice. A 

qualitative design is iterative, emergent, and flexible (Reybold, 2008; Maxwell, 2013) 

and “without absolutes and certainties” and is emic by nature (Muccio, Reybold, & Kidd, 

2015, p.8; Punnett, Ford, Galperin, & Lituchy, 2017). Lastly, a qualitative approach 

emphasizes each participant’s language and worldview; it is an “insider’s approach of 

what is happening” (Patton, 2015, p.338; Creswell, 2012).  

Selection of Participants 

The selection of participants was a deliberate selection of settings and participants 

that are perceived to be most relevant to the research questions and goals (Maxwell, 

2013). Determining whom to include in this research study was paramount to achieving 

positive research trajectories, which I define as the researcher’s positionality concerning 

the data. For example, different participants garner different findings (Reybold, Lammert, 

& Stribling, 2012), so when conducting a collective case study, each participant should 

be selected to provide similar results or conflicting results across the selection. Therefore, 

a case study researcher should designate the number of participants depending on the 

certainty the researcher wants to have about the results. At the same time, a case study 
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needs to be “adaptive” in that new information could lead to discoveries, which may lead 

to the modification of the design (Yin, 2014, p. 65). 

The purpose of this inquiry was to explore teachers’ perceptions of narrative-

based games, including how teachers understand and experience games regarding their 

effectiveness in engaging and motivating students to learn. For this inquiry, I employed a 

criterion selection technique to address the participants’ orientation to the phenomenon of 

inquiry, the intensity of the participants’ interest or experience with the phenomenon of 

inquiry, and the relationship between and among the participants’ (Reybold, 2008). 

Criterion-based selection refers to selected participants who meet some sort of pre-

defined criteria. The criterion for teacher selection for this inquiry was as follows: a) the 

participant must have implemented narrative-based gameplay into his or her classroom in 

the form of a digital game, table-top role-playing game, or through gamification b) the 

participant must have artifacts (i.e., memos, lesson plans, student artifacts, published 

articles) that illustrate the inclusion of gameplay elements. This method of selection 

seems the most appropriate because those who have experienced and implemented 

narrative-based educational games in the classroom may provide robust data that will 

help answer the research questions. Teachers who have only researched or sought to 

implement narrative-based gameplay, but never reached a point where they have 

implemented gameplay may not be able to fully articulate how narrative-based games 

play a role in the production of game-inspired lessons, discuss their perceptions regarding 

which gaming elements best motivate students, nor explain the reiterative process of 

designing game-inspired lessons without sacrificing learning objectives.  
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Initially, this study will employ a purposeful sample of teachers who incorporate 

narrative-based gameplay into their curricula from the following organizations: Buck 

Institute of Education (BIE), Quest to Learn High School (Q2L), Games for Learning 

Group (G4L), and social groups comprised of teachers who utilize educational gameplay 

such as a Facebook group, The Tribe. These sites were selected because teachers who 

utilize or work for these organizations incorporate game elements into their lesson 

planning design.  Although all the teachers in the sample were purposefully selected 

based on their practice of including game-based elements in their teaching practices, they 

were selected from diverse organizations to provide a broad range of perspectives on the 

role of games and game-based elements in the teaching and learning process.  Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) suggest that “five richly researched cases as a minimum 

for multiple-case sampling adequacy” and that “a study of 10 cases or so can become 

unwieldy” (p.34); however, due to the explorative and emergent nature of this inquiry 

and data collection methods, I followed the suggestion of Patton (2015), who wrote, 

“Sample size must be judged in context…. The validity, meaningfulness, and insights 

generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with information richness…than with 

sample size” (pp.312-313). Mason (2010) suggests that saturation should be the guiding 

principle of a qualitative study using interviews and that the researcher should employ 

“intellectual judgment based on the logic of making meaningful comparisons, developing 

and testing explanations” (p.139).  

Using a criterion-based selection method in which the unit of selection 

(LeCompte, Preissle, & Tesch, 1993) were teachers who currently implement narrative-
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based gameplay as a form of content delivery, sixteen teachers communicated that they 

were willing to participate in this study. From that initial group, three participants in 

correspondence said they even though they had employed narrative-based gameplay in 

the past, they were not currently doing so. Therefore, the result was thirteen diverse 

participants. Table 6 illustrates the participants selected for this study, including their 

teaching grade level, the number of years teaching, subject taught, and game format 

employed. A pseudonym refers to each participant.  

 

Table 6 

Participants Selected 
 
Participants Grade Level Number of 

years teaching 
Subject Narrative 

Game 
Format 

Employed 
Simon Higher Ed.  11 Creative Writing  Table-Top 

Role-Playing 
 

Gordon Higher Ed.  11 Digital Media, 
Educational 
Psychology 

 

Serious 
Games 

Shepherd All girls Middle 
School 

 

3 Computer Science Digital 
Games 

Marston Higher Ed.  15 Instructional 
Technology 

Table-Top 
Role-Playing 

/ Live-
Action Role-

Playing 
 

Max Museum 
Education/Middle 

& High School 

14 Museum Education Table-Top 
Role-Playing 
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Sam Higher Ed. 19 Italian  Digital 

Games 
 

Nathan Middle School 10 Science Gamification 
 

Connor High School 26 Game Design & 
Development 

 

Serious 
Games 

Corvo High School 11 Serious Video Game 
Design 

 

Serious 
Games 

Leon All Boys High 
School 

 

10 English  Digital 
Games 

Rasputin High 
School/Alternative 

Education 
 

16 Literature Table-Top 
Role-Playing 

/ Live-
Action Role-

Playing 
 

Chell High School 
 

38 Technology Serious 
Games 

Dirk High School  25 History  Serious 
Games 

 

Data Collection 

Case studies are holistic in that each participant’s voice should be treated as an 

intimate and interconnected sum of the collected parts; therefore, as Patton (2015) 

suggests, the more data collected about a participant, the clearer and “truer” his or her 

voice will become (p. 538-539).  In addition, collection and analysis are also dependent 

on the research questions, conceptual and theoretical frameworks, the research context, 

and what makes the most logical sense in providing robust and useful data (Maxwell, 

2013; Merriam, 1998; Reynolds et al., 2011; Saldaña, 2015). Due to the qualitative nature 
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of this inquiry, I used the data organization, collection, and analysis techniques, as 

outlined by Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña (2013). I collected semi-structured interviews 

and artifacts supplied to me by the teachers, reflections, and memos. The goal of the 

inquiry was to examine and understand the perceptions of teachers’ regarding their 

implementation of narrative-based educational gameplay. To do so, I employed 

Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge (TPACK) framework as a guiding 

tool for initial data collection and analysis. 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

I used semi-structured interviews to investigate my research questions since my 

goal is to learn about the perceptions, feelings, and beliefs of participants (Merriam, 

1998). However, many researchers make the mistake of attempting to turn research 

questions into interview questions when interview questions require “creativity and 

insight” rather than a one-to-one conversion (Maxwell, 2013); therefore, the interview 

protocol was designed to be conversational, explorative, and open-ended to encourage 

tangential exploration of participant responses, accounts, and stories. I developed and 

revised a list of questions for the interview protocol for the past two years based on my 

insights gathered from reading the literature as well as what I learned during a pilot study 

of teachers’ perceptions of educational gameplay that I had completed before this study. 

The questions in the interview protocol drew upon my personal experiences in 

implementing narrative-based educational gameplay in my classroom as well. Lastly, the 

interview protocol drew upon the Technological Pedagogical and Content Knowledge 

framework. Questions were asked that covered each domain of the framework to 
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understand better the teachers’ perceptions regarding the connections between teaching, 

content, and gameplay. I also worked closely with my advisor to formulate and revise the 

interview protocol to allow for a better, more precise understanding of teachers’ 

perceptions. The protocol was loosely organized into broad categories:  background 

experiences with gameplay, concepts, and attitudes regarding gameplay, perceptions of 

the connections between gameplay, and the teachers’ content area. A sample of the semi-

structured interview questions and prompts are as follows: 

• Tell me about your game habits growing up?  
• What influenced you to incorporate narrative gameplay into your 

curriculum?  
• Tell me about any sources you draw for information or inspiration in 

choosing or using games?  
• What do you feel are the elements and components found in narrative-

based games that make them effective? 
• Why do you think stories are a viable way to teach your content? 
• How do narrative-based games offer opportunities to experience learning 

content differently than traditional instruction? 
• How do you know students are engaged in the learning process when 

narrative-based gameplay is employed? 
• What were any challenges you encountered when you had implemented 

narrative-based gameplay?  
 

 Artifacts  

Participants were asked to supply documents that they perceived were pertinent to 

the inquiry. This came in the form of lesson plans, student work, personal memos, 

syllabi, evaluations, scholarly research, and videos. These documents revealed additional 

perceptions that were not gathered through direct observation or interviews. These 

artifacts provided a more in-depth insight into the perceptions of the participants and 

supported their interview data. Documents can also act as a source of inquiry that can 
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assist in observing and interviewing (Patton, 2015). For this inquiry, the artifacts will be 

used as a catalyst that will inform the interviewing protocol and will not be used as a 

triangulation method of validity at the onset. The interview protocol was individualized 

to include questions that pertain solely to individual participants.  

Merriam (2002) suggests that a qualitative inquiry be completed in phases. For 

instance, phase one may include acclimating oneself in the community in which the 

participant lives. However, another phase may be to conduct participant observations (p. 

204-205). However, as a constructivist who wishes to emphasize emic and iterative 

inquiry, the design should be more a cyclical and complementary process. For instance, 

each phase of this inquiry should inform previous and subsequent phases, which may 

then transform the study trajectory. It will not be enough to complete one phase and move 

onto the next without thought of how the previous phases influence or inform subsequent 

phases. In addition, data collection phases should and will be revisited as the inquiry 

progresses.  

Data Analysis  

Data analysis is defined as “finding patterns and other essential features in data 

and articulating their interrelationships” (Saldaña, 2015, p.20). The analysis process in a 

case study emphasizes the pulling apart (or fracturing) of information and then putting it 

back together (or contextualizing) in a meaningful way for “generating and suggesting 

properties about a general phenomenon” (Stake 1995, p. 76). However, there is no 

“cookbook” for completing qualitative analysis; analysis needs to be planned and 

adjusted to meet the goals of the inquiry (Maxwell, 2013, p. 105). Analysis for this 
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inquiry followed processes prescribed by Stake (1995), Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña 

(2013), and Attride-Stirling (2001), which consists of coding, identification of concepts, 

writing of the case reports, and the identification of themes and findings all while 

memoing about goals, methods, theory, experiences, participants, and changes in research 

trajectories. Although this inquiry’s analysis borrows from constant comparative analysis 

(CCA), which consists of open, axial, and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2015), the 

purpose of this case study is not to develop a theory. Instead, after the data is “fractured,” 

it is, then, connected (or contextualized) to “reach new meanings” from the aggregated 

data (Stake, 1995, p. 75). Merriam (1998) explains that all qualitative inquiry is naturally 

inductive, so even though I am not looking to develop a grounded theory, constant 

comparative analysis was an appropriate way to analyze data in a case study (p. 159). 

This included the construction of categories from the interview transcripts, documents, 

and the researcher’s memos to see “processes and outcomes that occur across many 

cases, to understand how they are qualified by local condition, and thus develop more 

sophisticated descriptions and more powerful explanations (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 

172).  

During this process, after participants were identified, each was asked to supply 

artifacts of their choosing. I communicated to each participant that these would be used to 

individualize the interview protocol. Next, semi-structured interviews were scheduled 

and then conducted, leaving days between each. This allowed me to have the interviews 

transcribed, and an initial first cycle coding phase could be completed. Artifacts were 

also revisited to gather further insight into their perceptions. Memos were, then, created 
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regarding my initial impressions of the interviews and the artifacts. This allowed me to 

identify possible new research trajectories that emerged so that new interview questions 

could be formulated, and new paths of inquiry could be explored. It also allowed me to 

maintain data objectivity. For instance, after the second interview, it was discovered that 

narrative-based gameplay might be used to engage students in subject-matter to promote 

cultural competence. This, I understood as a possible new research trajectory, so I 

formulated new questions to see if participants had perceptions regarding cultural 

competence affordances. I then previewed the next participant’s artifact, formulated new 

interview questions based on those artifacts, and then continued the cycle until all thirteen 

participants were interviewed, and thematic data analysis was completed as described 

above.  

I used a thematic network procedure for my data analysis of the transcribed 

interviews (Attride-Stirling, 2001). Using the TPACK framework as a lens, I attempted to 

simultaneously collect and analyze data as I interviewed participants one at a time by 

identifying my initial impressions and determining possible lowest-order premises. 

Interviews were then immediately transcribed and revisited while paying close attention 

to my subjectivity and researcher identity as to avoid biases (Saldaña, 2015).  

By focusing on my research questions, conceptual and theoretical frameworks, 

and looking for salient issues that emerged, I employed a first cycle coding process using 

NVivo Coding Software. I employed in vivo coding and the theming of the data, 

highlighting what each participant emphasized during the interview. I used descriptive 

coding to summarize using short words or phrases to identify topics that would later 
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become possible themes. I also used the direct language of the participants to honor their 

voices and avoid any subjective translation of their language. After the first cycle coding 

process, I then began parsing and organizing the transcriptions into thematic networks 

that I deemed useful for further analysis. I grouped the codes and participant descriptions 

that were discovered during the first cycle, coding into basic themes. I also identified 

passages and anecdotes from the interview transcripts that could be used as a primary 

example of themes (see Appendix 1 and 2).  

After theming the data, I organized the lowest-order themes into thematic 

networks as prescribed by Attride-Stirling (2001). This analysis consisted of extracting 

basic themes, organizing themes, and global themes. From the interview transcripts, I 

identified teachers’ statements and premises that highlighted their perceptions regarding 

narrative-based gameplay, including any alternative trajectories that did not directly 

answer my initial research questions, to allow myself to be taken onto new trajectories. I, 

then, proceeded to extract organizing, or middle-order, themes by clustering basic themes 

into clusters or similar perceptions, issues, and notions regarding narrative-based 

gameplay. For instance, it was during this phase that it became transparent that 

participants were defining narrative-based gameplay on the inclusion of components 

rather than by any affordances of the implementation itself. Finally, I extracted global 

themes (or super-ordinate) themes in the data. This phase allowed an argument regarding 

teachers’ perceptions to emerge, which was encapsulated in several global themes across 

participants. This iterative process is illustrated in figure 3.  
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Figure 3. Data analysis cycle 

 

After the final cycles of coding, I organized and restructured a spreadsheet that I 

had started after the first interview (see Appendix B) with all organizing themes that 

emerged from the data. This contained themes that emerged from the data, which became 

global themes determined by me based on data richness and diversity of responses that 

seemed to best answer the research questions and that correlated with the TPACK 

framework. I then, I attempted to tell the stories of each participant (see Appendix C). 

Doing so helped me better understand the perceptions of each teacher on an individual 

level. I also included their gameplay histories and how I perceived those histories 

influenced their decisions to implement narrative-based gameplay based on the interview 

transcripts. These stories also included those components, affordance, implementation 
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challenges, and their perceptions regarding assessment. After completing a story for each 

participant, I was better able to understand each teacher as having a unique voice, 

including unique experiences and circumstances that shaped their understanding of 

narrative-based gameplay. 

Quality/Validity 

There is an ongoing debate regarding research quality in qualitative research. At 

its center is the issue of who gets to define quality (Muccio, Reybold, & Kidd, 2014). 

However, quality is relative to the purposes of the research inquiry and cannot be 

“universalized” as they could in quantitative research. Unlike quantitative research, 

qualitative research often explores new ground, and qualitative studies are not as easily 

replicated (Patton, 2015). In addition, the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis is the researcher him or herself; thus, a researcher’s identity (i.e., ontology, 

epistemology, perspective, “closeness” to the research topic) directly influences how the 

research inquiry unfolds and how the story is told (Merriam, 2009). In addition, 

qualitative quality is often addressed after the research has begun, and as evidence is 

being collected, whereas in quantitative research, threats to validity are addressed in the 

design phase. Quantitative researchers include design elements such as control groups, 

random sampling, statistical tests of significance in the research design to address validity 

issues (Maxwell, 2013). The quality looks much different from a qualitative researcher.  

Qualitative research is much more than what can (or could ever be) found in 

research design. It is more than conducting member checks, triangulating, or bracketing; 

it is a holistic, open, and cyclical process that gives the researcher “an analytic tool by 
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which to identify a comparative, operational, methodological relationship among the 

research purposes, questions, and processes” (Cho & Trent, 2006, p. 33). In addition, a 

qualitative researcher must be faithful to him or herself while keeping the primary users, 

publication reviewers, and funders in mind (Patton, 2015).  

Although what constitutes as quality cannot be predetermined using the same 

methods as in quantitative inquiry, there still needs to be an established framework for 

quality regarding this inquiry. I went into my study with a plan of how I will strive for 

quality and honor all my research “stakeholders.” Many research communities are 

demanding the qualitative research field begin establishing transparent mechanisms for 

quality assurance (Reynolds et al., 2011); therefore, I should construct my definition of 

quality and all that entails before beginning my research.  

From my perspective, qualitative quality is a culmination of technical 

(methodological choices), deregulatory (relationships), and pragmatic (research 

usefulness and significance) approaches that emphasize what I call the R.E.S.T.O.R.E. 

approach to quality. It is comprised of reflexivity, ethicality, subjectivity, transformation, 

objectivity, representation, and empathy, as discussed by multiple researchers (Maxwell 

& Reybold, 2007; Patton, 2015; Maxwell, 2013; Stake, 1995; and Ghaffar-Kucher, 

2014). For the remainder of this section, I will discuss how each influences this inquiry.  

Representation (and the burden of) 

  Qualitative research is as much about the researcher as it is about the participants; 

my ontology and epistemology influence how I design my inquiry and how I interpret the 

data (Ghaffar-Kucher, 2015). To the educational gaming community, I may be expected 
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to represent the community adequately since I have entrenched myself in the educational 

gaming community. Members of the community may expect me to be their “voice” 

throughout this inquiry. This is what Ghaffar-Kucher meant by the “burden of 

representation.” My “insider” status may carry the burden of expected-advocacy for 

game-based learning. Although I will actively pursue an unbiased approach to the 

interpretation of my data, I must be cognizant that I may be perceived as an advocate 

regardless of how transparent I am.  

In addition, Ghaffar-Kucher (2014) suggests that researchers consider “the 

implications of the participants of the study download the research and read what the 

researcher has written about their community” (p.15). Not only will I strive to be 

unbiased in how I approach the data, but I need to understand the “ripple effect,” my 

research may have. It is not my intention to be the “voice” of the educational gaming 

community, but I do want to highlight the perceptions of a few teachers who have 

implemented narrative-based gaming into their classes. Doing so will provide educational 

and gaming communities with rich data.  

 I intend to bridge the gap between my participants and me to construct 

complementary relationships, which, I feel, is why I consider my insider status so 

valuable regarding this inquiry. Since I am fluent in the language of educational gaming, 

our conversations into this phenomenon will be more in-depth than someone who has 

never played or casually plays games. I am accustomed to the components of gameplay, 

and I have experience implementing narrative-based gameplay in my classrooms, so as I 

interview and analyze the data, I may be able to make deeper connections between and 
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within-participant voices. Being an insider may carry the stigma of being biased, but I 

remained true to my research goals and the participants’ voices while being transparent in 

how the story unfolded (i.e., design choices; changes in research trajectories, memos), 

This may help my readers see my insider status as an essential advantage in this study 

(Maxwell, 2013).  

Ethicality 

Ethicality is a deeply personal interpretation of right and wrong; however, there is 

no universally agreed-upon outline of ethical behavior (Reybold, 2008). We, as 

researchers are bound to professional associations’ codes of conduct as well as to review 

boards and to our institution's regulations and procedures, so just as our ethical ideals 

drive us, we are also influenced by the ethical boundaries of influential others (Saldaña, 

2015).  

Guba and Lincoln (1985) point out that an unethical case study researcher can 

select any portion of the data to highlight and suppress any data that does not “fit” with 

the researchers desired trajectory. Throughout the research process, at times, I felt 

pressured to act as an evaluator, a scientist, and a therapist, but I remained cognizant of 

which role to play and when and how those decisions may have had an impact on how I 

find meaning in the data (Stake, 1995). Understanding, anticipating, and taking measures 

to counteract these ethical dilemmas can assist me in achieving research quality 

throughout this study.   

As I move forward in my inquiry, I remained true to my belief that I want to help 

(not hinder) the educational community for which I write. This means I did my best to 
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keep my participants safe and their input confidential. Therefore, I planned for issues in 

advance. For instance, when conflicting privacy issue arose, I used my best judgment - 

keeping in mind that my life and lives of my participants are more important than my 

research.  

Subjectivity  

 From a constructivist perspective, the researcher is the primary data instrument in 

qualitative research. Being subjective means to be aware of my personal opinions, biases, 

and values that may influence an inquiry (Saldaña, 2015). We (constructivists) believe 

that human understanding is derived from social, political, and psychological 

experiences. Therefore, quality is not generalizable, nor can research “findings” be 

generalized (Saldaña, 2015). It is not essential to hypothesize or predict, but to encourage 

relationships and to elevate singular voices (Patton, 2015). The story my participants tell 

is unique to them at that moment in their lives; it is expected that the stories that shared 

with me will change and evolve as they experience life, so although some may say 

participants’ perceptions need “capture,” I am merely collecting my participants’ 

ephemeral voices regarding the phenomenon under investigation. Although my 

participants shared their stories, opinions, troubles, and wisdom regarding educational 

games, they may have been different in the past and will continue to change and evolve 

as time passes.    

Transformation 

Quality can also be achieved through “the resultant actions of the research 

endeavor” (Cho & Trent, 2006). Since I intended this study to be read by teachers who 
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are contemplating whether to include narrative-based games or game elements into their 

curricula, the quality of this inquiry will, ultimately, be decided by how useful they find 

my research to be. There needed to be a “transferability of findings to others based on the 

similarity of contexts and conditions” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p. 718), so, regarding 

this case study inquiry, there may exist internal generalizability (generalizing within the 

context of the inquiry). Although readers of my research will not turn to this research for 

the collective “voice” of educational gamers, they may find some commonalities between 

my participants and themselves.  

Teachers who find that they relate to the participants in some manner may find 

this research more useful in redesigning their class. Even though I understand that my 

research represents only a moment in time, by nature, I believe all research is ephemeral; 

we evolve as human beings as so do our worldviews, but still maintains value to the 

educational community. Charmaz (2004) summed up the transformative nature of 

qualitative inquiry best when she wrote, “You [the researcher] will transform our 

[readers] images of studied life, and your research journey will transform you” (p. 991). 

One piece of whether I will consider myself successful in this research endeavor will be 

when I have made a positive impact in the lives of those who have read my work and if I, 

myself, have changed because of this research.  

Objectivity 

As a qualitative researcher, there is also a need for me to inquire (Patton, 2015) 

objectively. To help me overcome “blind” spots, I must attempt to interpret data from all 

vantage points, which means, at times, I must suppress my predispositions and 
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positionality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). As I explore the phenomenon of educational 

gaming, there are some theoretical frameworks (i.e., motivational theories and gaming 

theories) that shape how I will interpret my data. I have been educated in educational 

psychology and educational gaming, so I need to adhere to both community’s 

expectations of what quality research should look like. For instance, many educational 

gaming advocates consider “good” game design as a culmination of rules, goals, conflict, 

feedback, and aesthetics (Kapp, 2012; Gee, 2007; Chou, 2016; Walz & Deterding, 2014). 

Some frameworks illustrate what makes a successful game and how gaming elements 

should connect to learning (Deterding, Dixon, Khaled, & Nacke, 2011b). 

Simply put, many in the educational gaming community have expectations of 

what a “good” game should look like as do I. Hence, as I explore this educational 

phenomenon, I will interpret from the perspective of those theorists and advocates that 

have come before me while striving to be unbiased and free from preconceived notions 

that may come from my own experience or the literature. It is a delicate balance. I also 

have studied motivational theories (i.e., optimal experience theory, self-determination 

theory), so as I listened to my participants discuss how they use gameplay to motivate 

students, I interpreted from the perspective of those theorists and psychologists.   

In addition, this inquiry was perpetually influenced by my readings, teachers, 

professionals, and powerful others (i.e., published authors and committee members). 

Being objective in my design and analysis helped me construct mindful research through 

“the strategic use of eclectic constellations of theories, methods, and research strategies” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2011, p 554).  
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Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is defined as being consciously aware of the cognitive and emotional 

filters comprising a researcher’s epistemology and ontology and how they may influence 

my interpretations (Saldaña, 2015). Tied closely to subjectivity, reflexivity “reminds the 

inquirer to be attentive to and conscious of the cultural, political, social, linguistic, and 

economic origins of own’s perspective and voice as well as the perspective and voice of 

those one interviews and those to whom one reports” (Patton, 2015, p 604).  

As Denzin and Lincoln (2003) suggest, the prominent instrument in qualitative 

research is the researcher him or herself. Patton (2015) proposes that we (researchers) 

have three selves we bring to our research: our researcher-self, our participant-self, and 

our audience-self. Since I have been each of those at different points in my lifetime, I 

viewed design, data collection, and data analysis from all three vantage points. I will 

provide my reader with information such as my worldview, how I know what I know, 

and how I perceived my participants in my findings. Together, this allows my distinctive 

researcher-voice and my positionality to be transparent to the reader.   

Being reflexive also means sharing how my interpretation evolves throughout the 

research process regarding the participants and the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011; Creswell, 2012). Regarding this inquiry, I kept detailed memos on how I 

interpreted each participant, interview, or document I reviewed as well as how and why I 

intended to change research trajectories (Merriam, 2009).  
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Empathy 

Regarding quality, I refer to Stake’s (1995) suggestions that qualitative research is 

defined by its empathic features (i.e., attention and commitment to the participant, 

emergent and responsive design, and progressive focus). Empathy means being 

emotionally cognizant of someone else’s feelings and doing my best to see the 

phenomenon from my participants’ perspectives (Saldaña, 2015). In doing so, I hoped to 

gain a more in-depth insight into the educational gaming phenomenon and the lives of the 

participants.  

Empathy also refers to the emergent nature of qualitative research. Honoring my 

participants means valuing their voices as much as I value my own. I did not dismiss any 

perspective, even when it did not align with my initial research questions or 

epistemology. This was achieved through the application of “Galilean-triangulation.” 

Galileo Galilei defined a constellation as a pattern formed by a group of stars close to 

each other. He believed that stars could be distinguished by their magnitude (or 

brightness) and that individual stars could be used for navigation by sailors (Finocchiaro, 

1997). Triangulation, in its original sense, refers to the use of multiple data sources to 

gain or develop an understanding of the studied participants or phenomenon (Patton, 

2015; Maxwell, 2013; Merriam, 2009). According to Patton (2015), there are four types 

of triangulation: triangulation of qualitative sources (checking the consistency of different 

data sources), theory/perspective triangulation (using multiple theoretical lenses or 

perspectives for interpretation), analyst triangulation (using multiple analysts to review 

findings), and methodological triangulation (checking the consistency of findings 
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generated by different data collection methods). Triangulating in these different ways can 

counter skepticism and contribute to the credibility of qualitative analysis (Johnson, 

2014; Creswell, 2012; Merriam, 2009; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011; Patton, 2015). 

Triangulation  

Triangulation, in a traditional sense, attempts to counter any accusation that the 

researcher’s findings are the result of adhering to a single method, a single source, or that 

his or her own biases drove the inquiry to its conclusion (Patton, 2015, p. 674). However, 

different data sources, theories, investigators, and methods each embody their unique 

assets and liabilities, and triangulation often attempts to “exploit the assets” of each while 

ignoring their liabilities (Jick, 1979, p. 604). Researchers may find themselves selecting 

only those sources that produce the desired results while ignoring those that are in 

contrast to yield a coherent and singular image of the participant or phenomenon 

(Fielding & Fielding, 1986), but what is often overlooked is that the negation of specific 

data deters the researcher from gaining a more in-depth insight or understanding into the 

phenomenon under inquiry (Patton, 2015).  

However, just as Galileo Galilei viewed the night sky, I thought of triangulation 

as the process of tracing points as one would through the mapping of a constellation. 

Some data points may be in sync with the research questions, but other data points may 

not converge in a way that the researcher intended. Together, these points reveal a 

constellation-like image of the qualitative inquiry. Every source had to be valued, even 

those non-injective sources that do not seem initially to align with the other points. They 
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should be viewed as welcome “trajectories-deflections” that may lead to new insights and 

inquiry (see Figure 4).  

 

 

 Figure 4. Galilean-triangulation as Mapping a Constellation 

 

Limitations  

 I acknowledge that there are likely internal credibility threats due to research bias 

(i.e., assumptions held by the researcher) confirmation bias (i.e., the influence of a priori 

assumptions on the interpretation of the data), and researcher inexperience. Bias was 

minimized by writing down opposing ideas and thoughts as I conducted my thematic 

analysis (Glesne & Pechkin, 1992) and by debriefing with colleagues to expose any 

biases (Frels & Onwuegbuzie, 2012).  
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In addition, I identified possible external credibility threats: lack of extensive data 

and lack of time. This study did not include observational data, which would have offered 

additional insightful and into personal behaviors and motives of each teacher’s perception 

of game and game elements. There were also no pre-interview or follow-up interviews. 

Therefore, there was no opportunity to establish trust before the interview or to gain 

insight into participants’ perceptions over time. To reduce bias, the interview questions 

were designed to be open-ended to avoid injecting assumptions that could have impacted 

the direction of the interview (Holstein & Gubrium, 2003). Participants were encouraged 

to provide and elaborate on concrete examples from their classrooms to support their 

claims and to provide supporting artifacts as a counterbalance to these limitations. 

Although every effort was made to increase the credibility of the findings, use 

information-rich data, and reach saturation, the reader should exercise caution when 

considering extending the findings beyond those utilized in this study. 
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Chapter Four 

The purpose of this multiple case study was to investigate the perceptions of 

educators who implemented narrative-based gameplay to motivate students to engage in 

learning. Through this study, I hoped to gain a better understanding of how teachers 

connect narratives, gameplay, and learning to engagement and motivation. In addition, 

this study sought to gain valuable insights into what factors influenced teachers’ 

decisions to use narrative-based gameplay including how they use them in different 

classroom settings. The following research questions guided this research: 

RQ1: What were teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based games used in an 

educational context? 

RQ2: How did teachers who used narrative-based games understand the relationship 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning? 

RQ3: What were teachers’ perceptions of the components of narrative-based 

gameplay that lead to student engagement and motivation?  

RQ4: What were teachers’ perceptions of assessment when implementing narrative-

based gameplay? 

Findings were also a result of using the TPACK framework as a lens under which 

the data was viewed and analyzed. Using this framework as a guideline for data analysis, 

global themes emerged. Although this framework guided the initial analysis, it did not 

regulate the exploration of the findings nor prevent consideration for new research 
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trajectories as data was collected. Table 7 illustrates how each domain of the TPACK 

framework assisted in the discovery of themes during analysis.  

 

Table 7 

Connection between the TPACK framework and Global Themes  

Knowledge Domains Definition Themes 
Technological 
pedagogical knowledge 
(TPK) 
 

Knowledge as to how the 
educator employs technology to 
implement teaching methods 

• Game Format 
Employed (e.g., 
Table-Top Role-
Play, Digital 
Games, Serious 
Games) 

• Game Components 
Emphasized (e.g., 
Role-Play, 
Collaboration, 
Choice) 

 
Technological 
pedagogical content  
knowledge (TCK) 
 

Knowledge as to how a teacher 
represents the subject matter 
using that technology 

• Gameplay vehicle 
(Board Game, 
LARP, Personal 
Computer, Video 
Game Console) 

 
Pedological content 
knowledge (PCK) 

Knowledge as to how the 
utilization of appropriate 
teaching methods make it 
understandable to learners 
 

• Assessment  
• Implementation  
 

Technological 
pedagogical content 
knowledge (TPACK) 

Knowledge of the connections 
and interactions between and 
among and between the 
teacher’s technological 
knowledge, pedagogical 
knowledge, and content 
knowledge to facilitate 
students’ learning 

• Gameplay History 
• Inspiration to 

Implement  
• Understanding the 

connections 
between Narrative, 
Learning, and 
Gameplay  
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Figure 5 below illustrates the complex and complementary relationships of the themes 

that emerged from this study. As I discuss in this chapter, a) teachers’ gameplay histories, 

b) teachers’ inspiration to implement narrative-based gameplay, c) how they understand 

the connections between narrativity, gameplay, and learning, d) the format in which they 

implement gameplay, e) the components which they emphasize, and f) the affordances 

they hoped to provide through narrative-based gameplay. It is important to note that the 

participants’ perceptions may include a broader scope regarding affordances, 

components, assessment, and the connections between narrativity, gameplay, and 

learning discussed in this chapter. Only those found through this study’s data collection 

methods and those themes emphasized by the participants during the semi-structured 

interviews are included. 

 

Figure 5. Global themes regarding the educational affordances, components, and 

assessment of using narrative-based gameplay as an educational tool.  

Gameplay 
History

Implementation 
Decisions

Perceptions of 
Connections 

Between 
Gameplay, 

Learning, and 
Stories

Gameplay  
Format 

Employed 

Components 
Emphasized 

Affordances 

Assessment 
Strategies 
Employed 
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Following is a discussion of the findings with details and direct quotations that 

support each of the themes that emerged. I intended to encourage relationships with my 

participants and to elevate singular voices (Patton, 2015) through this case study while 

documenting a broad range of experiences to offer insights into the perceptions of 

teachers who implement narrative-based gameplay. Therefore, quotations are illustrated 

throughout this chapter, allowing each participant to speak for themselves. These 

quotations, taken from the semi-structured interview transcripts, attempt to illustrate the 

diversity of perceptions and complexity of narrative-based gameplay.  

Discussion 

Finding 1 

Most of the participants (11 out of 13 [85%]) indicated that their personal gameplay 

histories influenced how and why they implemented narrative-based gameplay. 

Each participant may have played different games through a variety of formats, 

but they all had one thing in common: they often played them. Whether they played on a 

console, around a table with a group of friends, on a football field, or in their backyard, 

games were a part of their childhoods. Data showed that all but one participant suggested 

that they either played role-playing games, board games, or digital games growing up. 

Most participants had played board games such as Chess, Monopoly, Twilight Struggle 

(n=9), digital games such as Pong, The Legend of Zelda, Grand Theft Auto (n=11), and 

less than half had played table-top role-playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons, 

Warhammer, Gamma World (n=5). Most of the participants suggested that the decision to 
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implement narrative-based gameplay in their classrooms was deeply personal and rooted 

in their gameplay histories in numerous ways.  

Many participants suggested that video games were a constant presence in their 

houses growing up. Nathan said, “Video games were massive in our house. We are 

always playing Nintendo and all those kinds of things.” Simon, Sam, Shepherd, and Dirk 

said they were so embedded in the video game culture that they had bought new video 

game systems as they were released. Simon said, “We had an Atari 2600 from like the 

day, from the word go, and then, we got a ColecoVision, and then, we moved to 

Nintendo, and then, all the various consoles, all the major consoles we were right there at 

the beginning of all of it”. Shepherd recalled playing the Apple II at home and then 

“progressing through Atari, Nintendo, and Sega.”  

Less than half had played table-top role-playing games growing up. For instance, 

Simon grew up playing Dungeons and Dragons. He fondly recalled playing for the first 

time around seven or eight years old with one of his good childhood friends at the time. 

He admitted that they had no idea what they were doing during their first few 

playthroughs, but still, the game resonated with him. He said, “those powder-blue dice, 

rolling them and looking up tables and all the random encounters and all that kind of stuff 

was really, really sort of heady for me.” Even though they were not playing according to 

the rules, Simon was “hooked.” He found himself sitting and reading player manuals, 

monster manuals - anything he could get his hands on that would help him become a 

better player.  
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However, not every one of the participants played digital or role-playing games 

growing up. Chell and Connor suggested that they were more into outdoor play and 

sports. For instance, Chell grew up during a time in which home video game consoles 

and role-playing games such as Dungeons and Dragons had not been popularized, so 

they were not a part of her life. She said that she spent most of her childhood outside 

getting into mischief and playing outdoor games with her friends.  

In the neighborhood, we played. We were rough. I grew up in the west, so the dirt 

was hard, clay-like. And we would turn our bikes upside down, and grab these 

dirt clots into, just the right size for chucking. We would play war and use the 

whole neighborhood. And you'd get pelted with these things, they hurt like hell. 

And, you know, and then we would play Rock Band. And, we would play until 10 

o'clock at night. And that's something that doesn't happen anymore, rarely.  

Even into Chell’s college years after everyone around her started playing the 

video game consoles, she still showed little interest in digital games. For instance, she 

picked up a couple of Nintendo systems after she graduated from college while in Japan, 

but she decided to give them away to her nieces and nephews instead of keeping them 

herself.  

Participants almost unanimously suggested that the games they played influenced 

how they viewed gameplay as an educational tool that could engage and motivate 

students to learn. Many contributed the decision to implement narrative-based gameplay 

to their history of playing games growing up. For instance, Simon grew up playing role-

playing games, which became more a part of this life as he went to college. The role-
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playing games he played featured imagined worlds in which he and his friends explored, 

navigated, and co-constructed. Now, Simon implements role-playing games into his 

classroom. Students in his classroom co-create and role-play through imagined worlds 

and then write creative fiction using the imagined worlds as inspiration. Others decided to 

implement gameplay because they learned through games when they were young. For 

instance, Sam grew up in Italy and learned how to speak the English language with the 

assistance of digital video games. As he pursued becoming an educator, he viewed them 

as a viable way to learn a new language, and at the time of this study, he employed them 

in his classroom to teach his students how to speak Italian.  

Sam recalled a time during his adolescence when digital video games were more 

than a form of entertainment for him; they were tools to help him learn and speak 

English. He experienced narrative-based digital text adventures that were entirely in the 

English language, and in order to play them, he had to look up all the words in a 

dictionary. After he became a graduate fellow and received a grant to apply to purchase 

classroom supplies, he recalled how those games helped him learn a foreign language, so 

adopting modern digital video games “made perfect sense” to him.  

It’s 1985. I’m 21, almost 22 years old, and my English is very shaky at this point. 

I had a Commodore 64 and this game comes out called Alter Ego by Activision. It 

was a text adventure created a team of psychologists. For about three months, I 

played it every day for about one, two hours, and since it was a text adventure. I 

was using a huge dictionary sitting on my lap to progress in the game’. 
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Sam suggested that video games, like other forms of media, are realia. Realia, as Sam 

explains, “are cultural artifacts in a foreign language that allow you to see actual 

language in action.” Sam explained that in order to learn a foreign language, a learner 

needs to interact with different forms of realia, and video games are another form of that. 

He said, “I began using Final Fantasy 9 on the PlayStation 1, which was fully vocalized 

in Italian. I started incorporating a couple of language-lab activities using that game”. 

Later, Sam became an associate professor of Italian and a coordinator of Italian studies at 

a university in the United States. He decided that the Italian program at the university 

should incorporate modern narrative-based digital video games.  

What happens is it appeals even to students who normally don’t play video 

games. My experience told me video games were the most effective tool, an 

instrument to improve my English. Playing and loving video games since 1975 

helped me become a pioneer in the field of video-game based learning, 

specifically in second language and foreign-language acquisition and with 

commercial triple-A video games. 

Chell, Nathan, and Max expressed that when they were younger, they disliked 

school for various reasons. For instance, Max explained that he implemented gameplay in 

his classroom because he had experienced personal difficulties remaining engaged in 

school. He said he grew up with a learning disability, and the traditional approaches 

teachers implemented in their classroom did not “work” for Max. When Max became a 

teacher, he remembered those childhood experiences. He suggested that he did not want 
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his students to have the same experiences in school, so he needed to make his classes 

“fun and engaging.”  

I have ADHD. I can't focus on a single task; I have to multi-task. I think that this 

[teaching through gameplay] is deeply personal for me. Game-based education in 

general is incredibly important to me because I don't think I'd be where I am right 

now, if not for games education. I struggled growing up with reading and 

mathematics and writing, too. But those are all skills that I developed through 

gaming. That's how those skills were able to reach me. I can do incredibly quick 

math now. Only with dice, because that's how I've applied math in my life. I'm 

great at communicating. I'm great at cracking narratives and reacting to other 

people's needs, because those are all skills that I developed when gaming.  

He expressed that his teachers did not seem to understand how to teach him, nor did they 

care much about making sure he was engaged or understood the content. However, 

outside of school, Max learned to teach himself, and he did so through gameplay.  

Each participant had a unique history of gameplay and inspiration for 

implementing gameplay into their classrooms. It seemed difficult not to conclude that 

their decision to do so was derived from their history growing up. With a few exceptions, 

teachers who played Dungeons and Dragons or other role-playing games growing up, 

now used role-playing games in their classrooms today. Those who learned through them 

as a child now used them as learning tools for their own students. Whether they had 

implemented them from the onset of their teaching careers or after they experienced 
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unmotivated and disengaged students, they all made connections between stories, 

gameplay, and learning from their own experiences.  

Finding 2 

More than half of the participants (9 out of 13 [69%]) expressed that they 

implemented narrative-based gameplay because they observed a lack of student 

engagement, motivation, and interest. 

Participants also described their initial motivation for implementing narrative-

based gameplay into their classrooms. Motivations to use games as educational tools 

varied across participants. More than half had initially implemented gameplay after 

observing and experiencing a lack of student motivation and engagement in their classes 

or became concerned with their students' lack of submitting quality work. Some even 

attributed the lack of those qualities to the content-delivery methods not being “fun” 

enough, as Corvo suggested. For instance, at the time of this study, Marston had been a 

Coordinator of Instructional Technology at a college for 15 years. At the beginning of his 

career, he was tasked with teaching a directed-studies course to students who had failed 

out of the college and wanted to be readmitted. The class was designed to teach those 

students how to change their “unhealthy habits” and become successful students. After 

having employed the methods previous teachers had used during the course (e.g., 

PowerPoint presentations, lecture), he noticed that his students were indifferent to the 

subject matter.  

I was supposed to give a PowerPoint lecture every week. It was a horrible 

experience. I made it two weeks and I’m like, ‘This is not fun. You’re not getting 
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anything out of it.’ These were non-traditional students and I’m telling them how 

to make a schedule, financial awareness, study habits. This wasn’t useful to them 

at all.     

Marston realized that, perhaps, these students were not underperforming because they 

were incapable of understanding the subject matter, but instead, they needed to receive 

the content differently.  He decided that he would co-design a table-top role-playing 

game that “provided students a game-based opportunity to discuss student debt, degree 

requirements, course options, and random college-life events with the final goal of 

meeting all degree requirement with the least amount of student debt.” He said that his 

students received the same content as before, but, now, they received it through a 

collaborative table-top role-playing game. He said that from the first time he used the 

game, he observed that his students became more engaged and interested in the subject 

matter.  

Rasputin expressed that he had a similar experience. He said that he was given a 

new class to teach and when he began teaching it using the prescribed textbook, which 

included was he called “uninteresting stories and exercises,” he observed that his students 

were not motivated to participate or engaged in the content.  

I came over from the middle school, and they dumped American Lit on me. 

American Literature. No one wanted to teach American Literature. Just boring. 

Kids didn't like it. Teaching it for the first year, I'm like, ‘This doesn't work. It 

sucks. Nobody likes this right now.’ They just read stories they don't like. Read 
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the story, answer the question, recall, regurgitate. You're just throwing 

information at them hoping it sticks, and it just doesn't.  

Rasputin decided to turn the class into a role-playing game. Instead of reading stories and 

completing assignments from the textbook, he had the students create imagined worlds 

based around the settings from the stories they read in class and then role-play through 

those new worlds as fantasy characters of their creation.  For instance, after Rasputin’s 

students read the short story, “The Bass, The River, and Sheila Mant” by W.D. Wetherell, 

he had his students recreate the setting from the story on the whiteboard in the front of his 

class. Not only did students include the settings and characters that were explicitly 

mentioned in the story, but they included new places and people that were not. He said, 

“They started drawing in this town of Harcourt. When we were done, the entire board 

was filled with buildings and places and roads. They created a new building, New places 

that were not even in the story.” He, then, created stories and mysteries within the newly 

reimaged world of Harcourt. His students told him where in the town they wanted to go 

and explore or whom they wanted to speak with, and Rasputin would create encounters 

for his students. For instance, he would introduce a mystery, and as his students would 

have to navigate the town and talk to characters from the story who would, then, provide 

clues to the students to help them solve the mystery. His students would receive the 

educational content, but it implicitly, disguised as parts of the gameplay.  

The clues all have to do with their vocabulary and the words. You could talk 

about character inferences or character traits or how this character would act in 

this situation. 
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They are searching for all of these places. The story is just getting woven. By the 

end of the unit, the kids, of course, loved it. 

Chell described a time during her teaching career when she was reassigned to teach a 

technology course in a computer lab. She immediately questioned how she would 

approach learning in her new role as a technology teacher, which, at that time, seemed 

very foreign to her. As she observed her students play various games on the computers 

spread around her new classroom, she decided to talk with them about how they want to 

learn the subject matter.  

I asked the kids, ‘What do you want to do? They all said, ‘We want to go into 

Minecraft.’ So, we got them hooked up into Minecraft. I sat there and listened to 

their negotiation. I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to make the rules 

of the game as they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it. I just 

knew, listening to them that first day, that this was something that had to be 

explored. That started the most powerful journey. Minecraft was a real game 

changer. It was so magical. 

Whether teachers decided to implement gameplay due to lack of student engagement or 

to their frustration with their teaching approach, they all considered gameplay as a better 

option than their current teaching approach. 

Finding 3 

Over half of the participants (8 out of 13 [62%]) suggested that the connections 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning are biological or learned connections 

humans develop since childhood.  
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Data showed that participants made diverse connections between narrativity, 

gameplay, and learning. Many participants suggested that telling stories and playing 

games are part of our genetic makeup, which was best summarized by Chell when she 

said, “Stories and playing is the way we biologically learn. It is not the only way we 

learn, but it is central to all humans. Because we are still all human, and we all love 

playing.” This belief that learning occurs through storytelling and playing echoes through 

almost all participant interviews.  

 

Table 9. Participants perceptions of stories, learning, and gameplay 

 Sample Quotation 
Simon That's what's great about a narrative experience. We're all sharing in it, 

it's palpable when it's working…structures of the story make more sense 
because they're very similar when you start drawing that line between our 
world and the fictional world…. I think there's a trigger there [in games] 
that's inviting people into telling stories. 
 

Gordon We're all storytellers. I'm telling you stories right now as you're 
interviewing me. I think that that's just a means of human 
communication…. Storytelling is not a separate entity from gaming, 
which is not separate from teaching or learning or sharing information of 
any kind…. Storytelling is also, it gives us some agency in our thinking 
and learning. It's not just about whether or not something is told to us 
versus we experience it. 
 

Marston I think stories just work. It's kind of part of the human condition. If you 
look at like going back to oral tradition, we're kind of wired to like 
stories. 
 

Shepherd It's about life, it's about who we are and what we are, and I think that 
there's intrinsic value in that. 
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Sam  We, as human beings are creatures defined by narratives. What do we 
meet someone new? We tell them the story of our lives, and they tell us 
the story of their lives.  
 

Chell That narrative, that play, is the way we biologically learn. It's not the 
only way we learn, but it is central to all humans. 
 

Corvo What we're identifying here is the authenticity, because when a student 
brings to the table their own story, their own perspective, their own and 
understanding, that becomes a real valuable story that they bring to the 
table, and that creates motivation and that motivation is connected to 
the mindset that you want to have these students develop. 

 
Leon 

 
All games have narrative, but you know ones that have a significant 
amount of narrative. I think what's great about them and is so powerful in 
an educational setting…. Games instantly give pretty significant 
intrinsic context for any activity. 

 

Participants suggested that through narrative-based gameplay, stories act as 

vehicles that provide students with opportunities to interact in ways that are not found in 

other educational mediums often used in classrooms (e.g., film, books). Others suggested 

that narrative-based gameplay allows students to experience the lives of others in order to 

gain an understanding of how the world functions around them. Participants also 

expressed that narratives have an immersive component that allows them to “escape” 

within a story. This allows them to view gameplay as an extension of their own lives in 

which their choices they make within the game and the collaborative efforts they make as 

they play influence events in the game world as well as influence the way they view the 

world and the people in it. Lastly, participants suggested that students see games as 

opportunities to bring their personal stories into the games, and through this, they see 

themselves as integral parts of a bigger whole both inside and outside of the gamespace.  
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Simon suggested that narratives help his students engage in the subject-matter by 

offering empathetic-simulations. In other words, students who play narrative-based 

games may learn to view content objectively, which may change their perspective and 

result in their students being more empathetic people.  

Role-playing games, in general, are unique storytelling devices. Game narratives 

get inside their heads. Structures of the story make more sense because they are 

very similar when you start drawing that line between our world and the fictional 

world. It may have very different rules, it could be like a theocracy, it could be a 

military-run government, but still, the idea would be the same. It is building this 

critical ability to be able to understand how worlds work, how people work, what 

the social forces are, how those social forces are upheld. I think there's a trigger 

there that's inviting people into telling stories. They become better critical 

thinkers, or they're going to be better people in the world. That is where I think it's 

the very slow work of maybe trying to turn our culture a little bit.  

Participants also suggested that storytelling and games allow students to gain a 

better understanding of social and historical issues because of the inherently interactive 

nature of games. For instance, Gordon suggested that human beings are natural 

storytellers and that gameplay is just another storytelling medium. He suggested that 

narrative-based gameplay provides students with opportunities to interact with 

educational material, which results in an immersive learning experience.  

We're all storytellers. I think that’s a means of human communication. That's how 

we let people know what we think and why things are important. Storytelling is 
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not a separate entity from gaming, which is not separate from teaching or learning 

or sharing information of any kind. Games give us this opportunity to engage with 

the culture and social issues that affect all of us. Much in the way that other forms 

of art like literature and film can draw out the emotion in their subjects, games 

can do that even one step further by allowing subjects to engage or interact with 

the story they're hearing about. It's one thing for me to see a video of somebody 

explaining what it's like to be in a concentration camp and survive that process 

and what the horror must have been. It's another entirely to feel immersed in that 

place and be a participant in this tour and actually walk through it with someone, 

and to experience with them what this is like. Games are just a part of our 

storytelling history, and it's just part of what makes education worth having.  

Marston explained that storytelling is the oldest way in which humans learn, dating back 

to a time when we learned through oral storytelling. He also expressed that he found it 

ironic that most teaching approaches do not emphasize educational storytelling.  

I think stories just work. It's kind of part of the human condition. If you look at 

like going back to oral tradition, we're kind of wired to like stories. That's the 

essence of entertainment industry, game industry, books, novels, theater. It's all 

story-driven. The fact that education isn't story-driven is almost an outlier. If 

education didn't exist and you told me I had to invent some way to convey 

information to someone else, it's going to be story-driven.  

Participants also suggested that games allow students to incorporate their own life stories 

collaboratively, which helped with co-constructing knowledge and gain a sense of 



99 
 

belonging. Corvo suggested that games provide spaces in which students can see 

themselves as integral and meaningful parts of a whole system inside the game, which 

often influences how they are included in social groups outside the gamespace.  

When a student brings to the table their own story, their perspective, their own 

and understanding, that becomes a real valuable story, that creates motivation that 

allows them to drive the collaboration. When the students are working 

collaboratively together, they're forming their story, and when they join these 

stories, it's the stories that drive the learning. If we can have the students create a 

narrative through a collaborative effort that connects global goals such as solve 

poverty, solve hunger, solve access to education, and that goal is connected to an 

environment that allows for the students to become mentors to other students, 

they're now learning and driving and teaching each other while they're achieving a 

bigger, greater goal.  

However, there does not have to be an embedded narrative in the game for a game to be 

narratively driven. For instance, Shepherd explained that even the most uncomplicated 

games could become vehicles for the most elaborate storylines for students. Shepherd 

suggested that when there is not an embedded narrative, students often bring their own 

stories into the game, and when students put themselves in games, they begin forming 

new identities as both a character within the game and a human being outside of the 

game.  

I think that when we look at games, even the most simplistic games can create 

these wild stories in our minds that can affect us in different ways. I'll put the 
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original version of Asteroids up there [on the screen], and what is it? It's a triangle 

and some circles. But if you ask any kid who was playing it back in the 60s, 70s, 

what are they going to say? They're going to say, ‘I was a space fighter.’ They 

still form their own stories about it. They're like, ‘Today, I'm the lava man, and 

the lava man rides a cloud of lava’…that's an identity I've taken on. There's 

another story that's more of a socio-cultural one, where you're like, ‘I am an E-

sports player, and these are my colleagues, and these are my peers, and these are 

my competitors". That's a story, it's a meaningful story, it's an identity creation.  

To better understand the perceptions of the teachers gathered for this study, it was 

essential to understand where they came from. This included knowing their history of 

gameplay, their inspirations for implementing gameplay, and how they understand the 

connections between narratives, gameplay, and learning. Participants who had played 

games often suggested that they were inspired and informed by their gameplay habits as 

adolescents, whether they came in the form of digital games or outdoor sports. Their 

inspiration varied between participants, but all were driven by the need to motivate their 

students to engage in learning. Some saw flaws in the way their classes were taught in the 

past. Some saw flaws in their education when they were children. Others found they 

learned best through gameplay and wanted to provide those same experiences for their 

students. Finally, participants viewed storytelling as a biological component of what 

makes us human beings. They suggested that of all storytelling mediums used in 

education, gameplay contains an interactive component that allows students to engage 
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with the subject-matter actively rather than passively, which may lead to a deeper, 

meaningful, and authentic learning experience.  

Finding 4 

Participants emphasized either role-play (9 out of 13 [69%]), collaboration (8 out of 

13 [62%]), or choice (8 out of 13 [62%]) as necessary components of narrative-

based gameplay used to motivate and engage students in the learning process, each 

providing possible affordances such as immersion, escapism, agency, cultural 

competence, adoption of new perspectives, and a sense of belonging. 

Role-play, Perspective Taking, & Escape. Data showed that nine of the thirteen 

participants emphasized that role-playing was an integral component of their narrative-

based gameplay, as illustrated in Table 9. Participants who described role-play, described 

it as having a connection to motivation and engagement because it provides students an 

opportunity to a) see a problem from the vantage point of another person, b) simulate 

real-life experiences, c) imagine themselves as their ideal self, d) imagine themselves as 

someone much different than their true self and e) escape the stresses of real life.  

 

Table 9. Participants who emphasized role-play in narrative-based gameplay  

 Role-Play Sample Quotation 
Simon X It's more about that experience of getting into another 

person's head. Role-playing is a great way to simulate that 
kind of way of looking at life and decision making and a 
really critical thinking way of looking at the world and 
putting your place, putting yourself in it and wondering 
what advantages or disadvantages do I have because of 
where I sit in this social structure.  
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Gordon X Reduces the barriers to transfer. We make it easier to see 

how a particular skill would be applied in a real-world as 
it was applied in the game.  
 

Marston X Rather than a PowerPoint lecture of me telling you why this 
person didn't like this person or this award was given to this 
person, you're now role-playing that out, and it all has 
meaning to you and your character and your character's 
victory objectives. 
 

Max X I think role-playing games are really good because due to 
their collaborative nature, everything is highly 
democratic, and pro-social behavior is really encouraged by 
fellow players and, of course, the facilitator.  
 

Nathan X I don't think I see as much as the here's who I am as a person, 
but here's who I can be in the game. We are immersed. 
Your character is evolving and growing and becoming a 
better version and improving a skillset. 
 

Corvo X It's an ecosystem where ideas are easily exchanged, and if 
you can achieve that through an ecosystem or an 
environment of “at-riskness,” that helps support and 
develop the big initiative. It creates a cultural oasis. I am 
providing an environment for escapism.  
 

Rasputin X When you role-play, it's just so much more impactful. It 
brings out so much more. Some of those kids will get so 
much more into it and get so much more out of it. I mean, 
as far as long term, you're hitting that cognitive load.  
 

Chell X You get to explore some of those things that you can't in 
real life. They love playing in that space, where they get to 
be naughty. 
 

 

Role-play as a change of perspective. Several participants described role-play as 

a narrative-based gameplay component, which allowed students to problem-solve from 

the vantage point of someone else. For instance, Simon’s creative writing class centered 
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around a narrative-based role-playing game. The game allowed students to role-play as 

characters who inhabited a fictional world of their design. Students in his classes co-

constructed imagined worlds and wrote stories about the world and the characters who 

lived within it. He said role-playing helped his students better understand how other 

people think and how the world operates from other perspectives.  

[When we role-play], we are able to get into another person’s head and inhabit a 

fictional character’s space. We share life stories. Students play the game similarly 

to how they experience life. That’s the way we make sense of life and 

communicate with others. It feels very real and natural to be doing that to a 

character’s perceptions; even if that character is very different than you, you still 

go through the same process.  

Role-play as a real-life simulation. Simon suggested that the process of role-

playing was a “mirror” of how people interact in the real world outside of the game. As 

his students constructed their imagined worlds, they collaborated, discussed, and make 

decisions regarding how the fictional world operated. He said they made decisions 

regarding, “What would be in this world? The location. Its connection to the government. 

Every iteration that they add to this world, they are learning more about it. They get to 

read each other’s stuff and contribute to a common understanding of how the world 

operates.” This method of narrative-based gameplay implementation, Simon explained, 

allowed his students to do more than read about someone else’s ideas from a book. 

Instead, his role-playing game allowed students to influence the story and make decisions 

that have an impact on the world and the other students in the class. Simon explained, 
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“role-play triggers imaginations that invite people into telling stories. A game narrative 

gives them [students] some language about theme and tone and motivation and 

perspective on things. Then, it lets them express what they are feeling.”  

He suggested that role-playing games emphasize personal agency and 

individualized decision making. He suggests that since a fictional world operates by an 

agreed-upon set of rules just as the real world does, individual decisions can have a real 

impact. Unlike a digital game where the player only has so many choices he or she can 

make, in a table-top role-playing game, students can “simulate life” in that a student 

playing the game has a seemingly infinite amount of paths, only restricted by the 

imaginations of the students in the class.  

[Students] look at the decision making as a relevant and critical thinking process 

where you put yourself in the world and wonder what advantages and 

disadvantages I have because of where I sit in this social structure. You make 

decisions, and the world reacts. How does the world react back at you? 

Speculative storytelling is to be able to express how it feels to be in that subject 

position in a world.  

Role-play as fantasy-self. Participants also suggested that role-play provided 

their students with opportunities to imagine themselves as “enhanced versions” of 

themselves. For instance, students in Nathan’s class did not take on a fictional persona; 

they played as themselves in the game. However, as they earned points and completed in-

class work, they were able to adopt new abilities and gain new powers that they could 

apply in the game. In Nathan’s class, he explained, his students are “essentially becoming 
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a better version and improving a skillset as [they] go from September to June.” His class 

culminated in a significant live-action role-playing event in which the students used those 

skills and powers they gained throughout the school year to successfully defeat the 

monsters they encountered in the game. Nathan said that he sought “a ton of volunteers” 

in the construction of a makeshift village in which his students would navigate and 

“physically fight people and monsters” with toy weaponry. Students, often in full 

costume, navigated the village, solving puzzles presented by the volunteers, who also 

role-played characters in the village. The villagers sometimes needed students’ help so 

that they would send them on quests. Nathan said he observed that students behaved 

differently when they are playing in the game. He said, “I don’t see as much here I am as 

a person, but here’s who I can be in the game.” He said that he observed his students 

suddenly become “risk-takers.” 

I want students to take more risks in my classroom. To try things, you wouldn’t 

try. I want them to work with people they normally wouldn’t work with. I want 

this to be a safe environment to screw up a thousand times but get up the 

thousandth time. That’s what I want in my classroom. I think that the stories 

provide the ability to do it.  

Marston also emphasized the inclusion of role-playing as a necessary component in 

narrative-based gameplay used to engage and motivate students. Like Nathan, he 

suggested that role-playing allowed his students to do things in his class that they usually 

may not do if they were not playing a character. For example, in his class, students role-

played as a real person from history. They spent time researching and studying, so they 
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could navigate through a live-action role-playing session as that person. Role-playing this 

way, Marston explained, allowed his students to identify and connect with the historical 

person, which, he said, could not be done as well through other instructional means such 

as through a lecture or a slideshow presentation. He said, “all of a sudden, rather than a 

PowerPoint lecture, you are now role-playing that out, and it has meaning to you. You 

and your character and your character’s victory objectives all have meaning.” He 

explained that when students role-played, they seemed to “disassociate themselves from 

experience” and begun adopting traits the students perceived were inherent qualities of 

the character they were role-playing. This, Marston suggested, afforded students 

opportunities to engage with and immerse themselves within the subject-matter in the 

way they may not if they were not role-playing a character. He suggested that when his 

students took on a different persona, they tended to be able to do things that they felt they 

could not do when they were not role-playing. As students gained experiences doing 

things in his classes that they usually would not do as themselves, they may transfer those 

skills into their own lives outside of the game.  

Me, I’m not good at giving speeches. I really don’t like doing it. But, if I’m 

playing a role as Senator So-and-So from the great state of Hawaii, I need to kick 

it up a notch. That’s a senator. They’re giving speeches every day. If I’m playing 

that role, I have to give myself permission to play that role. It gives you a reason 

to act differently. Then the ideal is hopefully that just transfers into yourself as 

you get more comfortable with it. 
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Role-play as escapism. Participants also expressed that role-play often provides 

students opportunities to “escape from the realities” of their day to day lives, which are 

sometimes fraught with turmoil and discord.  Corvo explained that his students come 

from tumultuous backgrounds, and role-play may be a cathartic experience for them.  

The stress level at my school is astronomical, as is probably most high schools in 

so far as you've got these damn tests that are taking place. And when you 

compound that with the environment that some of these students come from, the 

stress level is astronomical. How do we create an environment that allows for the 

distress, the remove the Crips and the Bloods, remove all that exterior, all that 

drama so that you can create an environment where it's like, you know what, that 

really doesn't matter. 

Nathan also suggested that narrative role-playing gameplay increases student motivation 

and engagement through the game because it provides students with a sense of agency, 

immersion, and escapism. He said that the immersive experience of narrative-based 

gameplay is “why you watch a movie and cry when a character (who is not real) dies; 

alternatively, a sense of love when the two characters finally fall in love at the end of the 

movie. It is that immersive experience that gets the kids to buy into your game and your 

activity.” Through live-action role-playing sessions in which his students dress up in 

costume and navigate a makeshift village populated with all the people Nathan has 

recruited to help, Nathan created an immersive experience. Nathan kept his students 

immerses and interested by continuously changing the room in subtle and not so subtle 
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ways and even makes his students “craft” their own learning space by making them 

“forage” the school for classroom furniture that they would like.  

I’ve got dragons hanging from the ceiling, and there’s no furniture in my room. 

They have to build their own furniture and scavenge for resources. To keep it 

engaging for ten months, I’m constantly adding little bits and pieces, tweaks, 

games, switching teams, unique cards, battles, changing terminology, so that the 

game never becomes stagnant.  

From Nathan’s perspective, when students are immersed in a role-playing game, they can 

“escape” the stresses that many of his students experience in and out of school.  

I mean, you just see what’s going on with the world today. This is an escape from 

reality. Whatever your political views are, that [the world] stress kids out. Stories 

and theme and narrative break the monotony of school. They break the repetition 

of school, and they give you an opportunity in which to escape into this world 

where stuff doesn’t matter as much as the ‘real’ world for forty-minutes a day. 

Gordon explained that role-play might also help students escape into the subject-

matter by affording his students with opportunities to “free” themselves for a short while 

and see the world from another’s point of view. 

One of the nice things is that it [role-play] frees people from these preconceived 

notions of what it is to be them, to free them from their day to day identity so that 

they can become someone else and feel comfortable being someone else and try 

to think like someone else….Much like a method actor would immerse 

themselves in an environment to become whatever they were going to portray on 
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film, that's what we want our students to do. They set aside who they are as 

individuals and think about themselves as these characters who need to solve this 

legitimate problem in front of them. When they're put in that position of suddenly 

being the scientist who has to solve the problem and you give them the resources 

to be able to do the research, which is really an important digital literacy skill that 

we all need to be kind of cultivating anyway, you're giving them the opportunity 

to solve the problem on their terms by telling a story about what they learned. If I 

can get my students to then see themselves as an oncologist who has to cure 

cancer and get them to feel as though not only for self-efficacy reasons but also 

for learning objective transfer reasons that this is something that they're capable 

of doing, I have successfully taught them.  

Choice, Freedom & Agency. The next emerging theme regarding teachers’ 

perception of how narrative-based gameplay motivated students to remain engaged was 

the implementation of choice within the game. Data showed that eight of the thirteen 

participants emphasized choice and exploration as necessary components to their 

narrative-based gameplay, as illustrated in Table 10. Participants who described choice 

and exploration described it as having a connection to motivation and engagement of the 

learner because it provided students a sense of agency or control over their learning paths 

and the direction of the narrative within the game. Participants suggested that although 

the choice is an essential component to their gameplay, a limited and, sometimes, the 

guided choice is necessary to keep students focused on learning objectives.  
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Table 10. Participants who emphasized choice and exploration in narrative-based 

gameplay  

Participants Choice  Sample Quotation 
Simon X Characters are making choices, and then, the 

narrative is dependent upon the choices that 
they make. 
 

Gordon X A sandbox on the rails approach [to learning] 
where we imagine a sandbox on a rail car. It sort 
of gently rolls from one objective point to the 
next like a train. Even though the students have 
the freedom to play with the sand in the 
sandbox, you know, manipulating the 
characters of the story or the environment to 
kind of fit their own intention, storytelling 
intentions, they are still bound to this sort of 
learning objective track that the car moves 
between. The students can kind of answer that 
learning objective, however they want. 
Ultimately, they will move on to the next 
learning objective, and the story will continue 
forward.  
 

Max X They want control and choice. Students want 
control over their learning. If they have control 
if they, or at least a feeling of control, or an 
element of control, or as much as they feel 
comfortable with. I think they're more inclined 
to want to learn. 
 

Sam X There is a certain freedom. You can have 
different outcomes depending on the choices 
you made, and your choices will impact your 
future. Agency. We have the power to make 
choices. We are in control.   
 

Nathan X When the kids are the ones in control of how the 
content gets delivered, their passion and their 
creativity becomes 100% in their control, and 
they become super-engaged because they're the 
ones in control of all aspects of it.  
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Corvo X Student choices is very important because it's 

their voice. It’s their choice that drives the 
narrative, so if you empower them, they are 
motivated to construct the narrative or the 
storyline or the story board.  
 

Chell X When somebody tells us what to learn and what 
to do, we can do that. But it isn't ours. And so, 
we will only hold onto that as long as we need it. 
You know, there's just so much room and space 
in a brain. But when we are driving the learning, 
that's when it becomes ours; that's when we 
create our own knowledge. 
 

Dirk X It's that playfulness. I'm not being directed by 
the teacher; I'm not being directed by this 
worksheet, that I have a sense of autonomy and 
freedom to explore, and you know as teachers I 
can constantly bemoaning how unmotivated we 
think our kids are in class. It's a very much a 
purposeful play experience. A truly open 
experience and just wandering around and 
exploring a world.  

 
 

Freedom of exploration and narrative-direction. Participants suggested that 

narrative-based games allowed for more freedom of exploration and choice in how the 

narrative progresses and evolves. For instance, Max explained that narrative-based games 

provided students with a sense that they have, seemingly, limitless opportunities to have 

their characters do whatever they want and socialize however they want. Max explained 

that since he works with students with learning disabilities, he enjoyed that games offer 

flexibility regarding how complex or straightforward he can make the subject-matter.  
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Unlike a board game which has a strict rule set and a certain way in which you 

play it,  

Role-playing [games] can be adjusted based on their difficulty, of the content, and 

the pace at which you play. I think that's really helpful. And the fact that they are 

inherently social. Board games are really important because they teach you 

fundamental skills like turn-taking, help you develop your fine motor skills, but 

role-playing games kind of take it a step further and they build on that, but they 

also add a highly social aspect to it, that you can participate in that social sort of 

ecosystem as much as you'd like while still be a part of the game. There isn't just 

one way to socialize in a role-playing game like there might be in a video game. 

There are multiple ways in which you can socialize and still be a productive 

member of the group.  

However, a few participants that discussed the explorative nature of narrative-based 

games suggested that when it comes to digital video games, no matter how open and 

explorative the world seems, they contain boundaries that may prevent students from 

solving problems that are less defined and structured. Gordon explained that in his 

classes, he wants his students to solve problems that may have a myriad of different 

solutions. This, he suggested, is a problem when you look at how many digital games are 

designed.  

No matter how open world it is like Breath of the Wild, there's still a certain 

amount of restriction on what you can and can't do. I can only pick up and interact 

with objects in the ways that the designer has designed. That's really problematic 
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if you're talking about an ill-defined problem in education where you don't 

necessarily think that there's a correct answer for that problem. Especially when 

you're teaching something like culture, the correct answer is often much more 

complicated than a math problem, which either is or is not four at the end of the 

equation.  

Gordon explained that even though students need to feel a sense of control over their 

learning, they do need a certain degree of teacher guidance when implementing narrative-

based games, or the students may not focus on the learning objectives. Some digital 

narrative-based games, Gordon suggested, allow for players to spend time doing things 

that are not directly related to the learning objectives. To combat this, teachers should 

ensure that all the in-game activities are closely tied to the learning objectives.  

Every game objective, there needs to be an equal learning objective. Everything 

you do in the game absolutely has to align with something you want them to do 

out of the game. One of the issues that ends up happening in a lot of digital games 

is that a lot of the interface interactions have nothing to do with actually what you 

want a student to do. If your entire game is predicated on a student walking 

around a virtual environment and picking up a bunch of blocks and delivering the 

blocks, this student didn't actually go through the act of making an argument, they 

just hit a bunch of buttons and then it hit the last button when they got to the end. 

It didn't involve critical thinking or problem-solving. 

He suggested that there needs to be a mechanism within the game that allows students to 

have a degree of control over how objectives are completed, but a teacher needs to 
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maintain a degree of control in order to ensure that the students are moving toward an 

end-goal.   

If it's a curriculum and you have learning objectives, there can't just be this willy-

nilly, you go wherever you want all the time. There actually has to be some kind 

of ordered-ness or organization to it. This sandbox on rails metaphor is where we 

imagine a roller coaster rail system, except that instead of having these rapid 

moving hills and valleys or whatever, you put a sandbox on a rail car. It gently 

rolls from one objective point to the next like a train. Even though the students 

have freedom to play with the sand in the sandbox, you know, manipulating the 

characters of the story or the environment to kind of fit their own intention, 

storytelling intentions, they are still bound to this sort of learning objective track 

that the car moves between. For each individual prompt, there's a learning 

objective associated with it. The students can kind of answer that learning 

objective however they want. Ultimately, they will move on to the next learning 

objective and the story will continue forward. 

Choices for narrative agency. Participants also see the choice as a way for 

students to control the direction of the story and the outcomes of the characters. Sam 

suggested that choice is a crucial component of the digital games he implemented in his 

foreign language courses. Choice, as Sam explains, is one of the reasons games are 

immersive and engaging. Some of the digital story-driven games Sam utilized in his 

classrooms were games made by a company called, Quantic Dream. Sam suggests, 

“Quantic Dream games are like interactive movies, a lot emphasis on the story. The cut 
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scenes are integrated into your choices, so there is a certain freedom. You can have 

different outcomes depending on the choices you made.” Many narrative-based digital 

video games, unlike other games that emphasize action, Sam explains, “emphasize 

providing the player with choices that influence the outcome of the characters.” These 

choices allowed students to experience a sense of agency as they played, which assisted 

in creating an immersive experience for his students. 

We have the power to make choices. We are in control. What this does is it 

enhances the experience. It is a lot more effective when we are doing something 

where we are involved in the action. We forget that we’re sitting on a couch in a 

living room holding a controller. We are actually in the action. This is why people 

like video games.  

Corvo also considered choice an essential component to narrative-based gameplay. In his 

classes, he implemented Minecraft because it allowed his students to “bring to the table 

their own stories.” He said that the gamespaces found in games built for educational 

purposes such as Minecraft provide students with a “blank slate” in which they can 

design, construct, and illustrate their solution to problems and embed their own stories. 

This, Corvo explained, empowered students to personalize their own learning 

experiences.  

Student choices are very important because it's their voice. It’s their choice that 

drives the narrative, so if you empower them, they are motivated to construct the 

narrative or the storyline, or the story board. I try to arrange my own classroom 

whereby the students at first identify their personal interests. They work well in 
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the abstract, and if you can give them an abstract concept to conquer, through 

inquiry, then it's all the more easy for the teacher because you're just setting the 

goal out there and asking them, or setting the stage for them to ask the questions, 

to investigate, to use a scientific method, to talk about it, to share it and all 

through play or serious play because we're solving a global problem.  

Guided choice and exploration. Chell also suggested that there needs to be a 

choice in order to maintain student engagement. She said that allowing students to choose 

how they want to receive information gives them ownership over their learning. She 

explained that human beings maintain and transfer knowledge when they can choose 

when and how they receive the information and that when a teacher makes those 

decisions for us, we tend only to keep information short-term.  

When somebody tells us what to learn and what to do, we can do that, but it isn't 

ours. And so, we will only hold onto that as long as we need it. You know, there's 

just so much room and space in a brain. But when we are driving the learning, 

that's when it becomes ours; that's when we create our knowledge. Giving them 

the freedom to create their narrative. 

Chell is a strong advocate for providing students control over their learning. She allowed 

her students to choose the games they wanted to explore, choose their learning objectives 

within those games, and choose how they tell the stories found within those games. 

However, she does recognize that some students may be more comfortable when the 

teachers make some of the learning choices for them, especially in open-world digital 

games such as Minecraft.  
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I've learned that if you just put kids in that free-for-all, like, make what you want, 

that's too devastating to some of them because they're so in tune to the school 

narrative as well. And, so what I do, is I give them a lesson that's tried and true, 

but I give them the option to dump my own lesson and write their own lesson 

plan. So, they have a safety net to start, but the objective is to go out and choose 

what they want to learn and take responsibility. 

Collaboration & Co-construction of Knowledge. Data showed that eight of the 

thirteen participants emphasized collaboration as necessary components to their 

narrative-based gameplay, as illustrated in Table 10. Participants who described 

collaboration suggested that it helps motivate students to engage in the subject-matter 

because it provides students with a) opportunities for a co-construction of knowledge, 2) 

opportunities to decrease one’s subjectivity, and b) a sense of community through 

simulation.  

 

Table 11. Participants who emphasized collaboration in narrative-based gameplay  

Participant Collaboration  Sample Quotation 
Simon X They're always engaging in a world that they're 

contributing to, but they don't have the final 
say over. There's lots of collaboration, lots of 
communication. That's where the 
collaborative world-building part is really 
important for me is that it gets you away from 
thinking that you know objectively how the 
world works and, really, if you work with 
three or four other people, subjectively, you 
find out that you've just got a subjective view 
based on your own experiences. 
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Marston  X By having all of the students as players, you're 

adding the social element to it and a little bit of 
tribalism. You have kind of an element of 
factions in there. You have people that are on 
your side. There's a social and persuasion 
element to it that you generally don't find in 
digital format. 
 

Sam X It's a collective experience. Expressions of joy 
or disappointment are typically markers for 
fluency.  
 

Connor  X In Minecraft, they address how to work 
together, but in the times that it does work 
well, they communicate better than I've seen 
them do in anything else.  
 

Corvo  X Knowledge is built through social 
interaction and collaboration. When the 
students are working collaboratively together, 
they're forming their story, and when they join 
these stories, it's the stories that drive the 
learning, and it's the situation that you provide 
for these stories to be told.  
 

Leon X Gaming and talking to each other about their 
interpretations and experiencing the narrative 
as a group was really exciting for them.  
 

Rasputin X It [gameplay] teaches them teamwork and 
talking it out. 
 

Chell  X I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to 
make the rules of the game as they're playing 
it. And I've never heard anything like it.  

 

Participants suggested that they use narrative-based to provide collaborative workspaces 

in which students co-create and learning together, often working toward a collective goal. 

Simon suggested that working with others while role-playing and world-building can lead 
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students to be open to new perspectives and developing a deeper understanding of the 

subject matter.  

If you work with three or four other people, subjectively, you find out that you've 

just got a subjective view based on your own experiences. The more different 

those people are, then the more different you're going to get perspectives of how 

the world works. If there's an African American woman who grew up in the city, 

she's going to have a very different view of how the world works than a white, 

middle-aged suburban guy like me. Neither one is necessarily more right nor 

more wrong, but they're both subjective. They're both a different kind of way of 

looking at the world. I think that that's where you get much more sophisticated 

stories when you can think through the world-building aspects.  

Participants who utilized digital games in their classrooms also provided students with 

collaborative experiences. Both Sam and Leon implemented commercial digital games in 

their classrooms. Students in their classrooms navigated through games either 

collectively on one screen or their computers, individually. Afterward, they debriefed, 

discussed, and interpreted the games together. Leon said that “gaming and talking to each 

other and experiencing the narrative as a group was fascinating for them.” Corvo also 

suggested that collective game experiences provided students with opportunities to 

problem solve as a team working toward a greater goal.  

If we can have the students be able to create a narrative that is through a 

collaborative effort that connects global goals, such as solve poverty, solve 

hunger, solve access to education, but that goal's connected to an environment 
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that allows for the students to become mentors to other students, they're now 

learning and driving and teaching each other while they're achieving a bigger, 

greater goal that's collaborative in nature, because now these students are clearly 

connected. 

Collaboration as negotiation and community simulation. Participants 

suggested that some narrative-based games, whether they are table-top role-playing 

games or digital games, provide spaces in which students can simulate a working 

community. For instance, Dirk, Chell, Connor, and Corvo suggested that Minecraft 

provides an open-explorative experience in which students negotiate the stories they want 

to tell within their shared game world. Chell described feeling a sense of euphoria after 

listening to her students discuss and negotiate how to design and construct their digital 

playground.  

I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to make the rules of the game as 

they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it. And then they would all 

go back and renegotiate, and then say, like, "No killing." And then, "Well, no 

killing unless you're being a jerk." You know, because trying to establish their 

narrative, and I just knew, listening to them that first day, that this was something 

that had to be explored. It was so magical. 

Chell said that teachers often feel the need to control how their students collaborate 

within the game world; however, she suggested that authentic collaboration is a 

challenging component to implement because, in traditional classrooms, teachers are 

often “afraid to lose control.” She explained how teachers often create rules and 
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perimeters in which the students must function together. She suggested that if students 

are left alone, they will collaborate organically merely due to their prior history with 

games. This, as Chell suggested, makes games “perfect tools for collaborative learning 

because kids already know how to operate together within them.”  

Connor also suggested that collaboration entails allowing the group to make decisions on 

their own and determine how to divvy workloads in order to reach a unified goal. He 

described how educators usually approached collaborative learning. He said, “we take a 

group of four kids, we give each one a role, and we tell them, “That's what you're doing 

for this. You're the scribe, you're the researcher. You're the presenter”. This, he considers 

a forced or “contrived” approach to collaborative learning. He explained that when 

teachers relinquish control, students will naturally begin to collaborate and assign 

themselves roles since they are used to operating in digital spaces on their outside of 

school with their peers. Students, from Connor’s perspective, understand games and, 

therefore, have practice working together within them, so a teacher should not feel the 

need to control their learning environment as they would in other structured learning 

activities.  

In Minecraft, what I've seen over, and over, and over is kids that these roles form 

organically. They have to address how to work together. They communicate 

better than I've seen them do in anything else. They make compromises. To me, it 

would be a huge challenge to say, ‘I'm going to build this part of the building over 

here, and you build over here,’ but somehow, it all comes together for them.  
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Finding 5 

Most participants (11 out of 13 [85%]) expressed a need for non-traditional methods 

of assessment when narrative-based gameplay is employed, such as debriefing 

sessions, introspection, and auditory and visual observations. 

Participants suggested that assessing student understanding is a necessary part of the 

educational process, but when utilizing narrative-based gameplay in which role-play, 

collaboration, and choice are vital components, teachers may need to assess students in 

less traditional ways. Data showed that participants’ perceptions of how they approached 

assessment varied as did their frustrations as to appease those educational stakeholders 

(e.g., administrators, parents, students) who are unfamiliar with the methods teachers who 

implement gameplay want to assess. Even though a few participants still utilized 

traditional assessments (e.g., multiple-choice quizzes, worksheets), most participants 

suggested that they want their students to externalize their understanding through 

debriefing or discussion sessions. For instance, Marston suggested that learning through 

narrative-based gameplay is a “turbulent” and “messy” experience, which, as he 

explained, meant that the answers to the problems his students encounter in his classroom 

are often open-ended with no correct answer, so there would not be a key containing the 

correct answers. Additionally, many participants suggested that they are more interested 

in their student’s thoughts and decision-making processes than they are in any final 

product. Table 12 illustrates a sampling of teacher perspectives regarding how they assess 

students when narrative-based gameplay is employed in their classrooms.  
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Table 12. Sample quotations of participant perspectives on assessment when narrative-

based gameplay is employed.  

Participant Sample Quotation 
Simon Role-playing doesn't fit well into the institutional structures that we have. 

It's getting them to react. I want introspection. I'm very hands-off 
grading. It's very much like exploratory. 
 

Gordon Forcing them to externalize their thoughts allows the educator to be able 
to follow formidably what kinds of development evolution are going on 
among those students in that group. The point of infusing games in a 
classroom is not necessarily to make the class more efficient but to make 
learning objectives more clearly articulated and to help students 
achieve those learning objectives around ill-defined problems that are 
more like the ones they'll face in the real world, as opposed to this sort of 
pre-scripted, you're going to always have the right answer to every 
question that you face.  
 

Shepherd How do you value art? It's about life, it's about who we are and what we 
are, and I think that there's intrinsic value in that, that it's really hard to 
measure that value, extremely hard. I think that value is often taken for 
granted. We're doing a new type of assessment. You give someone an 
innovative lesson, you have to innovate on the assessment side, too. 
 

Marston  When you're done, you should have had a fairly turbulent student 
experience that has gone through some experiences that you can then talk 
about in college in the context. You have to have a debrief with students. 
Learning objectives are really just discussion points. 
 

Sam I always use outcomes assessment in my courses. Basically, students 
who had undergone the video game-based activities aimed at reinforcing 
those specific topics faired a 9% median better than students who had not. 
 

Nathan  I'm way more open-ended. I kind of have a generic rubric that I tweak for 
more major projects. 
 

Connor  They're talking about their progress. They're talking about what goals 
they set. They're talking about the challenges they had, and how they 
overcame them and how they felt. 
 

Corvo  The priorities are what we are able to measure, which are the standards. 
We are reliant on what is measurable, because if we can measure it, we 
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can assess it. I think we're using an old measuring tool to measure 
something that really isn't relevant to tomorrow, but that hasn't been 
understood quite yet and that's the great conversation that needs to take 
place. 
 

Leon 
 

The main formal assessment is doing a written review. The other thing 
that they do is as they're playing the game, they have a template, kind of 
graphic organizer, to basically aid them in their close reading of the 
game. And that's also handed in. So, basically, they hand in their notes 
and then they hand in the formal review when they finish it up. 
 

Rasputin  After we do our situated environment there is the discussion we did 
afterwards. We sat the kids down and we're like, "Oh did you see this? 
What did you think about this?" It gave them a chance to just bounce 
ideas off each other. You see light bulbs kind of popping up around the 
room. You're still dealing with those literary themes, but it's on a 
completely different level [when implemented in a game]. You can 
decompress and just break it down; you can talk about that.  
 

Chell  It’s in the noise. They write their own lesson plans. In the middle are 
some flash assessments that they do, based on those key competencies. 
So, like, I will ask them, you know, what did you learn? In the assessment 
will be, describe how you got stuck today. How did you get unstuck? I 
will ask them, what is their strategy for getting unstuck? The little flash 
assessments are really fast, but they're very, very targeted to look at those 
key competencies that we're focusing on. 
 

Dirk  You can't prepare for what kids are capable in Minecraft or really try to 
make a rubric for creativity. For me, it is out of game. It’s much more 
reflective. They can show me that they know it through their writing and 
not just through a test. Because they're just going to forget about that and 
I do multiple choice. Giving little assessments here and there almost 
daily because I have to get that feedback in order to be a better teacher. 
It's that they've been using their skills and creativity, that they've been 
applying their learning and their understanding.  

 

Shepherd suggested that the “gold-standard” in education is the paper-based test, but 

assessing in a traditional “paper-based” way when utilizing gameplay would yield 

different results than if he assessed in a different way, which is “the point” of using 
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gameplay initially. When a teacher implements a non-traditional “innovative” pedagogy, 

then Shepherd suggested, they should assess in a non-traditional way because “there’s 

going to be a mismatch.” For instance, he explained that if you were to utilize a 

PowerPoint slideshow, a teacher would, then, assess using a paper-based assessment “that 

focused on PowerPoint knowledge.” However, he suggested that measuring learning 

outcomes when utilizing gameplay, in the same way, would garner completely different 

results. This, as Shepherd explained, may look to a traditional educator or an 

administrator as a failed endeavor. He explained, “We sometimes forget to realize the 

inherent problems with paper-based testing and all of the children that are left through the 

gaps. [Creating] alternative forms of assessment that capture some of those people and 

capture and validate some of those experiences can transform education for those kids. 

Shepherd suggested that narrative-based games allow students to experience the content 

and think about the content from different vantage points, which, as Shepherd suggested, 

cannot be done through a lecture. Therefore, the learning objectives are tied more to 

student experiences than to content delivery. He explained a key difference between 

receiving information through a slideshow versus through gameplay. He said, “You 

might give them all the same images and all the same events, but you’re not going to 

capture it.” Therefore, students who experience the content through gameplay may have 

a more “holistic understanding” of the content, and, therefore, need to be assessed 

differently than through a traditional paper-based test.  

 Other teachers in this study also debriefed and discussed with their students, but 

they also relied on their observations to assess whether students understood the material. 
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For instance, when asked how Chell knew her students were engaged in her classroom, 

she said, “It’s in the noise.” From her perspective, that noise meant that students were 

discussing, negotiating, and arguing, which all meant to her that they were learning. She 

said that in New Zealand, there are five key competencies (i.e., thinking, using language, 

managing self, relating to others, and participating and contributing) and that she assesses 

them through observation, discussion, and debriefing with her students. In the 

assessments, she asked how her students overcame problems and about they worked 

together.  

In the assessment will be, describe how you got stuck today? How did you get 

unstuck? I will ask them what was their strategy for getting unstuck? I will ask 

them, you know, what did you learn? And, all the kids, by the end of my class, 

can identify, "Oh, I like to play around with things and see if I can figure it out 

first." Or, "I like to ask a friend," or "I like to ask Google." So, the little flash 

assessments are really fast, but they're very, very targeted to look at those key 

competencies that we're focusing on. 

Marston also explained that he assessed students after gameplay differently. He does 

require that his students write papers and give traditional speeches in front of an audience 

in front of a classroom. He said that he is less interested in grading students based on how 

well they can navigate through a systematic process. Marston, instead, is more interested 

in whether his students can discuss and critique their performance throughout and after 

gameplay sessions.  
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We [students] have been doing speech enough that I've never seen so many 

rubrics as I have for speech classes. It's all weirdly quantitative stuff like 

maintained eye contact for 50% of the time, didn't put elbows on podium, only 

referenced notes four to six times. 

Why am I playing this? You have to have a debrief with students. Let's tie that 

experience to what we've been talking about in class. Let's look at the learning 

objectives and see if they were met. Did this meet your expectations? Didn't it? Is 

that what we expected? Learning objectives are really just discussion points. 

When you're done, you [students] should have had a fairly turbulent student 

experience that has gone through some experiences that you can then talk about in 

context. 

These debriefing sessions, from Marston’s perspective, were more comfortable for 

students who experienced the subject-matter through gameplay. He suggests that since 

students were used to engaging with each other during a gameplay session, they tended to 

feel more comfortable talking and sharing their thoughts and with him.  

These are discussions no one would have had outside a context of a game 

mechanic. If I went into a room of students and said, "How much does alcohol 

influence your academic success?" I would have gotten blank stares and a bunch 

of, "Eh." Instead, by having it as a game mechanic conversation, they're debating 

back and forth, and they’re able to really, really dig deep into its influence and the 

prevalence of it on campus. I'm like, That's a win. That's all day a win every day. 



128 
 

Simon suggested that role-playing “doesn’t fit well into the institutional structures we 

have” and that he considered himself a “hands-off” grader. He explained that he assessed 

students on their individual and collaborative efforts and how much they had invested in 

their characters and in the imaginary world in which they co-constructed with their peers.  

It’s very much exploratory. It’s about getting them to react. I’m interested to see, 

did they do the work? Did they do it on time? I don’t want to grade whether it’s 

good writing or bad writing because if I say it’s bad, they’re less likely to do it. I 

want introspection. I’m not measuring them against Shakespeare. I’m measuring 

them against where they started. 

 Assessment in Nathan’s class were project-based assessments which were tied 

closely to the ongoing narrative of the gamified role-playing game. He gave an example 

of a project that required students to create artifacts that influenced the outcome of the 

narrative-based game.  

For a cell model, what I do, I say, ‘Your group comes across the ruins of a 

building. As you search through it, all of a sudden, a creature emerges from the 

shadows. You draw your weapon, you’re ready. That would be the intro piece 

when the kid’s draw their weapons and are ready. They find out it [the creature] is 

a ‘Reacher’ who joined the invasion of the land of the Minotaur King. They 

torched his town and destroyed all of its resources. He was hit on the head and is 

losing his memory. It’s foggy. He doesn’t want his research about cells to go 

away or to set him back years and years. He says, “Please help me preserve this 

for the future, so when I lose my memory fully, it won’t be gone forever”. So, the 
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kids have to figure out a way in which to take his knowledge and create 

something that will last in the future.  

 His assessments were also “completely open-ended” in that students had choices as to 

how they wanted to show that their understanding of the subject matter. He allowed them 

to express themselves creatively in ways they feel most comfortable.  

I’ve had kids create songs or poetry because that’s how information was passed in 

medieval times. I’ve had kids create super intricate movies and films and stop-

motion stuff. Drawings, pictures, music lyrics, a litany of stuff. 

Participants in this study implement narrative-based gameplay across different 

formats. They utilized role-playing games as either table-top role-playing games or live-

action role-playing games, digital off-the-shelf video games, serious games built for 

educational purposes, and gamification. Regardless of the game format used by the 

participants, they all emphasized one or more components as necessary components to 

motivate and engage students in the learning process: role-play, collaboration, and 

choice. Participants also suggested that the formats employed, and components 

emphasized may lead to various affordances. For instance, participants who utilized role-

playing games emphasized collaboration, which may lead to students becoming deeply 

immersed in the subject matter. Participants also suggested they emphasized debriefing 

sessions in which their students could reflect on their learning. Finally, participants 

suggested that their inspiration implement narrative-based gameplay and their 

perceptions of the connections between narrative, games, and learning derived from their 

personal history of gameplay.  
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Chapter Five 

The purpose of this study was to investigate teachers’ perceptions of narrative-

based gameplay used in their classrooms to motivate students to engage in learning. 

Despite the influx of research on gameplay used in an educational context suggesting 

gameplay may promote productive learning environments, increased student motivation, 

and engagement (Bittner & Schipper, 2014; Hamari & Koivisto, 2014; Wardaszko, 2016; 

Gee, 2007; Fluss, 2015; Armier, Shepherd, & Skrabut, 2016; McGonigal, 2011; Kapp, 

2012; Chou, 2016) there is less known about the perceptions of teachers who utilize them 

in a classroom setting. This included how their past experiences shaped the way they 

thought of games as educational tools, why they made the decisions to use them, and how 

they understand the connections between stories, gameplay, and learning. This study 

filled gaps in educational gameplay research by providing insights into teachers’ 

perceptions of the nuances of narrative-gameplay used in an educational context. It also 

filled research gaps regarding perceptions of gameplay components that assisted in 

engaging and motivating students to learn and how teachers assessed their students when 

narrative-based gameplay was employed. This qualitative multiple case study was led by 

the collection of semi-structured interviews collected from thirteen participants who had 

utilized narrative-based gameplay in their classrooms. Below, I provide a summary of the 

findings and then discuss the themes that emerged from the findings and how they relate 
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to the previous research. I, then, identify implications, limitations, and, lastly, continued 

areas of future research.  

Discussion 

In this section, I provide a discussion of the major themes that emerged from the 

study. The discussion consists of a summary of the findings, the relationship between this 

study’s findings, and existing research and implications regarding teachers’ instructional 

practices. The analysis was guided, initially, by the Technological, Pedagogical, and 

Content Knowledge (TPACK) conceptual framework in order to answer the following 

research questions:  

RQ1: What were teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based games used in an 

educational context? 

RQ2: How did teachers who used narrative-based games understand the relationship 

between narratives, gameplay, and learning? 

RQ3: What were teachers’ perceptions of the components of narrative-based 

gameplay that lead to student engagement and motivation?  

RQ4: What were teachers’ perceptions of assessment when implementing narrative-

based gameplay? 

 To illustrate the process of developing a holistic understanding of the participants, 

I revisit the findings from Chapter 4 of this study. Narrative-based gameplay used in an 

educational context a) may include an embedded narrative or evolve into an emergent 

narrative as stories are brought into the game by students b) emphasizes on one or more 

components (e.g., role-play, collaboration, choice) c) may lead students to experience 
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specific affordances (e.g., immersion, agency, escapism, a sense of belonging, cultural 

competence, and adoption of new perspectives) and d) may be assessed through 

debriefing sessions that allow for introspection or through auditory and visual 

observations. Also, teachers’ perceptions of gameplay may be influenced by their 

gameplay histories.  

Interest in Narrative-Game Based Gameplay. The first research question 

sought to gain insight into teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based gameplay regarding 

their understanding of what it is and why they utilized in an educational context. Central 

to the idea of teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based gameplay when viewing through 

the lens of the TPACK framework are the contextual influences, experiences, and 

educator’s knowledge of student learning and development (Mishra and Koehler, 2009). 

This study examined not only how teachers understood the relationships and interactions 

between the game format employed, the pedagogical approach, and subject matter, but 

the teacher experiences that led to those understandings, relationships, and interactions. 

Initially, teachers indicated that they were influenced by the games they played 

when they were younger. They took what they knew about the games that they had 

played and, then, in many cases, applied it to their classes as educators later in life. For 

instance, teachers who played table-top role-playing games suggested that they, over 

time, learned how the game-stories were adapted, shaped, and tailored to fit different 

audiences. Those who played digital games expressed the educational nature of them; 

several learned subject-matters (e.g., English, Math) through digital games rather than 

through their formal schooling experiences. These sentiments are reflected in research 
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that suggests that educational gameplay implementation is rooted and influenced by 

teachers’ choices and personal histories; the experiences may take on different meanings 

in different situations, cultures, contexts, and historical periods, and are subject to unique 

interpretations ( Brophy & Good, 1974; Gee, 2007; Greene et al., 2004). This study’s 

conclusion that their past gameplay experiences drive teachers also aligns with past 

research on teacher perception. Research suggests that teachers’ perceptions are a process 

developed through life experiences and social interactions; personal epistemologies and 

private experiences influence their pedagogical approaches and how they view learning 

as meaningful (Olson, 2008). Teachers’ perceptions may influence the way they teach 

and the decisions they make regarding how to motivate their students to engage in the 

learning process (Brophy & Good, 1974; Skinner & Belmont, 1993). Teachers who have 

experiences with the tools they implement in their classrooms influence the degree to 

which students become engaged in learning depending on the teachers' understanding and 

expertise with those tools (Sansone & Morgan, 1992; Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Greene 

et al., 2004). Teachers, like all people, are holistic beings and, therefore, their gameplay 

habits from childhood, their experiences playing games with others, and their evolution 

of understanding them as learning tools influenced how they approached their 

implementation in their classrooms. Since teacher knowledge and perceptions are partly 

constructed as a result of the things they valued throughout life, the effort to which they 

put forth in their classrooms to support and promote student motivation is driven by how 

closely their pedagogical approaches adhere to those perceptions (Linnenbrink & 

Pintrich, 2002).  
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Teacher perception of change. Research indicates that teachers may consider 

game-based learning approaches if they perceive them as valuable educational tools, 

understand how to connect games to learning, and believe games should be a part of 

educational practice (Allsop, Yildirim, & Screpanti, 2013; Bourgonjon et al., 2013; 

Dickey, 2015; Proctor & Marks, 2013). Most of the teachers in this study decided to 

implement gameplay into their classrooms because they had observed and experienced a 

lack of student engagement and motivation in their students, as evidenced by attendance, 

lack of effort, lack of participation, and poor-quality work. Those teachers decided that 

they needed to change trajectories regarding their teaching approaches, and as they 

reflected, they thought back to gameplay and the experiences they had with them growing 

up. Games were something they had played for most of their lives; they were 

“comfortable” with them, as Marston suggested. Therefore, altering and adjusting their 

teaching approach by implementing narrative-based gameplay that emphasized a 

collective narrative experience utilizing one or more gameplay components such as role-

play, collaboration, the choice seemed to many of the teachers as a natural fit. This is 

supported by research (Keskitalo, 2011) that suggests that teachers consider new 

pedagogical approaches as they become more experienced educators and that their 

attitudes and perceptions toward learning change as a result of working with students 

over time. After self-reflection, teachers begin adjusting their teaching approaches 

through experimentation to meet the needs of the students better and many often adopt 

more interactive student-centered learning approaches (Cheng, Tang, & Cheng, 2016).  
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Perceptions of the connections between narrative, games, and learning. 

Perceptions of narrative-based gameplay also included how they understood the 

connections between narrative, gameplay, and learning. It was almost universally 

suggested that storytelling is an inherent part of human communication - that human 

beings have biologically evolved to learn through storytelling. Although they suggested 

that games are a viable vehicle for storytelling, a game that features a story, alone, will 

not motivate students to engage in the subject-matter. It is the format and components 

(role-play, collaboration, and choice) that the game affords to the students that allow 

students to engage with the subject-matter actively. This, as Gordon suggested, leads to a 

deeper, meaningful, and authentic learning experience.  

Participants understood narrative-gameplay as a means to breach the voyeuristic 

nature of story-telling mediums found in other educational mediums such as films and 

books. Games, as teachers suggested, allowed students to change the course of the 

stories, to put themselves into the stories, and to evolve along with the stories (e.g., level 

up their character or change their perspectives regarding social issues).  

Many of these teachers wanted to provide their students not only with an 

interactive and immersive experience; they wanted them to connect to the subject-matter 

to gain a better understanding of social issues and work within a team through gameplay 

emotionally. Through narrative-gameplay, students experienced empathetic-simulations, 

as Simon suggested, which means that learning occurs through social interactivity in the 

pursuit of solving simulated real-world problems through putting oneself in the story. 

This aligned with past research (Zagal, Deterding, Bowman, 2018) that suggests that 
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immersion arises from students becoming motivated to engage with a game when it 

provides a space for communal interactivity for social interaction. This is also reflected 

by transportation theory, as explained by Zagal, Deterding, and Bowman (2018) and 

Adams (2004). Transportation theory indicates that immersion occurs when people play 

narratively driven games such as role-playing or live-role-playing games that allow 

people to interact, experience, and co-create the narrative with others. A high level of 

immersion may lead to increased engagement in an activity (Burleson & Picard, 2004) 

and students entering a state of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014).  Teachers also suggested 

that the connection between stories, games, and learning is partly a social one; it is the 

collaborative components found in gameplay that results in a change of perspective 

regarding the subject-matter and evolution of their identities in and out of the game. This 

also aligns with research (Simpson & Elias, 2011), who suggested that students who play 

role-games often change their opinion or perspective regarding social issues and a greater 

understanding of the positions and perspectives of those different from themselves.  

Teachers suggested that when games provide active and social collaboration in a 

manner that their in-game decisions have an influence over the trajectory of the story and 

have an impact on the real world, it may be considered authentic narrative-based 

gameplay. However, the teachers’ perceptions do not quite align with past research 

(Moser & Fang, 2015) regarding the connections between narrative games and learning. 

For instance, participants in this study suggested that a narrative alone may not be 

immersive to a degree to which students will become engaged in the subject matter. 

Instead, it is the interactivity, freedom, (e.g., social collaboration and choice) and 
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immersion (e.g., role-play) that connects gameplay to learning. Teachers suggested that 

playing a game in which the choices students make are limiting and are less impactful 

regarding the degree to which those decisions impact the trajectory of the story influence 

the degree to which students may remain engaged over time. In addition, if the story is a 

secondary element to action and collaboration, it may also influence the degree to which 

the narrative becomes a part of the student's experience with the game. Therefore, a game 

in which role-play, collaboration, and meaningful choice-making is stripped away, 

removing much of the interactivity and social aspects of the game renders it less 

narrative-game-like. Their views on narrative-based gameplay, however, so closely align 

with past research by Zagal, Deterding, Bowman (2018), who suggested it is in the telling 

and experiencing the story that makes them immersive and educational.  

Role-Playing for Empathetic-Simulation and Escapism. Participants who had 

described role-play described it as having a connection to motivation and engagement 

because it provided students opportunities to problem-solve from multiple perspectives 

within fantasy (or imagined) worlds. By doing so, teachers suggested that students may 

develop a sense of empathy for others. Imagined worlds may inspire students to take new 

actions, encourage them to escape from their lives (Holland, 1998). Within these worlds, 

“people have the propensity to be drawn to, recruited for, and formed in these worlds, and 

to become active in and passionate about them. People’s identities and agency are formed 

dialectically and dialogically in these worlds (Holland, 1998, p.52). This aligns with past 

definitions of role-playing that suggests that role-playing entails enacting people and their 
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roles in which people re-enact or re-invent events through giving new functions and 

meaning to the actors, objects, actions, and events (Pellegrini, 2009; Lillard, 2014).  

Perspective-taking is an affordance provided through games when players can 

experience the lives of others by taking on another person’s identity and roles (Hammer, 

To, Schrier, Bowman, & Kaufman, 2018). Teachers in this study suggested that when 

students came into their classes, they brought with them their unique perspectives of the 

world, how it operated, and how to behave in order to receive positive outcomes. Since 

many teachers in this study wanted their students to think about the world through 

broader perspectives, they employed role-play as a sort of simulation exercise in which 

students imagined themselves as someone else (or re-imagined themselves as enhanced 

versions of themselves) to incite different behaviors. Role-play in their classrooms came 

in one of three forms: 1) a table-top role-playing game in which the student took on the 

persona of a fantasy character or an enhanced version of themselves 2) live-action role-

playing in which the student takes on the persona of a fantasy character or an enhanced 

version of themselves with an emphasis on physical performance or 3) role-playing in a 

digital game in which the in-game character became an extension of themselves.  

Teachers in this study viewed role-play as providing students with opportunities 

to critically think their way through problems together as a group, which required the 

group to become “democratic and pro-social” as Max suggested. Instead of viewing the 

problems proposed by the teacher on their own from their subjective perspective, role-

playing encouraged students to consider the problem from multiple perspectives. This is 

reflected in research that suggested that role-play is a form of active learning where 



139 
 

students learn complex concepts through simulation (Jimenez-Diaz, Gonzalez-Calero, 

and Gomez-Albarran, 2012). The questions teachers pose to their students are less about 

how they would consider the problem, but how would their in-game character consider 

the problem. In addition, collaborative role-play becomes an exercise that resulted in 

balancing the wants and needs of the student with the wants and needs of all other 

students playing with them. This is what Gordon meant when he said, “What I am asking 

the students to do in that case is to set aside who they are as individuals and think about 

themselves as these characters who need to solve this legitimate problem in front of 

them.”  

Participants also emphasized that role-play leads to immersion. When students 

become immersed, the line between the real world and the game world becomes blurred 

(Ryan, 2015). When students enter this state of immersion, they are said to be in a state of 

‘flow’ in which their minds are entirely encapsulated by the game (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014). It is during this state that students begin changing their behaviors and begin to 

view the subject-matter objectively (Burleson & Picard, 2004). For instance, when Simon 

said role-play is about “getting into another person’s head,” he referred to students 

gaining the capacity to view and consider a problem from another person’s perspective. 

As his students spent time-solving problems from another person’s perspective along 

with their peers who are all doing the same, his students became more empathetic to the 

social issues Simon confronted them with. This is reflected in research that suggests that 

role-playing games may transform the attitudes of individuals through pretending 



140 
 

together, collaboratively (Hoover, Simkins, Deterding, Meldman, and Brown, 2018; 

Vescio et al., 2003).  

Role-play may also demonstrate to students how imagining oneself as those from 

different racial, religious, or socio-economic backgrounds can alter one’s perspective and 

experience (Frederick 2000; Kornfeld 1990). For instance, Marston wanted his students 

to give speeches on a historical person in the role of the person to gain new perspectives 

on events that shaped history. He remarked how his students often disliked giving 

speeches or were afraid to. However, when he had his students role-play, they became 

less afraid to give speeches. Some students even adopted some of the behaviors of the 

person. This is due to the performative nature of role-playing when implemented in social 

settings. Students who role-play in the form of table-top role-playing games or live-

action-role-playing games tend to take on the speaking patterns and body language of the 

character they role-play (Hoover, Simkins, Deterding, Meldman, and Brown, 2018).  

Teachers in this study who utilized digital games such as Minecraft seemed to 

have different objectives in mind than their students becoming empathetic. Some teachers 

in this study suggested that role-play is used to help students escape their realities and 

concentrate on the subject matter. These teachers work in low socioeconomic school 

districts in which many of their students are identified as “at-risk” as Corvo explained. 

Students often come to class distressed, disengaged, or disinterested in the subject matter. 

Some, as Dirk explained, live in communities where there is a distinct gang presence. 

Many students come to their classrooms with other things on their minds than learning 

math, science or reading. Role-playing is implemented in these classrooms may be less 
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about providing opportunities to become socially empathetic, but more a means of 

escapism through immersion. For their students to become focused on and engaged with 

the subject-matter, they use role-play as a way to “remove all that exterior, all that 

drama,” as Corvo said. This aligns with research that suggests that when players become 

immersed, they may become so concentrated in the richness of the game-world that they 

lose themselves within it (Bartle, 2003). Students may experience moments in which they 

identify with the in-game characters to such a degree that they may feel as though they 

are in the game or their in-game avatar is an extension of themselves (Yee, 2007). This 

immersiveness may lead gamers to temporarily escape or “dissociate” themselves from 

reality to avoid real-world problems (Snodgrass, J.G., Dengah, H.J.F., Lacy, M& G., & 

Fagan, J., 2013; Yee, 2007). 

Whereas some gameplay studies (Bartle, 2003; Yee, 2007) have suggested that 

this level of escapism can result in addictive gameplay behavior and a disregard for their 

real-world issues. Reaching this state of flow that results in a state of escapism is 

considered by some teachers in this study a desired positive outcome. These teachers 

indicated that they wanted their kids to forget about what is going on outside of the walls 

of the school, so they could fully immerse themselves and engage with the subject matter. 

Teachers in this study more closely align with the views of Suler (2002), who suggested 

that the level of dissociation and immersion is a way to compartmentalize or dissociate 

one’s various identities. Immersive games provide opportunities to concentrate on and 

develop who they are and to express and explore facets of their identity that they may not 

feel comfortable enough to express in the real-world. Dirk was one of the teachers who 
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identified many of his students as “at-risk” students. Through role-playing in his 

classrooms, he provided his students opportunities through narrative-based gameplay to 

not only tell their personal stories but also to co-construct stories, essentially building an 

imagined game-world inside the real-world. By doing this, they were motivated to come 

to class and engaged in the content. They looked forward to his classes because it offered 

opportunities to escape – if only for a short while.  

Balancing choice and subject-matter engagement. Teachers in this study 

indicated that providing their students with choices in how they approached the subject-

matter through narrative-based gameplay is fundamental in keeping their students 

engaged in their classes. Participants who described choice in educational gameplay 

suggested it has a connection to motivation and engagement because it provided students 

a sense of agency or control over their learning paths and the direction of the narrative 

within the game. They indicated that when educational gameplay provides a sense of 

freedom, that is, when students feel as though they can use every tool the game provides 

at their disposable and their discretion, then they become more engaged in the subject-

matter and more motivated to continue playing and participating in the class. The design 

of a game regarding the implementation of narrative branching and player choice may 

result in a feeling of agency and, therefore, lead to an increase in player flow and 

engagement throughout the game. This is supported by William Glasser’s (1998) choice 

theory regarding freedom as the need for autonomy and the need to make choices and to 

take control of the direction of one’s life. This sense of autonomy, as Glasser suggests, is 

one of the fundamental psychological needs. Students are more motivated to engage with 
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the subject-matter when they believe that the outcome of learning is under their control, 

thus becoming more self-efficacious learners (Bandura, 1997; Dweck, 1991). Similarly, 

according to self-determination theory, contexts that support personal agency facilitate 

enhancing intrinsic motivation (Adachi & Willoughby, 2017).  

However, this understanding of how freedom of choice in games connects to 

learning is complicated by what some research (Adams, 2014; Crawford, 1984; 

Louchard, 2007) suggest about storytelling in games. Some research suggests that stories 

are author-controlled experiences in which the reader, listener, or observer are not meant 

to play any sort of role in the development of the story. They argue that no matter how 

much freedom those who experience individual books (e.g., Choose-Your-Own-

Adventure books) or games that provide narrative-branching believe they have, they will 

always end where the author or game designer intended. Therefore, as much as the player 

(or student) feels as though they have agency over their choices, they will always be 

directed by the teacher. Unlike a game they may play for entertainment, at school, they 

are still under the control of the teacher even if that control is implicit and less 

transparent. Additionally, a game player may play a narrative-based game and completely 

disregard or pay little to no attention to it and still reach the end (Jenkins, 2005). There is 

a risk that students never engage in the articulation and explanation of subject-matter that 

is critical for any learning outcomes expected by the teacher (Leemkuil, 2008).  

However, participants in this study suggested that this is traditional thinking when 

it comes to storytelling and that games, like any other form of media, do have the power 

to tell interactive stories. This is not to say that they feel students should be handed a 
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game and have free reign to do whatever they want, as Corvo suggested. Many teachers 

suggested that students needed guidance through a game if the teacher wants his or her 

students to learn something from it. This is reflected in the interview with Leon when he 

said, “Very few teachers would say, ‘Here's a book, read it. I'll see you in a week.’ 

Almost every text in every class is guided in some way. Moreover, that can be a 

challenge sometimes with games.” Providing choice is a delicate balancing act. Teachers 

want to provide a sense of agency and control, but they need their students to learn the 

subject-matter, efficiently.  

Teachers suggested that students should not be left on their own to play a game 

and expect that they will learn from it how the teacher intended. In a table-top role-

playing game, for instance, choices are often dictated by the person(s) acting as the game 

master. The game master provided choices for the players, and although the players may 

have a sense of overall freedom to decide what they want to do, the game master, in the 

end, has the control to lead players where they want them to go and what they want them 

to concentrate on. If the game master feels as though the players are getting off-task, he 

or she can, simply, redirect them implicitly or explicitly to refocus their attention on the 

learning goals.  

Participants suggested that although the choice is an essential component to their 

gameplay, a limited and, sometimes, the guided choice is necessary to keep students 

focused on learning objectives. Many teachers in this study who implemented digital 

games provided limitations to their exploration in order to keep students focused on the 

learning goals. Whereas teachers who employed role-playing games have more control 



145 
 

over the learning paths of students because they are the ones providing the paths, digital 

games, especially off-the-shelf games, are not necessarily designed to keep students from 

diverting from the learning goals. Digital games used by some of the participants, such as 

Assassin’s Creed and Minecraft, may be used for educational purposes, but they are not 

designed with limitations or tools that prevent students from straying from the learning 

goals. To combat this, participants who employed digital games do so as a collective 

experience in which one student plays the game while other students watch. Like a game 

master in a table-top role-playing game, the teacher may exert some control over how the 

game progresses and how the gameplay connects to the learning goals. For instance, Sam 

employed various Quantic Dream off-the-shelf digital games (e.g., Detroit, Heavy Rain, 

Beyond: Two Souls). He wanted his students to have a collective learning experience, so 

one person played the game, and all the other students watched. Sam also provided each 

student with a worksheet with questions about various gameplay events and interactions. 

Through observing the students playing the game, he kept his students focused on the 

learning goals while playing. Leon as well provided his students with worksheets filled 

with questions about areas the students explored in a digital game such as Gone Home or 

Her Story. In order to complete their assignment, Leon drew their attention to the 

elements in the game where he wanted them to explore. The students could not complete 

the sheet without having gone to the areas of the game where Leon wanted them to go. 

Collaboration for knowledge co-construction. Participants who described 

collaboration suggested that it helped motivate students to engage in the subject-matter 

because it provided students opportunities to problem-solve dialogically, which helped 
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foster students’ interest, engagement, and sense of agency. Teachers in this study 

provided opportunities for their students to embark on the co-creation of imagined 

worlds, and through this process, they collaboratively learned the subject-matter. For 

instance, in Simon’s class, through table-top role-playing, his students collaboratively 

built imagined worlds that would provide a backdrop of the short stories they wrote for 

his class. Together, they decided how the world operated, including its political and 

socio-economic systems, and then wrote stories that intertwined each other’s characters 

and their imagined spaces. This is supported by research that suggests that establishing 

community through culturally connected relationships that provide collaboration, agency, 

and the provision of verbal and nonverbal messages results in students’ perceptions of 

being in a positive and engaging classroom environment (Howard, 2002; Guthrie, 

McRae, & Klauda, 2007; Roehrig & Christesen, 2010). When students are permitted to 

work together in imagined worlds, whether they be through table-top role-playing games, 

LARP, or digital games such as Minecraft, they begin the assign roles to one another and 

democratically create rules for their gameplay (Gee, 2007). This is reflected in Chell’s 

interview when she said, “It's in the noise...I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying 

to make the rules of the game as they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it. 

They would all negotiate, and then say, like, ‘No killing.’ And then, ‘Well, no killing 

unless you're being a jerk.’ Guthrie et al.’s (2007) study lend support to the idea that as 

students negotiate and explore the possibilities for their imagined worlds, they gain the 

confidence to engage and participate. This is also related to research on the dynamics of 

teamwork and team cohesion. Team cohesion is the process in which groups members 
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work together and remain united in pursuit of its goal (Carron, 1982; Carron, A.V., 

Brawley, L.R. & Widmeyer, W.N., 1998), and when teams are permitted the freedom to 

explore options regarding problem-solving, it may have a positive impact on performance 

and social participation (Mullen & Copper, 1994; Levi, 2007).  

Regarding dialogic learning through collaboration, research studies (Geary, 2008; 

Goswami, 2008; Wegerif, 2007; Wegerif, 2011) lend support to the notion that 

adolescents have an inherent motivational bias to engage in social activities and various 

forms of social communication. From this viewpoint, collaborative learning may be more 

effective than learning alone and that the interactive, interpersonal nature of dialogic 

learning promotes new knowledge development and the scaffolding of individual 

learning. Students had to adapt, evolve, and negotiate in order to create a cohesive space 

where all the students can cohabit. Through narrative-gameplay collaboration, teachers 

suggested students gained a new understanding of the subject-matter through the 

democratic process of co-creation of imagined worlds.  

Assessment as introspection. Participants suggested that assessing student 

understanding is a necessary part of the educational process, but when utilizing narrative-

based gameplay in which role-play, collaboration, and choice are key components, 

teachers may need to assess students in less traditional ways. Teachers indicated that 

certain types of assessments are complementary to certain types of teaching approaches. 

For instance, Shepherd suggested that a PowerPoint slideshow and a paper-based 

assessment may be an appropriate match. The content the students received through the 

slideshow may even be identical to the questions on the paper-based test. Narrative-based 
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games are different because they often do not supply students with the information 

explicitly. This is summed up well by Gordon, who suggested that the purpose of 

employing gameplay is not so students can excel on achievement tests. He suggested that 

if a teacher wants to approach the subject-matter through gameplay, then the teacher 

should be cognizant of how that game keeps students engaged in the way in which the 

teacher intended and that students are going to approach that game-space differently.  

If something is an effective learning tool, it's going to get somebody to change 

both their attention and intention. …If you look at education as a matter of, or 

learning as a matter of educating intention and attention, then excelling at that 

really just means that you've done something that engages the user and motivates 

them to complete a particular task in a particular way and that the user is engaged 

with that system such that they're going to meaningfully take this information and 

transfer it out of the system to do something else in the real world. The reality is 

that all of us learn differently because our learning is situated in our life world, 

our experiences, the way that we perceive and act, it's all independent and 

individualized. It's kind of silly to put an individual marker on what constitutes 

success. 

This relates to research on formative and summative assessments during game-based 

learning integration. According to Hainey et al. (2013) and Chaudy et al. (2013), some of 

the most often used assessments when teachers employ a game as a method of content 

delivery are quest completion, in-game non-invasive assessments, monitoring, quizzes, 

and peer assessments. However, internal in-game scoring is the most common type of 
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assessment that teachers use when they implement a game by far (Caballero-Hernandez, 

J., Palomo-Duarte, M., Dodero, J., 2016). Many serious games and off-the-shelf digital 

games have embedded scoring systems. As students play, they may earn points or 

achievements when they reach new levels or goals. These in-game points are then 

translated into a grade by the teacher. Not one teacher in this study indicated that they use 

in-game scoring systems as their primary measurement of student achievement. 

Contrarily, most teachers in this study utilized external methods of assessment, such as 

one-on-one debriefing sessions where students can express their concerns, ideas, and 

interests and LARPing sessions in which they used their knowledge gained through 

previous lessons to “battle” fantasy monsters.  

 Teachers in this study suggested that narrative-based gameplay used in an 

educational context often stems from their previous experiences playing games. In 

addition, many teachers developed an understanding that it is the elements found in 

narratively driven games that are the force that maintains students’ motivation and 

engagement throughout the learning process. A narrative-based game allowed students to 

change the course of the stories, to put themselves into the stories, and to evolve along 

with the stories. They are interactive and social experiences in which the events in the 

story influence the in-game activities, but also influence their lives outside of the game. 

They can be a means of escape for many students, but also a means of students to fully 

express themselves and value their intrinsic value by putting themselves into imagined 

worlds as their ideal selves. They may be a means for students to develop a sense of 
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empathy and perspective through experiencing stories from those points of view they 

may not otherwise be able.  

Limitations 

This study does not represent the full range of the participants’ experiences and 

understanding of narrative-based gameplay used in an educational context. The 

participants may have broader perceptions regarding narrative-based gameplay than those 

findings in this study.  

This study did not include observational data, which would have offered additional 

insightful and into personal behaviors and motives of each teacher’s perception of game 

and game elements. There were also no pre-interview or follow-up interviews. Therefore, 

there was no opportunity to establish trust before the interview or to gain insight into 

participants’ perceptions over time. Although every effort was made to increase the 

credibility of the findings, use information-rich data, and reach saturation, the reader 

should exercise caution when considering extending the findings beyond those utilized in 

this study. There was very little research regarding teachers’ perceptions of this 

phenomenon before this study, so I hoped that this multiple case study would speak to 

other researchers, teachers, and administrators who are interested in how to approach and 

understand the connections between storytelling, gameplay, and learning. 

Implications 

 The purpose of this study was to investigate the perspectives of teachers who 

implemented narrative-based gameplay in their classrooms to motivate and engage their 

students.  
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In this section, I outline the main implications of the findings of this dissertation for 

different audiences. First, I suggest considerations to practitioners regarding narrative-

based gameplay implementation. Secondly, I discuss how the findings in this study 

broaden the scope of educational gameplay research.  

Implications of my findings are the following areas that can support practitioner 

implementation of narrative-based gameplay: a) utilizing knowledge gathered from 

previous gameplay experiences to understand how they engage, motivate, and provide 

educational experiences, b) provide students with role-playing opportunities in which 

they can collaboratively play, c) provide limited choices through guidance and 

collaborative gameplay, d) provide students opportunities to self-reflect on their learning 

through introspection and debriefing.  

 Teachers should draw on their own gameplay experiences and continue playing 

games. Teachers who have experiences with the tools they implement in their classrooms 

influence the degree to which students become engaged in learning depending on the 

teachers' understanding and expertise with those tools (Sansone & Morgan, 1992; Battin-

Pearson et al., 2000; Greene et al., 2004). Teachers in this study suggested that they 

reflected on gameplay experiences that engaged them, including the components found in 

those games that kept them coming back to play. In addition, Teachers should play an 

array of games in a variety of formats to gain insights on the affordances of role-playing, 

choice, and collaboration across formats. If a teacher does not have an extensive 

gameplay background, it is essential that they develop some gameplay habits and 

participating in communities of practice before implementation. This sentiment was 
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reflected by almost all participants in this study who suggested that having played them 

was detrimental to narrative-based gameplay’s successful implementation: 

 

Table 13. Sample quotations of participant perspectives on teachers’ gaming  

Simon If they don't know games well, then that's also a big hurdle. 

Gordon If you're not somebody who feels comfortable using games in a classroom, 
don't use games. It's not the games that are going to make your instruction 
better. It's going to be you as an educator being more thoughtful about the 
wise integration of technology in your classroom. 

Shepherd I encounter people who come up to me, and they say, "We want to make a 
game, or we want to use a game." My first question back is, "What games 
have you played?". [It is important that teachers] understand genres, 
format, understand the evolution of games over time, understand kind of 
how games can affect people, seeing a variety of media out there. 

Max If you want to be a good dungeon master and be able to do this, you have to 
really like being a dungeon master.  

Sam I believe that any educator who is willing to invest time and energy in 
educating him or herself can learn how to implement video game-based 
learning in their teaching, at all levels. 

Nathan Anybody can do this, even with no video game background. I just took the 
time to realize what was effective about creative storytelling and teamwork 
and strategizing, and I just fused that all together. 

Leon I don't think there's many coaches out there of sports who didn't also play 
the sport. A gamer knows what the stresses of a game are, and they kind of 
know the growth and where it comes from. 

Rasputin You have to be really comfortable with your curriculum to be able to pull it 
off. I honestly think probably being the dungeon master would make better 
teachers. 

Dirk My enthusiasm for games I think has helped me be a better teacher and 
more open to the possibility that what games can do. 

 

Secondly, teachers who do decide that they want to implement narrative-based 

gameplay should consider implementing role-playing in which students collaborate in 
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imagined worlds regardless of the format they employ. A student’s sense of identity and 

agency are formed in imagined (or fantasy) world when there are components that 

encourage dialogue between people with different perspectives (Holland, 1998). Whether 

those imagined worlds are co-created by the students, designed by the teacher, or exist 

within a digital game, students should have opportunities to take on the identities of 

people much different than themselves. Not only would this encourage students to engage 

in the subject-matter, but help them reach a state of flow, which may result in the gaining 

of new perspectives that will help become more objective critical thinkers 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Hoover, Simkins, Deterding, Meldman, and Brown, 2018; 

Vescio et al., 2003; Jimenez-Diaz, Gonzalez-Calero, and Gomez-Albarran, 2012). 

Thirdly, teachers who implement digital or serious games need to be cognizant of 

the open and explorative nature of the games they employ. Many games, especially those 

not strictly designed for educational purposes, may feature many events, settings, 

characters, and interactions that are not directly related to the learning content (Adams, 

Mayer, & MacNamara, 2012; Mayer, 2009; Mayer, Griffith, Naftaly, & Rothman, 2008). 

This is summed best by Gordon when he said, “For every game objective, there needs to 

be an equal learning objective. Everything you do in the game has to align with 

something you want them to do out of the game. One of the issues that end up happening 

in a lot of digital games is that a lot of the interface interactions have nothing to do with 

what you want a student to do.” Since many students have their own gameplay 

experiences, they may enroll in a course that utilizes gameplay and has expectations 

about how they should navigate the game. Self-regulative actions, therefore, probably 
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should be stimulated or scaffolded by external elements in games. Teachers need to be 

transparent and explicit in their expectations regarding what they want their students to 

spend their time doing during gameplay. Some approaches to assist in keeping students 

engaged and focused on the learning material are providing students with guiding-

prompts that ask students questions as they navigate the game. Also, having students play 

through the game in the hot-seat format in which one student plays while all other 

students observe may also help students stay engaged and on-task.  

Teachers should provide students opportunities to self-reflect on their learning 

through introspection and debriefing. Teachers need to be cognizant that the affordances 

of educational gameplay may be different through other methods of content delivery. 

When teachers implement gameplay, they may need to consider the explorative and 

collaborative nature of the games they employ. If teachers are more interested in 

explicitly telling their students what they need to know to prepare for a multiple-choice 

test, for example, then the inclusion of a narrative-based game may not be a very viable 

option. Shepherd said, “there's this gold standard of this paper-based test, and it's going to 

tell us this thing. And we sometimes forget to take a step back and realize all the inherent 

problems with paper-based testing and all the children that are left through the gaps, 

create alternative forms of assessment that capture some of those people and capture and 

validate some of those experiences, it transforms education for those kids.” Games are a 

different form of content delivery. Teachers in this study who employed them seemed to 

embrace that games do not explicitly deliver the content in the same way as a traditional 

teaching approach such as a slideshow or lecture. Therefore, teachers suggested that 
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assessments should be tailored to individual students in a way in which students can 

either communicate their thoughts about the learning process or transfer what they have 

learned to a different context.   

As we continue to explore and examine the nuanced and complicated 

phenomenon that is educational gameplay, I challenge scholars to consider narrative-

based gameplay as more than another game genre, but to view it instead as a completely 

different teaching tool with its affordances and complexities. Unlike other games across 

the educational gameplay spectrum, narrative-based gameplay has much in common with 

other storytelling mediums and, thus, should be explored as another viable method to 

motivate students to engage in the learning process.  

In addition, future researchers who consider the TPACK framework as a lens in 

which to explore educational gameplay may want to consider how teacher perceptions 

influence each of the fundamental forms of knowledge in each domain (i.e., technological 

knowledge, pedagogical knowledge, and content knowledge). Teachers' knowledge 

regarding how they understand the connections between teaching, learning, and gameplay 

are emphasized. In addition, how and why teachers make those connections should be 

considered as possible interposing elements in the framework. The past experiences of 

teachers, including their education, their culture, their values, and current circumstances 

all influence their perception of how they approach game-based learning in their 

classrooms, how they make the connections between their subject-matter and gameplay, 

and the format in which they deliver the subject-matter through gameplay. There are only 

a few studies that have used TPACK as a lens to evaluate a specific technology such as a 
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Teacher Experiences, 
Education, Values, 
Culture, Circumstances 

narrative-based games using a qualitative-driven methodology (Kennedy-Clark et al. 

2011; Wu et al. 2008). Qualitative approaches seek to understand better perceptions of 

individuals who live within a unique context and to understand a phenomenon holistically 

(Patten, 2015); therefore, it may be appropriate to augment the framework to take those 

elements into account, as illustrated in figure 8.  

 

 

 

 

   
 
 
Figure 8. The TPACK image considering teachers' perception. Adapted from “The 
TPACK Image,” by M. Koehler & P. Mishra, 2012. 
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regarding the nuances of narrative-based gameplay. This includes seeking to understand 

better the social-cultural influences that assist in the development of teacher identity 

regarding how they approach their teaching practices may contribute to the understanding 

of how teachers can match their identities with the teaching style. The nuances of role-

playing, choice, and collaboration raise interesting questions regarding how teachers can 

employ those components when their goal is to provide students with specific, focused 

affordances. For example, students may role-play as characters who are much different 

from themselves or as an enhanced version of themselves. Future research may explore 

the learning affordances of each. In addition, since teachers in this study utilized 

narrative-based games that offered branching storylines while others used open-world 

games that allowed students to bring their own stories to the game. Future research may 

explore the learning affordances regarding how the control the teacher exerts over the 

progression of the story.  

Regarding assessment, this study found that teachers who used narrative games 

found that traditional methods of assessment were less appropriate. Therefore, future 

research may explore how debriefing sessions and observational feedback influence 

teacher and student experiences regarding motivation and engagement.  

Based on the limitations of this study, a further study on educators who 

implement gameplay as they learned them (or experienced them) as adolescents may be 

considered to determine better if there is a correlation between those who grew up 

playing games (to various degrees), what narrative-components were found in those 

games, and how teachers implement those components based on those experiences. In 
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addition, a further comparative study on teachers who have gaming backgrounds versus 

those who do not and the differences between and among implementation choices should 

be considered. Teachers in this study suggested that having a gameplay history gave them 

an invaluable advantage in various ways when they implemented gameplay because they 

know the "stressors" and the function of the mechanics and components of games. 

Therefore, future research may want to explore how teachers’ histories with games 

correlate with student learning in any capacity. 

Conclusion 

 The purpose of my research was to investigate teachers’ perspectives of narrative-

based gameplay.  An investigation into teachers’ perceptions of this phenomenon 

contributes to explaining how teachers decide to implement gameplay and what 

influences their decisions regarding their format decisions and approach. Insights from 

this study may also contribute to research on affordances that narrative-based gameplay 

provides for students. Lastly, insights into how and why certain assessment types are 

utilized may be beneficial for teachers looking into implementing narrative-based 

gameplay into their classrooms. From this study, I have concluded teachers’ perceptions 

of narrative-based gameplay, including their perceptions regarding the components, their 

affordances, and how they assess students when narrative-based gameplay is employed. 

First, I found that teachers are driven and influenced by their past experiences, and 

stories, too, are more than a culmination of components; they can be personal 

experiences. We, in the educational community, talk so much about differentiating our 

teaching approaches for students with different strengths, weaknesses, and learning 



159 
 

styles, but often forget that teachers, too, have strengths and weaknesses. Just as some 

students may not be engaged through a lecture or a slideshow, teachers, too, may not be 

engaged when they teach using those methods. Teachers need to embrace their strengths 

in order to become engaging teachers.  

Games can also be narratively driven with or without the intention of the game 

designer(s). Even digital games that were designed without a narrative can become 

spaces where narratives may be co-constructed when students are left to explore and co-

create. Next, I found that role-play through narrative-based gameplay may lead to 

changes in perspective as it provides students, especially those from at-risk backgrounds, 

opportunities to escape some of the things that cause stress and concentrate on the 

subject-matter in imagined worlds. Third, I found that although choice is an important 

component to gameplay, there may need to be implicit limitations and guidance-

mechanisms, so students remain focuses on the learning goals. Fourth, I found that 

teachers suggested that collaboration through narrative-based gameplay may help 

students better understand how to work within a team to co-construct knowledge 

objectively.  

Finally, I found that teachers who employ narrative-based gameplay approach 

assessment as a culmination of visual and auditory observation, debriefing, and 

introspection that allow students opportunities for thoughtful self-reflection. Since the 

purpose of utilizing a narrative-based game is not to deliver educational content 

explicitly, it may be more appropriate to assess students in more reflective ways, such as 

debriefing sessions.  
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Ultimately, an understanding of teachers’ perceptions of narrative-based 

gameplay can help those teachers who are contemplating how to approach its 

implementation regarding how to use what they know about gameplay and apply it to 

their classes. Narrative-based gameplay is a highly nuanced and complex subject; 

therefore, the affordances may differ from those when other teaching approaches are 

employed, even when other educational gameplay approaches in which narratives are not 

emphasized are employed. This study illuminates a fragment along the educational 

gameplay spectrum and provides insights into how teachers thought about and 

understood narrative-based gameplay in hopes that it may demystify the process for those 

who have may have experienced some of the difficulties these teachers experienced.  In 

this dissertation, I attempted to advance the efforts toward a better understanding of this 

phenomenon by offering insights into the perspectives of educators. As important as it is 

to measure the learning outcomes and behavior affordances of narrative-based gameplay 

implementation, it is equally important to understand the perceptions of those educators 

who employ them so we may gain a clearer understanding of what it takes to effectively 

and purposefully use games to make our classrooms more engaging for all students.   
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Appendix C 

 
Teaching and Learning Philosophy  
Name Snippet 
Simon I feel like it's my duty to make a connection with them so they can get what 

they want out of the class. 
 
That's how we learn things and then the whole idea of the scientific process 
of hypothesize, and then, bring back and try again and all those kind of 
things. Those are the things that you can just say, "Well, if you know good 
educational psychology, educational theory and you understand games well 
enough to be able to pick the right game for the right class, then it works." 
 
It should always have some jagged edges and life should always be 
difficult for people in various ways. 
 
Nothing is natural. It's all human-made. Then, the question is why. It has a 
lot to do with geography and timing and history.  

Gordon  Not every element of a course needs to be game based but there's way that 
you can strategically infuse game elements into a course to make it more 
effective without being overwhelming to the people who are in it who 
aren't necessarily gamers or don't know things about game mechanics.  
 
Effective for me, effective is situated right? I'm a situated cognitivist. I look 
at everything as being a complex interaction of the agent and its 
surrounding environment and that knowledge is the intersection of those 
two things. For me, excelling at an activity like a game-based activity or a 
classroom activity comes down to more than just an academic outcome. 
For instance, getting 100% on an achievement test at the end of an 
experience isn't necessarily what I mean by success or excelling. It's a 
combination of things that involve motivation. It involves, actually I'd say 
primarily it comes down to inducing goal adoption. If something is an 
effective learning tool, it's going to get somebody to change both their 
attention and intention. That is if they're going to learn something, they 
have to attend to the thing to be learned. It has to actually adjust the way 
they think about that and give them a desire to go and act on the object or 
the environment in that particular way.  
 
If you look at education as a matter of, or learning as a matter of educating 
intention and attention, then excelling at that really just means that you've 
done something that engages the user and motivates them to complete a 
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particular task in a particular way and that the user is engaged with that 
system such that they're going to meaningfully take this information and 
transfer it out of the system to do something else in the real world.  
 
The reality is that all of us learn differently because our learning is situated 
in our life world, our experiences, the way that we perceive and act, it's all 
independent and individualized. It's kind of silly to put an individual 
marker on what constitutes success.  
 
Okay, by what process did I actually get them to do what I needed them to 
do? And did they actually learn the thing that I intended them to learn. It's 
not necessarily that you will get rewarded all the time for doing those kinds 
of acts we want you to do inherently like valuing learning. Also, the 
learning objective was not about actually understanding the math. It was 
about getting paid for doing a task.  
 
a sandbox on rails approach: imagine a roller coaster rail system, except 
that instead of having these rapid moving hills and valleys or whatever, you 
put a sandbox on a rail car. It sort of gently rolls from one objective point 
to the next like a train. Even though the students have freedom to play with 
the sand in the sandbox, you know, manipulating the characters of the story 
or the environment to kind of fit their own intention, storytelling intentions, 
they are still bound to this sort of learning objective track that the car 
moves between.  
 
knowledge is doing and in order to really understand something you have 
to participate and experience it, that's one thing games do exceptionally 
well is position people to take action and to think about why they're taking 
the action that they're taking. 
 
I tend to break education down into three parts or three purposes. One of 
them being education for training or for professionalization, this idea that 
it's for career making and that you teach people to train them to do a 
specific task in society. For instance, you go to school to be a teacher to 
teach. You go to school to be a police officer to police. You go to school 
for business to be a businessperson. That's just what schools exist for. 
That's not the one I tend to believe the most. I think the other two, one of 
them being this Jeffersonian, education for democratization that we're 
going to have a successful liberal, like small liberal democracy, you need to 
have an educated population. Part of the job of teachers or educators is to 
make sure that the population is sufficiently educated to be able to 
participate in a participatory election democracy. Then the third being 
education for self-actualization or this, you learn for the sake of becoming a 
more informed, culturally well rounded individual who can better 



167 
 

understand others and be more responsive to the environment, or be more 
thoughtful about what it is to be human and why we exist. I would argue 
that there's no point in having schools without those things. Like, what's the 
point of being alive and even bothering to build society if there's no value 
in that other than your financial contribution to the system in which you 
operate? 
 
Flow Theory is because that was kind of what that research was all about 
was figuring out what is the sweet spot where people get hyper engaged 
with what they're doing? If you can make something playful doesn't 
necessarily mean it's a game. 

Shephard I mean I believe that art is important. How do you value art? It's about life, 
it's about who we are and what we are, and I think that there's intrinsic 
value in that, that it's really hard to measure that value, extremely hard. I 
think that value is often not taken, is taken for granted.  
 
there's a clear parallel between all forms of media, whether that's art on an 
oil canvas, whether that's art as in a book, a novel, whether that's art as in 
Citizen Kane or whether that's Final Fantasy, that's all a cultural artifact 
that's motivating people in different ways. 
 
I think you can walk into any of these sorts of video game stores and look 
at the shelves and you will see the same man looking back at you from 
every single title. Like this guy with short hair and kind of a mixed 
complexion and he's really angry about something and he has dirt on his 
face and he's ready to shoot some people up. 

Max having those social skills, it's important to doing that. I think we very much 
live in a world where communication is important, and you may be able to 
learn things that are on a curriculum, but social skills help you interact with 
the world beyond the curriculum.  
 

Sam we remember more when we play. 
 
flow theory... Exactly! That tells us the best learning happens when we're 
not aware that we are learning. And if you try to talk to people who are 
playing games, just like any parent with children who play, we block the 
external world out while we are really immersed in a good game. So, I 
believe these are the reasons why it's effective.  
 
 

Nathan I wanted to design a program that people could do in the absolute poorest, 
most difficult to teach communities, anywhere in the world, to the riches, 
anything you want imaginable. 
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I try to teach kids the principles of observation by hiding clues to the 
scenarios that they're in, in the work that they get. Everything they get is 
story based.  
 
Look it, it's fine if kids struggle. It's fine if they fail. I don't throw life rafts 
to the kids. If a kid immediately comes to talk to me after work, I literally 
refuse to answer because they're not attempting anything. They're just 
giving up. All of those kinds of mentalities, I see kids who pay attention to 
detail, because I encourage it, and there's benefit to it.  
 
school focuses on loss completely. I don't care what anybody says. I will go 
to my grave with that statement. You ask a kid who gets 90% on a test. Are 
they proud of 90 or more worried about the 10% they didn't get. It's a total 
emphasis on loss continuously. As a matter of fact, you have 100% in every 
course you start in traditional school. And when you don't get 100%, you 
can no longer get 100%. As to where RPGs in games build you up and say 
"Hey, were nothing and look how good you are now. Oh, look how good 
you are now."  
 
I always tell people when you pick a theme, you can't pick what kids don't 
know, but you can't pick what you don't know. So, I was able to sell kids 
on the concept and the idea of fantasy, because I'm passionate about it. 
 
I don't just do games, but I also just don't lecture. Everything's got to be 
that combination, that fusion of everything, in the right kind of harmonious 
balance, which is different from class to class. You might have a class that's 
high energy, crazy, that needs the activity, more than they need the lecture, 
and they'll thrive in that fashion, versus that needs more lecture, because 
they might be lower achieving and need more guidance, and less time on 
the game aspect.  
 
Kids have to fail first attempt in learning. Did you let that kid fail, or did 
you throw the life raft the second he started struggle in the water? Well you 
did. You didn't want to fail it. You didn't want him to fail. You didn't want 
to "look bad" as a teacher, so you did the work for them.  

Connor my class is entirely Quest choice based so the feature was essential to using 
Classcraft with my students. I'm also passionate about providing resources 
to help students explore, find and nurture their passion. 
 

Corvo That's what I do as a teacher in so far as inspiring these kids to get out of 
harm's way and achieve something.  
 
they're changing their mindset as well as their value system 
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I try to arrange my own classroom whereby the students at first identify 
their personal interests 
 
traditional learning is passé 
 
Traditional learning in my opinion would be the four walls, the experience 
taste, the feel, the four walls of the classroom. The traditional classroom 
environment, whereby the teacher stands in front of the classroom, the 
students all turn to page 13 and it's all standardized. That whole 
standardized environment just doesn't work in today's environment as we 
prepare our students for 2020. What is the environment that we have to 
make or construct that will allow for students to learn from each other and 
with each other to collaborate, to create artifacts of learning, and to show 
how a classroom connects to the experience beyond the four walls? 
 
if you can give them an abstract concept to conquer, through inquiry, then 
it's all the more easy for the teacher because you're just setting the goal out 
there and asking them, or setting the stage for them to ask the questions, to 
investigate, to use a scientific method, to talk about it, to share it and all 
through play or serious play because we're solving a global problem.  
 

Leon I guess if your objective is just to have them take a quiz and pick out the 
right definitions and regurgitate static information about the concept, yeah, 
obviously that's going to be better. But if you're really trying to get 
embodied learning, and learning by doing, the engagement of a game 
narrative, for example, is clearly going to pay dividends. I guess I would 
say just from my personal pedagogy that's a far more enriching and 
successful goal for teaching than just static information to temporarily 
memorize and then spit back out.  

Rasputin You ask them any question and they can find it on their phones within a 
matter of minutes. They don't need us to pour information into them. They 
need us to teach them how to use that information, how to correctly think 
about situations and look beyond what's just there. Our job is to teach them 
to look beyond that, not to accept everything that they're given just because 
a website tells them this thing, okay is that the perspective that is the only 
perspective that exists. 
 
You want something that the students can take and go down the rabbit hole 
themselves. 
 
it's being able to take and go beyond what I can offer them and just pick up 
the mantle themselves, to be able to teach themselves because that's the 
skill. I mean, they have to be able to do that. They have to self-discipline; 
they have to be able to find this information out all on their own. 
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Chell The key competencies, that can only happen in the space where the kids 
own that learning. And so, one of the things my school wanted to do, was 
start trying to build assessment around the key competencies. So, my 
syndicate, my team, we started to do that and experiment with what that 
looks like. So, we've ... developing a whole different kind of reporting 
mechanism, they kids are writing their report cards against these 
competencies.  
 
I've learned that if you just put kids in that free-for-all, like, make what you 
want, that's too devastating to some of them, because they're so in tune to 
the school narrative as well. And, so what I do, is I give them a lesson that's 
tried and true, but I give them the option to dump my own lesson and write 
their own lesson plan. So, they have a safety net to start, but the objective is 
to go out and choose what they want to learn and take responsibility. 
 
my three key competencies are, that you can write and manage your own 
plan, create your own knowledge, and get yourself unstuck. Those are the 
only three things that we're looking at.  
 
you need to create spaces for learning, and for that exploration, for them to 
acquire those skills of learning.  
 
I've just been absolutely passionate about how we keep learning relevant. 
 
"We're teaching kids to learn how to learn." I was, like ... kids already 
know how to learn 
 

Dirk I think benefit greatly if we can structure it to be unstructured as much as 
possible. 
 
give me the date when the Vikings landed in England or yeah that part is 
not important to me, it's that they've been using their skills and creativity, 
that they've been applying their learning and their understanding and that 
they've been building their self-confidence up as writers.  

 

Gaming History 

Name Snippet 
Simon I remember playing Dungeons and Dragons for the first time around seven 

or eight years old and it was just me and a friend. We had no idea what 
we're doing but like those powder-blue dice and rolling them and looking 
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up tables and like random encounters and all that kind of stuff was really, 
really sort of heady for me. 
 
grew up playing tabletop role-playing games. 
 
I would just sit and read those rule books, read through the monster 
manual, all those kind of things growing up, and then, on the other side, on 
the digital side, we had an Atari 2600 from like the day, from the word go, 
and then, we got a ColecoVision, and then, we moved to Nintendo, and 
then, all the various consoles, all the major consoles we were right there at 
the beginning of all of it. I was playing a lot of tabletop, playing a lot of 
digital 
 

Shephard I have played games my entire life. As a child, they were tabletop games 
and also visual games, that stretches back to, I can't remember what it was, 
like the Apple II, something like that, progressing through Nintendo and 
Sega and Atari too. Like I said, both digitally and tabletop wise. I think 
games have been a large part of my life, for most of that, because I 
recognize that I got experiences from them that I wasn't getting other 
places. I'd say that I learned more about the Cold War through Twilight 
Struggle, for example, then I ever did in school. 
 
While I've been out here, I've founded the first ever E sports team from an 
all-girls school, which has been a thing. A league, any sports league around 
Cleveland, we have like nine schools who are competing right now in the E 
sports tournament. 
 

Marston We were a gaming family. I was playing bridge and cribbage at age 12. 
Regularly played chess, but they were always kind of your very traditional 
games, your Monopoly, Sorry, Parcheesi, chess, the things that you would 
find at your regular stores. There wasn't really many unusual games. It 
wasn't until maybe junior or senior level of high school that there was a 
D&D group that we started playing. Then that emerged into college and all 
sorts of games at that point. 
 
Historical definitely I'm comfortable with games. There isn't a game that I 
can't pick up and I'll understand the core parts underneath it within half an 
hour. I guess I would say that my history with games has left me very 
comfortable with it as a medium. 
 
The game was, Who is Oscar Lake? And so I install the game. I played it 
for 15 minutes. Quit in rage frustration. Say to myself, "What is the point?" 
I realize all that the game was asking me to do. Basically it was asking me 
questions. There was some spoken language, and I was supposed to use 
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multiple choices to respond to questions. It was like a detective type of tale. 
And I kept saying to myself, "What is the point?" What was the point they 
were trying to make? Why was that a wrong choice, where all the choices 
seemed perfectly wrong? So basically, I uninstalled the game and never 
played it again. 
 

Max I also engage in these games where I read a lot of fantasy books.  
 
Game based education in general is incredibly important to me because I 
don't think I'd be where I am right now, if not for games education. I 
struggled growing up with reading and mathematics, and writing too. But 
those are all skills that I developed through gaming.  
 
I can do incredibly quick math now. Only with dice, because that's how I've 
applied math in my life. I'm great at communicating. I'm great at cracking 
narratives and reacting to other people's needs, because those are all skills 
that I developed when gaming.  
 
So, I have ADHD, I have to multi-task. I can't focus on a single task; I have 
to multi-task. So, me paying attention, looks like I'm not paying attention. 
But when it's time for me to act, I demonstrate that I have been involved, or 
at least my brain has been involved in what has gone on.  
 
You have to know these games. I play role playing games outside of my 
classroom. I am legitimately a fan of role playing.  
 

Sam I'm a gamer. I love games. I've been playing video games since 1975, and 
the game was fun.  
 
I played Pong, arcade; In, 1977, Tele-Partner Pong clone at home; 1979: 
Philips Videopac, the EUR version of Odyssey 2, my first programmable 
video game system; regular at the arcades since spring 1977. 

Nathan Dungeons and Dragons and Magic, and Warhammer and all those tabletop 
games, none of which I've played, to be honest. I've just watched videos to 
look how it works. I just pulled elements of all of those kinds of things and 
fused them all together to create the land that I say we're in, literally 
wrapped around my whole classroom.  
 
I knew was this game growing up call Diablo, that I was just infatuated 
with. 
 
I was an absolute sport nut. What sports taught me about leadership, about 
competition, about following, about respect, about authority, just on and 
on, made me who I am. And I made me a decent teacher, in my opinion, 
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because I took all of those concepts and ideas and I fused them into 
education. 
 
video games were massive in our house. We're always playing Nintendo 
and all those kinds of things. It taught me patience. It taught me turns. It 
taught me competition. I've played games for my whole life. Like 
religiously.  
 
there's this big misconception that I was a D & D nerd, and I hung out and I 
played Magic cards, and I've never once played any of those games. I just 
took the time to realize what was effective about creative storytelling and 
teamwork and strategizing, and I just fused that all together.  

Connor I've always loved games. Played as a kid and still playing. I had a good 
sense of balance though as I was a good student, enjoyed playing outside, 
participating in sports, etc.  
 

Leon in my personal journey is definitely like I knew from all the games I grew 
up playing that they required tons of intellectual effort and development. 
So that was kind of like the philosophical core that made me want to bring 
it into the classroom. Dungeons and Dragons.  
 

Rasputin I played some, not a ton. I think, honestly, I'm a competitive person by 
nature. I own a hobby shop now. I own a game store, but I was always into 
comic books and that sort of thing. It was very easy to transition into that 
sort of environment.  
 
I'm still a gamer. I'm not so, I played video games when I was in my 20s, 
don't play anymore. D&D when I was younger but don't play anymore. I've 
played games 
 

Chell I was that teacher who didn't believe in video games. I didn't grow up with 
them. I didn't understand them.  
 
I did not play a digital game until I was out of college in Japan and picked 
up the first Nintendo. And even then, I didn't play them, I just took them 
home, and gave them to the nephews and nieces.  
 

Dirk I'm old enough to be around my first computer was Mac Plus back in the 
early 80's and as soon as games started coming out, I started playing games. 
My family played games, board games, card games, you know Friday night 
was game night, so it always connected to games and games have always 
been important part of growing up. And then the computer games as they 
started to evolve when I was in college in the 80's, first time I got into 
Dungeons and Dragons and that spun off into all the other games that were 
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Dungeons and Dragons-ish or trying to be that in the video games, those 
early days of the story telling and the castle Wolfenstein and those kinds of 
things.  
 
Moved away from the board games but played computer based games, got 
into things like Civilization and still [inaudible 01:11:04] before that Age of 
Empires and that's the history teacher part of me wanting to ... first person 
shooters are sort of fun but I guess as I get older I like more of the story 
driven things. Something that I can just keep going and that I'm not ... I 
don't have to worry about dying every minute. I like games that evolving 
more than just constantly moving forward. I'm much more tentative in 
games so I can't do multi-player games especially online multi-player 
games they're just too fast for me.  
 
One of my electives now is game design. So, we play board games, we 
deconstruct them. We deconstruct about a dozen games from easy sort of 
games more of the card game varieties or the roll the dice varieties but then 
move into more challenging things like settlers and Pandemic. And the kids 
deconstruct them and it's fun because I get to listen, I play with them and 
that part of the class and as they're talking about the game I'm taking 
mental notes about wow they really liked this part of the game, how could I 
use that in a lesson.  
 

 

Decision to Implement / Inspiration  

Name Snippet 
Simon a ton of stuff on digital writing and professional writing and there was like 

nothing on creative writing, almost literally nothing on creative writing, 
which is why the first collection that I co-edited is digital writing or 
creative writing in the digital age, trying to address that very specific fact 
that it didn't exist. The scholarship didn't exist. One of my advisors said, 
"Well, why don't you look at the games, right? I think the most interesting 
thing going on with digital narratives right now isn't necessarily creative 
writing but like look into electronic literature, and then, look into games." 
Then, that's when I encountered Gee's book with video games, have to 
teach us about learning and literacy. I was like, "Oh, my God."  
 
At that same time, I may have told you this story before. At that same time, 
I was reading John Gardner's Art of Fiction, which is like a very classic 
book on craft of fiction. How do you teach people how to write fiction? I 
was reading Gee's What Videogames Have to Teach Us About Learning 
and Literacy, and I was playing Fallout 3, the very first sort of, for years, 
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all I played was Grand Theft Auto and the FIFA soccer series and I had no 
idea that role-playing games had gotten so sophisticated.  
 
I just fell right into it. It did not take me very long; this is also the first year 
that I was teaching internet creative writing and I hated it because I thought 
it was going to be such a great break from comp and it turned out not to be. 
You know what I mean? I was running into lots of the same problems with 
motivations and just not very good, what I considered to be very good 
writing, but in that moment, it was like, "Hey, wait a minute. Gee is talking 
about how you can use, how you can align learning outcomes or your 
learning objectives with game mechanics." It just dawned on me like, 
"Dummy. Role-playing games." Role-playing games would be a great way 
to teach people how to get into fiction writing, and from there, from that 
moment that realization, my career took a completely different trajectory. 
from that point, I really became a game and learning and specifically 
tabletop role-playing games and creative writing scholar. 
 
I was losing them way too often. I just realize that it's better to do the game 
stuff because it keeps people engaged in a much deeper level. 
 

Shephard I left law school, became and attorney, then did not practice. I went straight 
into higher education and while I was in higher education, I was doing 
undergrad, the work that I did in undergrad, which was software 
development, IT and stuff like that. While I was there, I again had always 
had the interest in games, and they had a need for someone to teach kind of 
like intro to computer science at faculty level. And I was doing some 
masters work in computer science at the time, unrelated, learning based, but 
I said I would teach the intro class and I would teach it using games, 
because games made a lot of sense to me. Before I knew about y'all, 
because it was just me and I was like, "I like games and it makes sense to 
teach it". So, I didn't know about all this other service stuff. 
 
I ended up going over to work for them and really kind of leading the 
Smithsonian on how we thought about games and what role games have in 
museums. That's kind of colored my perspective more so then other folks, 
hadn't started, yes, I did start by teaching in the classroom, but where things 
really started picking up was thinking about how do games tell the stories 
of objects better? And I think that's a perspective that is not as common out 
in the field. 
 

Marston I was teaching a directed studies course, which is basically like after you've 
failed out of college, you have to take this course to get re-admitted. The 
way the course was set up was I was supposed to give a PowerPoint lecture 
every week to these students telling them how to study, and it was a 
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horrible experience. Like I made it two weeks and I'm like, "This is not fun. 
You're not getting anything out of it." 
 
These are usually non-traditional students that were in the section that I 
was teaching, and I'm telling them how to make a schedule. They're 
looking at me like, "Are you freaking kidding me?" I'm like, "This is what 
the schedule says. This week we're supposed to talk about schedule, and 
then next week is financial awareness and study habits," or just these things 
that this is a 28-year-old veteran who failed out because his parents died or 
something horrible like that. You're like, "You don't need me to tell you 
this. This is not useful at all." 
 
I always fall back to game design. That's where I'm most comfortable. 
That's what I teach. That's what I'm good at. 
 
 

Max So, I have ADHD, I have to multi-task. I can't focus on a single task; I have 
to multi-task. So, me paying attention, looks like I'm not paying attention. 
But when it's time for me to act, I demonstrate that I have been involved, or 
at least my brain has been involved in what has gone on.  
 

Sam I started experimenting with games in the classroom in 1998. At the time I 
was a graduate fellow in Italian at Trinity College in Hartford Connecticut. 
It was a position for ABD doctoral students like me, and it was a residential 
position, so we would get housing and we were in charge of teaching and 
taking care of cultural activities. And at Trinity college at the time, I just 
received a little grant specifically designed for technology in teaching, so I 
had access to a beautiful multimedia classroom with multisystem projectors 
and usually this was actually a projection screen and computers. And that 
year, the first game in the Final Fantasy series on PlayStation 1 had come 
out and was fully localized in Italian. It was Final Fantasy 9, so I mugged it 
in my PlayStation 1, bought the game from Italy while I was in Italy on 
vacation. And it would work if connected through a multi-system TV or 
projector, and that projector in the multimedia classroom was capable of 
outputting PAL, the European signal. So, I started incorporating a couple of 
language-lab activities using that game. 
 
And the idea came from the fact that my English as a foreign language, at 
least in terms of fluency, comes from using realia. So, realia are cultural 
artifacts in a foreign language that allow you to see actual language in 
action. So, in language acquisition, realia has been using since the 1940s, 
so [inaudible 00:05:08] language at some point early on you study 
vocabulary related to food, for example. And a form of realia that you 
would be using was the way is a restaurant menu, because one thing is to 
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learn about food, and one thing is learning how to order stuff that you 
actually like and you're not allergic to.  
 
So, it's 1985. I'm 21, almost 22 years old, and my English is very shaky at 
that point, I feel. I had the Commodore 64 and this game comes out. It's 
called Alter Ego, by Activision. And it's a game that it says live simulation. 
It was created by a team of psychologists, and enabled you... It was a text 
adventure, but it was innovating because for the first time it was icon-
driven. So, stuff like, you know, "Oh my gosh! This is state of the art, kind 
of thing!"  
 
It also served therapeutic purposes because my father has just passed away, 
and I was processing my father's death from cancer. And for about a month, 
three months, actually, I played it every day for about one hour or two 
hours, and since it was a text adventure, I was using a huge dictionary 
sitting on my lap to progress in the game. And after about two months of 
playing, I picked up an English language novel that I bought a few months 
previously. 
 
fast forward to 2010, I just by sheer chance I discovered that my American-
bought copy of Assassin's Creed 2 on PlayStation 3 actually does include 
Italian, and excellent vocalization. And I said, "I can use this in the 
classroom." And I started using that.  
 
my experience told me video games were the most effective tool, 
instrument to improve my English.  
 
the total body response theory states that we basically remember 90% of 
what we do. So, is for example, watching a movie in the target language 
with subtitles in the target language, is that effective? Yes! But what if it's 
an interactive movie like Assassin's Creed II, where I do not just watch, but 
I also physically hold the controller and my body can respond to the 
gaming. 
 

Nathan because it was a K to 12 school, I could see the visible, actual 
disengagement of kid, even in a high academic school. The stress of school, 
the pressure, the not caring, the pressure from parents because again, we 
had a lot of the more higher end at that school. 
 
They see learning as this hand up on, engaged, get in there, mix around, 
touch stuff, and all that. As I watched kids grow up in the school, I saw that 
a lot less.  
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ended up quitting my job and I got hired at a Great 8 Science program. You 
just saw a complete difference in kids, right from the beginning. Totally 
into technology. Why are we doing this? What is the benefit? I want to do 
this instead. There were so many things that I just didn't agree with, not 
from their perspective, but from an educational standpoint because I just 
saw that they didn't care about the subject matter, and the kids that did care 
were quite frankly just scared of their parents. They were worried about the 
pressure of grades and all this kind of stuff from the parental perspective, 
not their own. 
 
There was kind of this light bulb moment where I was running around 
trying all these crazy, enthusiastic things, and I just had a lot of apathy of 
just meh, whatever. Just give me the test. So that kind of was the light bulb 
moment. My fourth, fifth year as a teacher, when I switched grades and 
subjects that I really saw what I thought I was seeing firsthand.  
 
But in essence what I did was I sat down with kids, and I stripped all ego 
and everything aside and I said in these little one on one interviews, I said 
tell me why you dislike school. They started coming up with a whole bunch 
of different themes and ideas. I took all of those and I pooled them all 
together, and I started like well what addresses what they're feeling that's 
lacking.  
 
A colleague had shared this kind of video, this goofy three-minute cartoon 
about what of school was a game. Then all of a sudden, the light bulb went 
off. I'm like, wait a second, if you look at the premise of an RPG, and RPG 
is life. It shows the start at level zero and accumulates skills and things and 
get better until you ultimately face the end result. The big boss. The 
whatever it wants to be. Whatever you want to call it. That's the same exact 
principle as school. You're supposed to start at kindergarten, level zero, and 
we're supposed to fill you with these knowledge, and these skills, and these 
information in which to then proceed forward and defeat the tests of the 
world and the bosses of the world, and make a difference.  
 
I did some research into gamification in the marketing and business world, 
because a lot of it didn't exist in education five, six years ago. It was still 
really poorly done, in my opinion. I tried to take what worked in business 
and marketing, and fused what I knew would work with kids, which was 
theme and narrative, and then I created my story of the Minotaur King 
pillaging the land, playing off the natural resource demand in Alberta. Then 
I just kind of went full bore with it.  
 
Andrzej Marczewski, or however you pronounce it. His website is 
gamify.uk. He's phenomenal. I'm sure you know of him. But he's the one 
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who came up with that player type Hexad. So early, early on I stumbled 
across this and I messaged him, and I said, "That's fantastic, but do you 
have one in education?" At the time he had an idea, but he didn't quite have 
it fully complete because he wasn't a teacher. We had a few email 
exchanges back and forth and we came up with a little model in the book 
where you pluck the disruptor in the middle. So what I realized through his 
model, and its application in school, is that when you set up teams and 
groups, if you know the type of kid that you have, the kid who's going to do 
everything no matter what, the kid who needs reward, the kid who needs to 
be in group focuses, and all those different types of things. If you 
understand that, you can handpick and choose, or pull kids aside and pump 
up their tires to help build up other kids around them.  

Connor In Minecraft I wasn't really expecting to be such a great game design tool 
or engine when I started using it. I just brought it in because it was real 
meaningful to the kids, so I just wanted it to be one of the choices of a tool 
they could use, and we've grown to realize how powerful it is in every 
element including ... and a lot of the game design tools don't have the best, 
they should, but some of them don't have a great tool for bringing the 
narration in. That causes issues if you're trying to emphasize the 
importance of storytelling in the game. 
 
I started to see the potential of games in learning over 20 years ago. My 
wife and I owned a computer training center for 10 years (1996 - 2006). It 
made a lot of sense to incorporate gaming in our summer camps and after 
school programs. This was a draw for kids. Our programs had a mix of 
gameplay and academics, so parents were also very pleased. When I started 
to see this, I figured it only made sense to bring this approach into 
traditional education (to create a nontraditional environment). 
 

Corvo it was a Zeitgeist that took place about maybe 10/15 years ago. 
 

Leon in my personal journey is definitely like I knew from all the games I grew 
up playing that they required tons of intellectual effort and development. 
So that was kind of like the philosophical core that made me want to bring 
it into the classroom. Dungeons and Dragons.  
 
I chose Her Story because it was a close reading game. You are literally 
watching and listening and picking apart this narrative. And it's just done in 
a really engaging dynamic, interesting way, that's unique. So, when I saw 
that I was like, "This is the exact same skills that I do with any story that I 
put in front of my students." So, to me it was a no-brainer to bring it in as a 
different way of engaging students in those skills." 
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Rasputin I just finished my master’s degree in curriculum development and I kind of 
focused on games=based learning 
 
I can kind of go back to my days in alternative, that's really where I started. 
I was dealing with a student population that needed a lot of help with soft 
skills, just the basics, how to balance a checkbook, how to meal plan, how 
to come to class on time, how to come prepared. I was kind of banging my 
head against a wall just on some of those soft skills 
 
I was really lucky, probably you were as well if you worked with game-
based learning to have administrators that let me kind of do what I wanted 
to. 
 
I just knew I was doing something that worked for the kids. 
 
I think what starts a lot of times is you sit down, and you see kids who are 
just disconnected. 
 
I mean when I came to the high school we were doing, whenever you're a 
new teaching in the building you kind of get the classes no one else wants. 
I came over from the middle school and they dumped American Lit on me. 
American Literature. No one wanted to teach American Literature. A bunch 
of old guys, Puritans coming over, just boring. Kids didn't like it. Teaching 
it for the first year I'm like, "This doesn't work." It sucks. Nobody likes this 
right now. Just right by the book. I mean, you start off with Plymouth 
Plantation and you read into, just go into stories they don't like. Read the 
story, answer the question, recall, regurgitate. 
 

Chell it wasn't until I started exploring that, that I started to shift. But even as 
much as I was working in Second Life, and, at that point I was working 
with Lego Universe, and I was really starting to make some breakthroughs 
of my own. 
 
I asked the kids, I had eight seventh grade boys, and I said, what do you 
want to do? You can go into Second Life, you can go into World of 
Warcraft, what do you guys want to do? And they all said, "We want to go 
into Minecraft." It was, like ... really? But, at that point I had already made 
a commitment to follow the learning, and I had learned to respect my 
students. So, we got them hooked up into Minecraft, and I will always 
regret that I never videotaped that first day. And, as I sat there and listened 
to their negotiation 
 
So, I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to make the rules of the 
game as they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it.  I just 
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knew, listening to them that first day, that this was something that had to be 
explored. It was so magical. 
 
I remember hating school; I did not enjoy it at all. I think that's probably 
why...I went to a completely traditional public school when I was younger. 
The teacher stood up there, did their thing, you know, then I left school. 
 

Dirk I need to try to bring some kind of outside experiences to these kids, 
because they, again, it's 50 miles for them to go to a city of comparable size 
and they don't travel very much, and their world view was highly limited. 
So, I early started looking for games, actually I saw a teacher in the UK. He 
was using Myst in the classroom. And there's a great video of him, he's 
passed away recently, but it was a great video of him using it in a creative 
writing class and I got hooked.  
 
I started thinking about ways to bring more of a virtual kind of a world into 
class or some kind of a sand box and looked into Second Life a bit, but that 
was just way too expensive and too creepy. Well at that time they had a 
team version that was okay, but way too expensive. And around that time 
Minecraft came out and I started on Twitter I started seeing one or two 
teachers in my kind of network talk about it.  
 
my students their literacy levels, reading, writing, speaking just extremely 
low. They're 7th graders but they're 3rd and 4th graders, really. When it 
comes to their reading and writing levels. And anything that's traditional or 
any canned curriculum that you know we did dropped on us every once in a 
while, is just ineffective because it's either not engaging to them because 
it's unrelatable in so many ways to their experiences and their lives and 
their background, or it's written at a level that I have to invest so much time 
just in a pre-reading to get them to be able to get to the point where okay, 
now we can do a whole class and now we can do ... you try it and it's just 
there wasn't enough time to do it, and I just felt like I was spinning my 
wheel, so I took it upon myself to work with him and we sort or rewrote the 
history curriculum and said let's turn this into a story, and so we started 
with the kind of Viking age or the dark ages sort of a thing, unit. 
 
a book called the Time Traveler's Guide to Medieval England. And I was 
fascinated by his approach because he wrote it as kind of a narrative where 
he's a historian but he wrote it from the perspective of the reader walking 
down the streets and the sights and the sounds and the smells and it made it 
so much more interesting and I thought I could really apply that or try to 
apply it in my lessons and encourage my kids to write more like that, that 
they're there. And so that's sort of how it evolved, and they'd read a story, 
I'd create the scene. We'd hop into the game, they'd come out. We'd read 
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another story; we'd hop back into it. And once they were in and out two or 
three times then we would pause, and we would write it. 
 
they spent so much time and until common core testing has come out and 
has kind of inverted things so much, before that we spent so much time just 
preparing kids for our state tests which was all of course multiple choice 
and as teachers we were taken really out of the planning of that and the 
implementation of it came down to numbers and we started treating kids as 
bands of kids that had the potential to jump from one to the other on their 
annual assessment. 
 
we took the fun out of it and I think we just on this entire generation of kids 
we forced through this process of really not letting them use their creativity 
and explore learning and I think we killed the love of learning in so many 
ways.  
 
There's not a lot of cultural events going on around them. We're two and a 
half hours from San Francisco and I bet at least half of my students have 
never been to San Francisco. I've got kids that are only 45-minute, hour 
drive in their Monterey in the ocean and I have a handful of kids that have 
never seen the ocean. It's an agricultural community so parents, a lot of the 
parents, are in the ag business whether they're field workers or construction 
workers. The kids come and go from Mexico quite a bit they're poverty, 
you know, kids of poverty. And so that was my connection or way to 
connect with them you know I'm just some old white guy that's trying to 
teach these young, Hispanic, pre-teens in this agricultural community, what 
can I possibly offer them and I got fed up with what we were kind of given 
and the way we were told to present information to them. 
 
We have gang problems too, and letting them find themselves, games are, 
gosh, games are great at that. It's comparable to a good book, right, where 
you're immersed in it and I try to use that analogy with the kids a lot I say 
we're in this story, in this game and isn't that something we all feel when 
we're reading a good book or when you're working with your language arts 
teacher and you're reading Anne Frank and how you can put yourself in 
that closet.  
 
It never feels like you're really moving the needle on anything in particular, 
at least I didn't.  I decided to go back and got my master's degree in 
education and curriculum and instruction. I did a one-year program, similar 
to ARC. It's the University of Connecticut's Teacher Certification Program 
for college graduates.  
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I happened to read an article after my roommate at the time threw a 
magazine at my face and said, "Read this." It was about my future advisors, 
Mike Young and Roger Travis, who had started working on a project called 
The Video Games and the Human Values Initiative, which they were 
looking at how do you use games in some kind of meaningful way in the 
humanities to teach people about the value of culture, and the arts, and 
philosophy? I said, "That's really, really cool." I had this longstanding 
interest in games. I'd always been a gamer since I was a little kid. I thought, 
"Okay, well, I'd wanted to go back to school and this seemed like a thing I 
would genuinely want to go to school for." Prior to that had I had 
considered getting a PhD in something like curriculum and instruction or 
ed leadership and was kind of wandering through my educational career. I 
didn't really want to be a teacher forever but also didn't want to be an 
administrator because that didn't really fit my personality or my interests.  
 
I had been playing World of Warcraft at the time, so I took a bunch of 
screen grabs from in the game. Then wrote a lesson around the scientific 
method and how in video games you're doing the scientific method through 
trial and error. You experiment and you have hypotheses. Tried to make 
what we were talking about as a group of tenth graders relate to stuff that 
they were doing outside of school. 
 

 

Narrative & Narrative Gaming 

Name Snippet 
Simon I bring tabletop role-playing games into my classes all the time, people 

catch on to it really, really quickly. it's super useful for teaching those 
narrative concepts, right? Because it's like they get it. It's like the game 
does a better job of portraying what I want them to learn about good fiction 
writing than reading a short story, and then, talking about the short story 
does, right? I mean, now that I still had them read and I still, we still talk 
about all sorts of different media, but I often use the mechanics of role-
playing games for them to be able to deconstruct a story to understand how 
that story came about, right? 
 
game narrative is that you get inside their head 
 
Sometimes if you're the first-person player, the player character in a digital 
role-playing game, you're actually doing that in your head but there's no 
output for it, right? Yeah, that's your imagination but there's no output like 
there is in a fiction class where you have to try and capture that. 
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to be able to frame things in terms of like a game narrative and give them 
some language about theme and tone and motivation and perspective and 
those things, then it really, it lets them express what they're feeling and why 
they're attracted to them and what they want to accomplish. 
 
it's not just playing a role-playing game for fun, it's building this critical 
ability to be able to understand how worlds work, what the social forces 
are, how those social forces are upheld, and then, on top of it, what people 
are in that world that are either making these social forces reified, making 
them more real and more structured or whether they're trying to tear them 
down, right? 
 
I think there's a trigger there [in games] that's inviting people into telling 
stories. 
 
structures of the story make more sense because they're very similar when 
you start drawing that line between our world and the fictional world and 
it's like, "Oh, well, the fictional world just operates pretty much like ours." 
It may have very different rules, it could be like a theocracy, it could be a 
military-run government, but still, the idea would be the same. That it's like 
you're making individual decisions with these goals of getting some result 
out in the other end and what we're always trying to do is find the most 
interesting stories, the most compelling ones who have the most interesting 
stories in these worlds. 
 
it's really about these questions of how you navigate a world and make the 
decisions that are going to bring about whatever results that you want, and 
those results don't necessarily need to be positive or life reaffirming or 
anything. 
 
that whole idea that your decisions matter and they chart a course for the 
story of a life, I think it's powerful. 
 
they're becoming better critical thinkers or they're going to be better people 
in the world. 
 
going to get experience with collaborative writing project, working with 
others, you're going to learn a variety of digital tools in order to be able to 
express some aspects of story, you're going to learn about fundamentals of 
narrative based on classic fiction structures and fiction elements of craft. 
 

Gordon  I think storytelling is a really interesting and can be really complex way to 
look at everything, not just even games. Right? Like we're all storytellers. 
I'm telling you stories right now as you're interviewing me. I think that 
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that's just a means of human communication. That's how we let people 
know what we think and why things are important. I think storytelling is 
not a separate entity from gaming, which is not separate from teaching or 
learning or sharing information of any kind. 
 
I think that everything we do, this goes to Roger Travis's writings about 
practomime, which is his word for... It comes from practomyneesis which 
is a Greek term, derived from a Greek term meaning practical mimicry or 
performance. That everything we do is performative, it's just performative 
different ways to different people depending on what we're performing. Me 
talking to you is not the way that I talk to my partner, which is not the way 
that I talk to my parents, which is not how I talk to my colleagues. It's all 
performative. Games and storytelling are just one way of doing that.  
 
a good video by Vox that I think came out a few weeks ago about, maybe 
not a few weeks, a few months at this point, about Dungeons and Dragons 
and why people play it and what it affords them. One of the nice things is 
that it frees people from these pre conceived notions of what it is to be 
them, to free them from their day to day identity so that they can become 
someone else and feel comfortable being someone else and try to think like 
someone else. Much like a method actor would immerse themselves in an 
environment to become whatever they were going to portray on film, that's 
what we want our students to do.  
 
Storytelling is also, it gives us some agency in our thinking and learning. 
It's not just about whether or not something is told to us versus we 
experience it. 
 
One of the things that we try to tell students is that when you're doing a 
role-playing game-based activity, think about the story you're telling about 
your learning.  
 
We all attach our identity to these characters because we see ourselves in 
them. If I can get my students to then see themselves in an oncologist who 
has to cure cancer and get them to feel as though not only for self-efficacy 
reasons but also for learning objective transfer reasons that this is 
something that they're capable of doing, I have successfully taught them. 
That's why stories are just so powerful. It doesn't have anything to do 
necessarily with once upon a time or even the beginning... I mean, the 
beginning, middle, end structure of stories really does matter in terms of 
grammar structuring. As a functional, conceptual thing, I think that 
storytelling isn't different than anything else that we do as teachers. It's just 
one way of raining that same process. I think for a lot of students, it's a 
much more invested... It requires and deserves more investment on their 
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part because it feels like it's their story, not just the story being told to them 
about someone else.  
 
Games kind of give us this opportunity to engage with the culture and 
social issues that affect all of us. Much in the way that other forms of art 
like literature and film can draw out emotion in their subjects, games can 
do that even one step further by allowing subjects to engage or interact with 
the story they're hearing about. It's one thing for me to see a video of 
somebody explaining what it's like to be in a concentration camp and 
survive that process and what the horror must have been. It's another 
entirely to feel immersed in that place and be a participant in this tour and 
actually walk through it with someone, and to experience with them what 
this is like.  
 
knowledge is doing and in order to really understand something you have 
to participate and experience it, that's one thing games do exceptionally 
well is position people to take action and to think about why they're taking 
the action that they're taking. 
 
games are just a part of our storytelling history and it's just part of what 
makes education worth having. We can't learn unless we challenge 
ourselves to try new things. 

Shephard I mean, and you can give someone a copy of Catcher in the Rye and they 
can read it five different ways. They might focus on one part, focus on a 
different part, they might hate it, they might hate it for ten years and then 
come back and it becomes their favorite book. We don't denigrate any of 
those experiences, we recognize the value of it, we recognize it has to be in 
schools, we recognize that there's something valuable there, even if we 
can't assess it really great. 
 
So, you wouldn't walk into a school and expect them to say, "We don't 
teach novels here because it's too messy". And I think it's a crutch when 
they say that about games, I think it's a crutch when we say that about art 
too and that's just shut down some art programs in schools. 
 
The biggest problem in game-based education, game-based learning in 
particular is that when learning mechanics and game mechanics don't 
match, there's, you're just not going to have the same learning outcomes. 
And so that's why groups like Glass Lab burnt through so much money, 
because they're trying to take the game mechanics and change them to 
match the learning mechanics. It's a really expensive proposition and it's 
hard work. 
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I think every game has a story. I think that when we look at games, even 
the most simplistic games can create these wild stories in our minds that 
can affect us in different ways 
 
I'll put the original version of Asteroids up there and what is it? It's a 
triangle and some circles. But if you ask any kid who was playing it back in 
the 60s, 70s, what are they going to say? They're going to say, "I was a 
space fighter".  
 
you could make all kinds of parallels to literature, you could say some 
games are poems, you could say some games are plays, some are novels, 
some are epics. But they all have stories at the center, otherwise I don't 
know what it is, just a technical document, I guess. 
 
I think that there are, and this is maybe another differentiating factor, which 
has caused some confusion, but there are inter lapping and overlapping 
stories being told. games don't exist as an individual item they exist as a 
cultural phenomenon, with overlapping magic circles. When you're talking 
about E sports, you're talking about the narrative of the game and most of 
these games have mythos of some sort. My students are playing Heroes of 
the Storm right now, which actually brings in heroes from all across 
[inaudible 00:35:07] titles. So, each has their own micro story, which is 
then bred into a larger story about this. 
 
many of them don't know that, some do, some go deep on it, many of them 
don't. But they still form their own stories about it. They're like, "Today I'm 
the lava man and the lava man rides a cloud of lava", and that thing that I'm 
doing right now, that's an identity I've taken on. So, there's definitely that 
story, which is provided to you from the games. 
 
There's another story that's more of a sociocultural one, where you're like, 
"I am an E sports player, and these are my colleagues, and these are my 
peers, and these are my competitors". Just like there's a story that you tell 
yourself when you say, "I'm a football player in high school". That's a 
story, it's a meaningful story, it's an identity creation. 
 
Telling diverse stories through novels can allow for people to empathize 
with viewpoints that they wouldn't be able to otherwise. 
 

Marston By having all of the students as players, you're adding the social element to 
it and a little bit of tribalism. You have kind of an element of factions in 
there. You have people that are on your side. There's a social and 
persuasion element to it that you generally don't find in digital format. 
 



188 
 

do you want deep learning, or do you want fast learning? Again, going 
back to kind of the Reacting to the Past, you have to give up a lot of time, 
but five years from now we've got students coming back going, "Boy, I 
remember playing as this character or that character and the core ideas. 
Man, I had to debate this guy, and I really nailed him because I persuaded 
this indeterminate person to come over to our side and vote this way. It had 
an ahistorical shift that I changed history." 
 
If you really want to create an engaging learning environment, you need 
that introduction, gameplay, debrief, help them create anchor points of the 
content throughout. 
 
I think stories just work. It's kind of part of the human condition. If you 
look at like going back to oral tradition, we're kind of wired to like stories. 
There's story arcs. There's a lot of I guess research behind what makes a 
good story.  
 
We kind of know what story elements work and how we find them 
interesting. 
 
That's the essence of entertainment industry, game industry, books, novels, 
theater. It's all story driven. The fact that education isn't story driven is 
almost an outlier. 
 
If education didn't exist and you told me I had to invent some way to 
convey information to someone else, it's going to be story driven. It's going 
to be an apprentice, you start the journey, you find the master, you go 
through this process, and at the end you immerge the master. That sounds 
like a story arc. 
 
21st century skills, soft skills. Collaboration, empathy, critical thinking. 
Soft skills are not dated, and they are always relevant. I learned all sorts of 
computer and technology stuff in 1994 to 1999. That was my higher ed 
computer and business information systems degree. Out of those technical 
skills, none of them are currently relevant. Like that's the nature of 
technology. Every single soft skill that was relevant then is super relevant 
right now. 
 
The long-term value of being comfortable debating content, being socially 
aware, having empathy, kind of those, again like you said, those soft skills 
are timeless. 
 

Max But one of the things that I look for in a game is my ability to do whatever I 
want. That's what I mean with democratic. That will allow me to do what I 
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want without limiting my ability to do so. So, in Elder Scrolls, I want to 
decorate my house the way I want to. I want to sell furniture and do all of 
this. But I don't want resort to violence, but you have to in the game if I 
want to sell furniture.  
 
teachers say that they can get that information across in a PowerPoint, or 
you see the kind of teachers who say that I can give a one hour PowerPoint 
on a topic, and them saying that usually doesn't mean that the students will 
understand what they say within the one hour. They're just simply saying 
that I can deliver this information in an hour. That's not accounting for the 
student actually understanding or being able to utilize that knowledge. 
 
some people might be able to process large amounts of information from a 
PowerPoint, but some people simply don't engage with that. Some people 
learn from conversation rather than just from being lectured at. So, I mean, 
learning from PowerPoint in one hour is certainly valid. There is no right or 
wrong way to learn. But I think learning through gaming, like what I do, is 
just one of those ways in which you can learn. I think that the people who 
say that it should be done one way because this is more time efficient, are 
people who don't care about everybody's learning experience.  
 
they do become invested in the villains, the heroes, and the politics of these 
fantasy worlds, but all of that is contextualized in the sort of material 
realities of the museum. Yes, they might be incredibly invested in the story, 
but what they're actually encountering in the story is inspired by what's in 
the museum. So, maybe in that moment when they're not learning, and I get 
this all the time, and they don't feel like they're learning because they're just 
paying attention to the game, we go out into the gallery and a student sees 
something, they see an artifact, they see, we talk about a story and then 
they have this moment where they're like, wait, I recognize this. 
 
 

Sam The quantic dream games are, I believe, the most effective, because the 
emphasis is more on communication and less on just pure exploration or 
pure quote-on-quote combat, fighting, jumping here and there type of thing. 
 
the quantic dream games are literally like interactive movies, so a lot of 
emphasis is on the story line that is presented through cinematic cut scenes. 
And the cut scenes are not just like watching a movie, they are integrated to 
your choices in the game. And there is a certain freedom. You can have 
different outcomes depending on the choices you made. You're actually 
told at the beginning of each story, "|You'll have to make choices, and your 
choices will impact your future."  
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I always explain, "This is the narrative. So, liberty has been taken because 
of narrative's purpose, but what matters to me, I tell them, is that from a 
cultural point of view, this game was very well researched.  
 
we can witness Savonarola's death like it's talked about in the sources. 
Before we start this section, my students will have studied Machiavelli, his 
relation with Savonarola and historical facts about the death. And then we 
play the section, and I tell them, "Observe, something is different." And 
then they're homework is go back home and research what is different. And 
then we have a discussion why was this choice made for narrative 
purposes, because they tied it into their narrative, which is this fictional war 
between two factions. 
 
Assassin's Creed is a great learning tool for me to teach my students 
about critical thinking and fact-checking. For example, there is this real 
historical event in the storyline, which is the Pazzi Conspiracy. His family, 
powerful family, the Pazzi, would conspire to overturn the Medici. We 
witness the Pazzi conspiracy and the way it happened, but fact checking 
will show them while in game this happens in a public square. In reality 
this happened indoors in a church. Why was this choice made? Why go 
against history? For a number of practical things. Lighting is better outside 
and it's easier to render in a game, as people make games now, but also 
because there is an overlying idea that is culturally accurate, that is put 
forward in the game, and as someone who teaches culture, is essential to 
me. Assassin's Creed shows students that Italian cities are built around the 
piazza, the square as the center of social interaction and of public life. And 
this is why, for example, I joke with my students, that in Italy I have more 
social interaction in one day that in a month in Saint Louis.  
 
The discovery mode [in Assassin's Creed] could also effectively used in 
elementary school, middle school, high school, and takes the combat part 
away. So, for example, in the discovery mode I can wander around 
Alexandria of Egypt in the Hellenistic Era, so second century before Christ, 
and I can visit the library of Alexandria and all city landmarks. It's 
excellent. 
 

Nathan My personal philosophy based on everything I read, and how I pieced it 
together, there was games=based learning is playing a game to learn a 
practical skill as to where gamification is an all-immersive experience 
using game mechanics. So that's how I've always treated it.  
 
So that's why narrative is so important and so vital to it, is because that's 
the connective immersive piece. it's why you watch a movie and cry when 
a character who's not real dies. Or feel the sense of love when the two 
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characters finally fall in love at the end of the movie, or whatever. It's that 
immersive experience that gets the kids to buy into your game and your 
activity.  
 
It changes everything. Kids are grown up and taught by parents, a lot of 
teachers before me because they have a lot of education before, they get to 
me. Tests are stressful, but bosses are you get a bunch of tries. Assignments 
are, they pile on, and there's lots of them, but missions, you segment, and 
you chunk. So, you take what they actively and voluntarily chose to do 
repeatedly on their own time, and it's a language that they're familiar with. 
They talk every day with their friends. So, when you then infuse that into 
something that they're iffy about, I find ... I have kids every day, and I 
laugh about this all the time, that come out and they'll like, "Are we 
questing today? Are we questing today?" I'm like, "Do you realize you're 
asking me for work? That's what you're saying. You're saying, do you have 
work for me today?" Just by the simple change of language I think it's 
huge. 
 
They need escape from reality because their day to day is stressful, and 
hard. So, stories, and theme, and narrative break the monotony of school, 
first of all. They break the repetition of school, and they give you and 
opportunity in which to escape into this world where stuff doesn't matter as 
much as the "real" world, for 40 minutes a day let's say, where you can try. 
You can take more risk.  
 
I want you to take more risk in my classroom. I want you to try things you 
wouldn't try. I want you to work with people you normally wouldn't work 
with. I want this to be a safe environment for you screw up a thousand 
times but get up to the thousandth and first time. That's what I want in my 
classroom. I think that the stories provide that ability to do it.  

Connor I want them to understand that when they're creating a game, there should 
be, at the very least, back story or context. Even if it's just as simple as, 
"How did we get here? Why are we here? Why did this person wake up in 
this cave?" Kids like to start a game like, "You wake up in a cave." Well, 
what happened before that? There's got to be some rich story that gets us 
there. 
 
when I start the class and talk to kids about games they play and sharing the 
story of them, it draws out, "Wow, there is so much story." They'll pull a 
game like Skyrim, and when they start going and telling this story, I'll 
emphasize, "There could be novels written on that, and that's all embedded 
within the game." 
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When they come to tell you stories about the games that they're playing 
often they'll tell you about the story behind what the background of the 
game 
 
We generally take a little time outside of the game to do that part, so they 
are coming up with it together, and again, there are different elements in 
the design document so they could either work really closely on different 
ones, or they could divide and conquer. 
 

Corvo The games that I use are primarily focused on real world situations and 
problem solving and the integration of computer science along the way, 
fundamentals of computer science. Essentially what my students are doing, 
they're solving global problems through game design and simulation, and in 
doing so, they're exploring real world situations globally as well as locally. 
As part of that process, they're changing their mindset as well as their value 
system, as well as building a game and collaborating and connecting all the 
dots.  
 
what we're identifying here is the authenticity, because when a student 
brings to the table their own story, their own perspective, their own and 
understanding, that becomes a real valuable story that they bring to the 
table, and that creates motivation and that motivation is connected to the 
mindset that you want to have these students develop. The point here is 
that, you want to have these students bring to the table their own 
motivation that allows them to drive the collaboration. 
 
We want to create that kind of maker environment that allows for the social 
interaction and the collaboration to take place. When the students are 
working collaboratively together, they're forming their story, and when 
they join these stories, it's the stories that drive the learning and it's the 
situation that you provide for these stories to be told. That's the narrative 
that takes place, and that's what drives the learning.  
 
It's all about the story telling, it's not so much the tool. If we can have the 
students be able to create a narrative that is through a collaborative effort 
that connects global goals, such as solve poverty, solve hunger, solve 
access to education, but that goal's connected to an environment that allows 
for the students to become mentors to other students, they're now learning 
and driving and teaching each other while they're achieving a bigger, 
greater goal that's collaborative in nature 
 
that is extremely impactful because some of these students don't have a 
mentor, a father, or a point of wisdom or advice or insight. And a 
classroom environment, or at least for me, these students realize that the 
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end game here isn't to make a game that you win. The end game here is, it's 
an infinite game. It's not a finite game, like you do these things and you 
win. 
 

Leon I think goes a long way, even when it's just a few subtle things where it's a 
video game or a role-playing game, you've got to have a fair amount of 
narrative push to really compete with what most people's standards of 
narrative immersion is.  
 
I mean all games have narrative, but you know ones that have a significant 
amount of narrative. I think what's great about them and is so powerful in 
an educational setting is the biggest problem with traditional education is 
that it completely lacks any intrinsic context. You know if you ask any 
student, "Why are you doing that?" They're just like, "Because I have to. 
Because I want to get a good grade so I can go to college." Or whatever and 
games instantly give pretty significant intrinsic context for any activity.  
 
You can see that in younger ages where if you take flash cards but then you 
put jeopardy points on it, even that a little bit usually pays dividends. Then 
if you increase it with more novel, more elaborate, more narrative focused 
things, I think that kind of pulls on people's natural curiosity and natural 
urge to be interacting with their environment in a way that they find 
interesting. And I think ARGs kind of allow you to instantly turn the 
mundane environment into something far more interesting.  
 
That's what's great about a narrative experience. We're all sharing in it, it's 
palpable when it's working. 
 
unreliable narrators I think are an inherently playful form of narrative, 
going back to the written or the oral tradition, because you're challenged to 
have to determine what is actually fact or fiction within the narrative that 
you're being told. It's kind of inherently playful which I think makes it fun, 
and the guys like it too.  
 
It's a fun kind of challenge where they're sitting there and they're all kind of 
picking apart every word. Because I think compared to a regular narrative, 
especially boys that are not, or girls, I'll say boys just because of my own 
experience. But they're not really big readers. I think they can look at a 
narrative as just it's laid out for you and then they're just kind of being 
pushed through it. I think when you add that unreliability, that inherent 
challenge I think hooks a lot more readers in a way that a more traditional 
narrative might not. I think that playfulness is a pretty big engagement 
point.  
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For Her Story and Gone Home I think if they don't like it as that form of 
narrative or that experience, I guess they suffer through it the way a lot of 
students suffer through reading a book or taking a test. They just, it's the 
work that they've got to do in front of them and they're going to do what 
they can. But I would say the tradeoff is, if I always thought game based 
learning was a one per one trade off, like okay, 50% of my students are 
now engaged and 50% are disengaged and in a traditional unit that flips, I 
would probably throw it in there as seasoning, but I would not make it who 
I am as a teacher.  
 

Rasputin I understood really quickly that kids, they needed immediate feedback or 
immediate gratification. You couldn't have a big endgame goal that was 
going to happen at the end of the trimester, semester, whatever. That set up 
weekly reward system and you know, through that I just kind of brought 
that with me in every step of the way and the different levels that I taught. 
 
What I find with games=based learning is that they are taking away, they 
don't always take away everything exactly the same but if you do it right, if 
you do games=based learning right, they take away what's important and 
it’s something they take away forever, it's not just something that, those 
kids that I played that game with, I guarantee I could ask them something 
and they'd be able to tell me. 
 
Games allow students to make a mistake or take a chance or fail, 
gracefully, without having to worry about losing out on that test that I may 
have been giving before 
 
it gives them buy in a little bit more. It allows them to get involved and 
kind of wonder where it's going. 
 

Chell that narrative, that play, is the way we biologically learn. It's not the only 
way we learn, but it is central to all humans.  
 
Because we're still all human, and we all love playing, and it's kind of like, 
well we can get back to our roots, right?  
 
In a game, it's coming from the student. 

Dirk my students their literacy levels, reading, writing, speaking just extremely 
low. They're 7th graders but they're 3rd and 4th graders, really. When it 
comes to their reading and writing levels. And anything that's traditional or 
any canned curriculum that you know we did dropped on us every once in a 
while, is just ineffective because it's either not engaging to them because 
it's unrelatable in so many ways to their experiences and their lives and 
their background, or it's written at a level that I have to invest so much time 
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just in a pre-reading to get them to be able to get to the point where okay, 
now we can do a whole class and now we can do ... you try it and it's just 
there wasn't enough time to do it, and I just felt like I was spinning my 
wheel, so I took it upon myself to work with him and we sort or rewrote the 
history curriculum and said let's turn this into a story, and so we started 
with the kind of Viking age or the dark ages sort of a thing, unit. 
 
Include sensory details especially. We would spend a day, a day and a half, 
a period, a period and a half to really break it down, annotate it, so I was 
satisfied that the kids understood the story and what was happening. And 
then I told them hey, we're going to go into Minecraft now. hey, went into 
the world the next day they came in super excited. And they were expecting 
the first chapters on the Vikings and the Viking’s raid at Lindisfarne and 
they would get excited because they think they're going to see the Viking 
raid. And what I did was I created the scene as it was described, the setting, 
but I advanced the time a little bit so that when they got in, they discovered 
the Vikings had just left, but the survivors were there. And so they could go 
around they could interview people and the people would tell them kind of 
conflicting stories or observations that they had so they got a different point 
of view and the characters had some quest for them they hinted at a relic 
being stolen and kidnapping and there was a soldier that they interviewed 
that told them about kind of Viking’s tactics and the weapons they used. 
 
they're going to write about that scene. And they're going to create their 
own narrative. 
 
a book called the Time Traveler's Guide to Medieval England. And I was 
fascinated by his approach because he wrote it as kind of a narrative where 
he's a historian but he wrote it from the perspective of the reader walking 
down the streets and the sights and the sounds and the smells and it made it 
so much more interesting and I thought I could really apply that or try to 
apply it in my lessons and encourage my kids to write more like that, that 
they're there. And so that's sort of how it evolved, and they'd read a story, 
I'd create the scene. We'd hop into the game, they'd come out. We'd read 
another story; we'd hop back into it. And once they were in and out two or 
three times then we would pause, and we would write it. 
 
I had the kids write about citizens that lived or worked in the building that 
they were going to build and so they told me ... we had outlined it, this was 
the way to summarize their learning in China, they told me what their 
names were, they told me did they have any children, they told me what 
their jobs were, what they did with ... what they liked about the city, what 
they did for when they weren't working. They told me about their religion 
and that kind of wrote just a little biography of the people that lived there.  
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the game is something that's going to generate great writing, it's going to 
generate enthusiasm for reading more content because the kids in that story 
driven model they could not wait to read the next chapter of the story. We 
also left, as an experiment one year, we left a gap in the story. So, for 
example the kids got ... they eventually get kidnapped themselves by the 
Vikings.  
 
I try then to connect them to that story model, that idea of when we play 
games we really love the fact that there's a story, sometimes a really weak 
story, but usually there's a good story that's at least engaging enough to get 
you to open up the game and start and so they understand that and I start 
with the units being much shorter.  
 
Connecting them to the game and using a narrative and having them in I 
think is really exciting and it really connect with them. 
 
I think a lot of it had to do because of that that element of I don't know 
what's going to happen. I know that I'm fighting for my survival, I don't 
want to die. I need to learn about it, I need to help get the word out because 
there are all these little mini quests involved to get the word from here to 
there and try to save people and so having that sense of urgency and that 
there was calamity, that the plot twist they didn't expect coming. I think 
that's probably the most engaging unit overall and creates generally the 
most excitement.  

Table-Top Games & RPGs 

Name Snippet 
Simon what a tabletop role-playing game does is provides you these massive catalogs 

that are partially quantitative information, and then, a lot of qualitative 
information, so you can find out how tall someone is, their eye color, their 
strength. You get actual stats with a lot of things in D&D and other tabletop 
role-playing games, but then, you also get that flavor text. 
 
you can easily grab anything and slide it into the world, and you know exactly 
how it fits. It makes for an ideal writing prompt, right? 
 
I think you learn a lot more about storytelling and character development 
when you're actually having to make multiple decisions and react on the fly, 
and that's just hard to simulate in any other way besides just doing a tabletop 
role-playing game. 
 
You're always reacting. I think it's much more like life.  
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I think it's because that's the way we experience life, that's the way we share 
life story, that's the way we make sense of life and communicate that to others, 
it feels very real and natural to be doing that to a character's perspective, even 
if that character is totally different than you, you're still going through that 
same process. 
 
the open-endedness that I think is different than a digital role-playing game 
that the people around the table are spontaneously making this world come 
into being and presenting the choices that the GM doesn't often know at the 
beginning of the session, what choices are going to be available until they start 
taking actions, very different than a digital role-playing game where it's much, 
your constrained regardless like I love the Fallout games, love Skyrim, Elder 
Scrolls stuff, but you're still constrained by the programming, what's ever been 
programmed in. 
 
When you go on a quest, you're somewhat limited in terms of what the options 
are, whereas a tabletop game, it's unlimited, it's basically what everybody at 
the table agrees to have happened, constrained by some rules but then even 
those rules, there's nothing mechanically preventing you from just breaking 
whatever rules you want to tell a better story. 
 
I would say it's way more robust in terms of being able to adapt to the needs of 
the people in the room than like a lecture class where if you don't come to 
lecture, you're screwed.  

Max table tops games are essentially structured collaborative problem-solving 
sessions.  
 
They help students develop their ability to communicate, reason, learn from 
failure, and connect with one another.  
 
since everything is structured yet reflective, it makes it a really good tool for 
especially people on the autism spectrum because it can be adjusted to their 
needs.  
 
Unlike a board game which has a strict rule set and a certain way in which you 
play it. Role playing [inaudible 00:02:25] can be adjusted based on their 
difficulty, of the content, and the pace at which you play. I think that's really 
helpful. And the fact that they are inherently social. 
 
Board games are really important because they teach you fundamental skills 
like turn taking, help you develop your fine motor skills, but role playing 
games kind of take it a step further and they build on that, but they also add a 
highly social aspect to it, that you can participate in that social sort of 
ecosystem as much as you'd like while still be a part of the game.  
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there isn't just one way to socialize in a role-playing game like there might be 
in a video game. There are multiple ways in which you can socialize and still 
be a productive member of the group. So, for me, that's why I think, it also 
helps build leadership skills, it helps you develop your stress management, 
and kind of interpret appropriate responses to physical, verbal, and emotional 
reactions.  
 
The growing variety and accessibility of tabletop role playing games present 
educators with powerful tools to provide students with the agency to shape 
their trajectory of their learning within and outside traditional classroom 
settings. 
 
In Dungeons and Dragons, if you want to sell furniture, we can just do a 
whole campaign, a whole adventure where all the characters don't fight 
anything, and just venture into the woods looking for exotic woods to make 
fine furniture.  
 
Dungeons and Dragons is inherently a game of collaborative story telling. It's 
never, when D&D first came out, it was very much like the dungeon master 
versus the player. The dungeon master must make it difficult for the players. 
Yes, the dungeon master needs to challenge the players. The dungeon master 
might rule, to being a good dungeon masters, there's one golden rule and it's 
that the dungeon master needs to be a fan of the players. He needs to be their 
number on fan. It's your job as the dungeon master to make the players look 
good. To give them an experience, but to also challenge them along the way. 
 

 

Minecraft 

Name Snippet 
Connor we like to teach digital citizenship. Minecraft is beautiful for that mainly 

because it's authentic in that, you might not teach everything about digital 
citizenship, but what you'll get a very easily is, and some people even do this 
intentionally, they almost create an environment that where conflict arises, 
and what happens in Minecraft, without a doubt, is mistakes are made in 
terms of how we treat each other and what we do in the game, like breaking 
somebody's building, or putting something on fire because it's funny or 
blowing something up. 
 
A lot of classes will come up with their own constitution, per se, of etiquette 
and things like that. That gives the ability to address the digital citizenship in 
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an authentic way, but also in a supervised manner rather than expecting kids 
to figure that all out on their own at home. 
 
The collaboration piece, nothings amazed me in education as much as 
Minecraft again for, when I talk about authentic, we used to teach about, or 
people still probably do, collaborative learning and the big way that's usually 
taught is, we take a group of four kids, we give each one a role and we tell 
them, "That's what you're doing for this. You're the scribe, you're the 
researcher. You're the presenter." That's very contrived in my opinion. In 
Minecraft what I've seen over, and over, and over is kids that these roles form 
organically. 
 
they compromise and stuff, but whatever the case is, I've also taught with 
other game design tools where it was typically one kid, one computer, 
because the tool doesn't allow for collaboration, and Minecraft is one of the 
few where 10 people could be in the same world working on the same 
project. 
 

Corvo Minecraft for example, that's a ubiquitous game, but the upside of this is that 
these students already understand the tools and the mechanics 
 
You're looking at one kind of engine that allows for a powerful learning 
experience and the students design that experience, and through that design 
comes in deeper learning or a deeper understanding. It's not so much like 
design a game that you win, I mean, on one level, yes, both the game but the 
subtext or the subtexts beneath that making up a game is a set of powerful 
learning tools.  
 
to create that kind of maker environment that allows for the social interaction 
and the collaboration to take place. 
 
Minecraft is just a tool, the narrative that the students create is what bonds it, 
and that's what we're looking for, is that that cognitive bonding glue.  
 

Chell Minecraft, I've seen it over and over and over again, where teachers 
appropriate this space, and then dumb it down to bring it into school. And it 
makes me absolutely insane. they're going to dumb it down and control it. 
 

Dirk I started thinking about ways to bring more of a virtual kind of a world into 
class or some kind of a sand box and looked into Second Life a bit, but that 
was just way too expensive and too creepy. Well at that time they had a team 
version that was okay, but way too expensive. And around that time 
Minecraft came out and I started on Twitter I started seeing one or two 
teachers in my kind of network talk about it.  
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being a history teacher, I envisioned you know giant civilizations and cities 
and things.  
 
we definitely didn't want to turn it into just kind of another worksheet, low 
level thinking you know recall with those kinds of things that doesn't ... yeah 
you can do it in Minecraft but we wanted to dive a lot deeper and start having 
kids really explore meaning and putting together their understanding of the 
content.  
 
Minecraft, it's so good on so many different levels for education 
 
What Minecraft I think it's really especially great at in work and be 
applicable is for diving into more inquiry obstructiveness learning, 
 
I try to put, embed, the content in there because my first units I tried to 
structure them like a traditional lesson, you know the [Madlin Hunter 
00:06:17] type lesson plan and discovered quickly that this isn't going to 
work because it's so immersive as adults we see kids in the game and if we 
play it, we know that it's not real and it's just an illusion and we can pop in 
and out easier than kids can because once they're there they're really 
immersed and so trying in those early lessons to get them okay work for ten, 
15 minutes and do this, this, this, and then we're going to stop and I'm going 
to check understanding and then we'll move on. That those very structured 
linear lessons just weren't as effective. I kept seeing and critiquing myself 
saying that you know I didn't really need Minecraft to do this.  
 
They're looking for multiple ways to attack a problem. And that's what of 
course games bring, I think, one of their strengths is that it lets ... it's really a 
dynamic way to think and it's really a malleable way to look at learning.  
 
I strongly believe that it's such a great tool for reading and writing. That I 
don't want them in the game to have to stop and we're going to write about it, 
or stop and come over here and grab a book and write down what you just 
saw or everybody stop and go build me this based on this specification that 
I'm going to give you arbitrarily.  
 
Really careful that you don't kill the game for the kids, and you turn it into 
just schoolwork. 
 
It's different from the way you're going to necessarily use games at home. 
There's a reason we're going to go into these games. Or a reason why we're 
going to explore. And I try then to connect them to that story model, that idea 
of when we play games we really love the fact that there's a story, sometimes 
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a really weak story, but usually there's a good story that's at least engaging 
enough to get you to open up the game and start and so they understand that 
and I start with the units being much shorter.  
 
I don't use Minecraft to teach the lower level as I mentioned. The lower level 
knowledge things. That is done in a different way and I use all kinds of 
different methods to get it across to the kids. I want them to use that, so my 
Minecraft units are almost always summative. Or they're in the middle of the 
unit, I want them to combine a story with what they've learned in class, so 
that I can see that they're going to put it together in their own way. 
 
I think the power of Minecraft is getting kids to synthesis their understanding 
and I guess the way I try to get across to other teachers that this is something 
special and that we have to use it correctly, that's the wrong term. But we 
have to use it in a way that our kids are getting more out of it than a 
traditional lesson. If they can just read this in a book and then take that 
multiple-choice test. That's not what Minecraft is good for.  
 
The kids become more involved and there's less behavior problems and I get 
a cool artifact out of it and I get to hear the kids talking and I get to see them 
visualize their learning and yeah, yeah and that's changing that lesson model 
that we're kind of stuck with now.  

 

Digital Games 

Name Snippet 
Simon the open-endedness that I think is different than a digital role-playing game 

that the people around the table are spontaneously making this world come 
into being and presenting the choices that the GM doesn't often know at the 
beginning of the session, what choices are going to be available until they 
start taking actions, very different than a digital role-playing game where 
it's much, your constrained regardless like I love the Fallout games, love 
Skyrim, Elder Scrolls stuff, but you're still constrained by the 
programming, what's ever been programmed in. 
 
When you go on a quest, you're somewhat limited in terms of what the 
options are, whereas a tabletop game, it's unlimited, it's basically what 
everybody at the table agrees to have happened, constrained by some rules 
but then even those rules, there's nothing mechanically preventing you from 
just breaking whatever rules you want to tell a better story. 

Gordon  SimCity EDU is actually where we had started using this analogy. 
Essentially if you have a group of students and you've given them the goal 
of reduce pollution in your city under whatever threshold limit, let's say 
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3000. You have to get your pollution under 3000. If you have two students 
or three students who don't succeed at that goal and in fact do something 
that's orthogonal or unrelated to that goal completely, or even the antithesis 
of that goal where they're creating as much pollution as possible, that 
doesn't necessarily mean that they didn't succeed in achieving a learning 
objective. It was just a question of which learning objective did they 
achieve? Is there something that we can learn from their fulfillment of that 
objective, or their intentionality toward that objective that we're missing by 
just focusing on the normal curve and the people who operate at the mean? 
 
Games happen to present a ton of teachable moments that we can use to 
leverage learning about things like the humanities or about sciences or 
whatever else.  
 
I would argue that the point of infusing games in a classroom is not 
necessarily to make class more efficient but to make learning objectives 
more clearly articulated and to help students achieve those learning 
objectives around I'll defined problems that are more like the ones they'll 
face in the real world, as opposed to this sort of pre-scripted, you're going 
to always have the right answer to every question that you face.  
 
I think that the argument now that games are less efficient only works if 
your definition of school is that we have to teach, we have to train people 
for particular jobs as efficiently as possible. As opposed to training people 
to think abstractly and critically and be able to problem solve creatively, 
which requires more time and energy because it's a facilitated process as 
opposed to something you can just memorize out of a book.  
 
it frees up some student agency because if you have a digital game that's 
like low trove, no matter how open world it is, and I use some, you can use 
something at this point like Breath of the Wild as an example, there's still a 
certain amount of restriction on what you can and can't do. Like, I can only 
pick up and interact with objects in the ways that the designer has designed. 
That's really problematic if you're talking about an ill-defined problem in 
education where you don't necessarily think that there's a correct answer for 
that problem. Especially when you're teaching something like culture, the 
correct answer is often much more complicated than a math problem which 
either is or is not four at the end of the equation.  
 
Everything you do in the game absolutely has to align with something you 
want them to do out of the game. One of the issues that ends up happening 
in a lot of digital games is that a lot of the interface interactions have 
nothing to do with actually what you want a student to do. Rather than, for 
instance, argumentation might be a skill, scientific argumentation. That 
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might be a skill you want students to develop. If your entire game is 
predicated on a student walking around a virtual environment and picking 
up a bunch of blocks and delivering the blocks. Then says, "This is my 
argument, I put it together," this student didn't actually go through the act 
of making an argument, they just hit a bunch of buttons and then it hit the 
last button when they got to the end. That didn't actually involve rhetoric. It 
didn't involve critical thinking or problem solving. By using something 
that's text based, we can force students to actually act like scientists or 
act like historians or act like ancient Romans.  
 

Shephard they do amazing things and they come out of it and they say, "I'm awful at 
school, that's why I'm doing E sports. I can't do anything else except play 
games". They don't see the bridge between the skills that they're showing, 
the skills that they clearly have and the skills that they need for life. That 
bridge is missing and a big part of it I think is because they don't feel 
validated. 
 
it's even better for us because it's digital, we can actually capture some of 
that data better than if they were out on the field. So, I think the socio 
emotional learning aspects of that are probably obvious if you take some of 
the parallels to it. 
 

Marston Assassin's Creed, it does add a visual element to it. It does allow for an 
experience, but it's really just kind of a tour of the time and place. It's more 
learning through immersion, and that immersion is pretty limited in scope 
to visual elements. 
 

Max Video games also have a hard time adjusting difficulty. 
Sam The game was, Who is Oscar Lake? And so, I install the game. I played it 

for 15 minutes. Quit in rage frustration. Say to myself, "What is the point?" 
I realize all that the game was asking me to do. Basically, it was asking me 
questions. There was some spoken language, and I was supposed to use 
multiple choices to respond to questions. It was like a detective type of tale. 
And I kept saying to myself, "What is the point?" What was the point they 
were trying to make? Why was that a wrong choice, where all the choices 
seemed perfectly wrong? So basically, I uninstalled the game and never 
played it again. 
 
fast forward to 2010, I just by sheer chance I discovered that my American-
bought copy of Assassin's Creed 2 on PlayStation 3 actually does include 
Italian, and excellent vocalization. And I said, "I can use this in the 
classroom." And I started using that. And the results right away were very 
positive because it's a polished triple A game that is an interactive movie. It 
can be described as postmodern narrative in the sense that there is a quest, 
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there is a mystery to solve. We have that, "What is going on?" type of 
thing. We want to know what are these two factions and why they are 
controlling the world or why are they on war with one another and where's 
this strange technology coming from. So, what happens is that it would 
appeal even to students who normally don't play video games.  
 
I always use outcomes assessment in my courses, and I started noticing that 
video game activity seemed more productive. They reinforced better topics 
that had just been studied, so basically, I took as a benchmark one quiz that 
I would normally give every year after a starting point in the semester. It 
was the first quiz after midterm. I started comparing results on that same 
quiz, a few variations right here and there to avoid that students would 
bring home copies of the tests and circulate them, but it was pretty much 
the same format, same type of exercises. And I started analyzing data, and 
basically students who had undergone the video game-based activities 
aimed at reinforcing those specific topics faired a 9% median better than 
students who had not.  

Nathan So, things like that die off huge in gamification because kids get bored of 
them really quickly. Look at the trends of games on just simply using 
something like an iPhone or and iPad, the app store games. They die real 
quick. You have a game that's super popular three, four months and all of a 
sudden, well there's another version of it, and forget about the first one. 
Because those things, they're not all consuming, and they're not captivating. 
That's where I feel there's a big difference between theme and narrative, 
and what true gamification is.  
 
Classcraft, but very few people use it more than two years in a row, 
because after that, there's limited things that you can do in your designs. 
There are limited things that you can change and modify. The game only 
progresses as the developer lets new features release, and it costs money. 
Kids get bored because it just becomes an app on their phone.  
 

Leon I think what's cool about altered reality games is how just the little bit of 
narrative goes a long way because it uses the real world as its context. 
Because whether it's a role-playing game or a video game where it's on a 
screen 
 
as much as those can be incredibly immersive there is something unique 
when it's in your email from a school email address and you're kind of 
looking at every corner of the room and every teacher wondering like, "Are 
they part of it? I think goes a long way, even when it's just a few subtle 
things where it's a video game or a role-playing game, you've got to have a 
fair amount of narrative push to really compete with what most people's 
standards of narrative immersion is.  
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I think ARGs kind of allow you to instantly turn the mundane environment 
into something far more interesting.  
 
From beginning to end the students were focused, enthusiastic, and 
diligent. Really just through my observation. I've taught only at all boy 
schools, so when a lesson is not going well with 14-year-old boys you 
know very clearly because they'll be head on the desk, they'll be disruptive. 
It's pretty clear. 
ARGs you can make it as much of a game as you want, is kind of how I 
think those students navigate it. Where like if you don't want to role play, if 
you kind of just want to wait and maybe help solve some of the puzzles 
when there's those group moments, or you kind of want to sit back and wait 
until you get to the activity part where it's like, "Okay, now we need to 
collect sources." Or "Now I need to start making things." And just kind of 
treat it as just waiting until the assignment drops in front of you, you could 
do it that way. And I'm sure I've had students who treat it that way.  
 
For Her Story and Gone Home I think if they don't like it as that form of 
narrative or that experience, I guess they suffer through it the way a lot of 
students suffer through reading a book or taking a test. They just, it's the 
work that they've got to do in front of them and they're going to do what 
they can. But I would say the tradeoff is, if I always thought game based 
learning was a one per one trade off, like okay, 50% of my students are 
now engaged and 50% are disengaged and in a traditional unit that flips, I 
would probably throw it in there as seasoning, but I would not make it who 
I am as a teacher.  
 

Chell A lot of my kids are creating their own games, they're using Roblox Studio, 
Gamefroot. I've had games try Unity. One is Eco, and one is Kerbal Space 
Program. I don't need to worry about them being in a place where they're 
having to create knowledge, just by playing the game. And then, you know, 
making that commitment, that they won't rage-quit, that they have to stay 
with it.  
 
you need to create spaces for learning, and for that exploration, for them to 
acquire those skills of learning.  
 
Nobody's teaching these kids to game, right? A really well-designed game 
gives them, either a way to level up, if that's the kind of game. Or, they 
give them the tools within the game for them to have that exploration. 
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On Engagement & Motivation 

Name Snippet 
Simon I find that the level of engagement and the desire to actually write 

something that other people want to read is exponentially greater than what 
I've done in other writing courses, other more traditional writing courses. 
 
you modify it based on whether that was a good or a bad thing that 
happened to you. Just thinking about what a motivation is for a character, 
like I use the example too; short-term, medium-term, and long-term 
motivations for college students because it makes sense to them. 
 
You can see how individual daily motivations lead up to larger things, and 
that's where when you're role-playing too, it should be the same thing. Your 
character may want to take over the continent but what does the character 
need to do on Tuesday in order to make that happen? You know what I 
mean? 
 
I've had so many students tell me, I've made more friends in your classes 
than I have in the rest of my college career.  
 
I have students coming back to me seven, eight years later and contacting 
me on Facebook saying, "Something happened to me today that reminded 
me of your class." That's way more powerful and if what I need to do is sell 
it to the bean counters that they're learning to do digital, to go on their CV 
so the resume somewhere that it counts, that's all I want to do. 
 
my students liked it more because I can tell they show up to class 
 
They're still participating in the role-playing game sessions like nobody, 
like literally, nobody has dropped out of the role-playing game session. 
 
even the guy who had a really bad attitude did not miss any role-playing 
game sessions. 
 

Shephard They're putting pressure and importance on different types of actions and 
also on different regions in the world, playing through that multiple times 
you kind of see that in a way that a 45 minute lecture might give you all the 
same images and all the same events, but you're just not going to capture it 
or think about it from so many different angles as you would when you're 
experiencing it. Granted, it takes a lot longer to play that many games. But 
you're going to have a different kind of holistic understanding of it I would 
think. 
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Marston If you really want to create an engaging learning environment, you need 

that introduction, gameplay, debrief, help them create anchor points of the 
content throughout. 

Max Students are more engaged; they have more incentive to actually go and 
participate.  
 
why I use The Warren was I had a student who had a hard time engaging. I 
said, "Okay, so what do you like" and he was actually telling me about his 
pet rabbit. I said, "Well, I have a game about that." So, we started playing 
The Warren, and he got really into it and he actually used his knowledge 
about his own pet to help the group. But also, since The ROM is also 
natural history museum, we have an entire collection of pheasants that are 
related to what the characters in The Warren would encounter. The dangers 
out there.  
 
If they're engaged with the story, and they're invested in their characters 
participation in this story, they will pay attention. It's up to the dungeon 
master to make sure they're paying attention, not by pestering them and 
saying, "Hey, pay attention." But by finding the plot points, the threats, the 
themes that engage them.  
 
what we're identifying here is the authenticity, because when a student 
brings to the table their own story, their own perspective, their own and 
understanding, that becomes a real valuable story that they bring to the 
table, and that creates motivation and that motivation is connected to the 
mindset that you want to have these students develop. The point here is 
that, you want to have these students bring to the table their own 
motivation that allows them to drive the collaboration. 
 

Sam I was capitalizing on the fact that these students really, really liked video 
games. Second, gamers love, love challenges. So, the challenge is always, 
"Okay, so you have games at home? Have you tried changing your system 
language and/or look for the in-game language option and, for example, 
playing a game that you have already played, but this time in Italian?" They 
love that. So, connected to my course, we also created this place in our 
language lab where students can go and play on their time.  
 
some of the students also explore with their own game in their own spaces 
on their own time. 

Nathan I have certain elements of my classes that aren't completely accessible or 
available until December. Like I'll have a little cubby in my classroom that 
I cover, and I put question marks on it. I'm like, "You can only unlock it 
until you're level 20," or "Until the frost removes from the ground," or 
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whatever language I want to use. So, I keep these captivated, intriguing 
pieces that kids want.  
 
if you did the same level every single time, you would be disengaged. when 
it comes to the battle board I was describing, I have different areas that 
have different items, different resources you can only collect, or more 
rarely, or more frequently in certain areas or times of the year. Like for 
example, when we get to the weather, I say," the Corpus Humani," which is 
Latin for body systems. When I take that unit, I say that the land is frozen. 
So, once you get to a certain portion of the land, if you haven't hunted an 
animal, and made a fur coat, your character freezes to death when they go 
inside, and they take damage.  
 
I keep different elements of unique things that occur in certain levels that 
only occur in those levels. So that way, when you come back to that 
engagement question of earlier, I have different aspects of the game that are 
kind of turned on and off, depending on the location or level that we're in, 
which again, creates that engagement of, oh I want this, but I can only get it 
now. 
 
I'd better work hard to make sure I get it now, because it's going to go away 
for the next four months. If I miss my window now, then I'm going to have 
to, oops, increase my social skills, so I'd better be able to trade and barter 
and negotiate with the kid who worked hard to get it. So, you see these 
different layers really step forward in the design that I take.  
 
When they're engaged, they are talking. They are arguing with each other. 
They're getting heated with each other. That is a sign that they care, and 
they have a passion and an opinion about what it is they're talking about.  
 
When they are sneaking their phones in their pockets, or you're walking 
through, and they're on YouTube, or playing coolmath-games.com, which 
is ... When they're doing that, you know that they don't care about whatever 
it is that you're doing.  
 
You've got 13-year-old kids yelling, screaming, running around rooms 
chanting, cheering for nothing. For ultimately the same exact thing that I 
could do in any other classroom, but I just changed the language, changed 
the way it's presented, and you get a completely different buy in.  
 
It changes everything. Kids are grown up and taught by parents, a lot of 
teachers before me because they have a lot of education before, they get to 
me. Tests are stressful, but bosses are you get a bunch of tries. Assignments 
are, they pile on, and there's lots of them, but missions, you segment, and 
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you chunk. So, you take what they actively and voluntarily chose to do 
repeatedly on their own time, and it's a language that they're familiar with. 
They talk every day with their friends. So, when you then infuse that into 
something that they're iffy about, I find ... I have kids every day, and I 
laugh about this all the time, that come out and they'll like, "Are we 
questing today? Are we questing today?" I'm like, "Do you realize you're 
asking me for work? That's what you're saying. You're saying, do you have 
work for me today?" Just by the simple change of language I think it's 
huge. 
 
He's like, "I'm getting emails from parents that are saying we don't have 
any damn idea what the hell's going on in my kid’s science class, but make 
sure this kid keeps doing it, because my kid only talks about science. I can't 
get any other subject out them, when I talk to them."  
 

Connor One is, some of them are motivated like, "Oh, I want to finish this, so I get 
to the next Quest." Some of it's, "I like the idea that I can choose my 
starting point and see what I want to explore." 
 
I mean they walk right in, get right to work, but they're focused on 
continuing the task that they're engaged in. They also would love to stay 
after class. I have kids that stay through lunch to keep working on their 
projects and stuff. 

Corvo student choices are very important because it's their voice, or their choice 
that drives the narrative, so if you empower them, they are motivated to 
construct the narrative or the storyline, or the story board.  

Leon a high school a bit more blue collar in its demographic. And there a lot of 
kids who are like, "I'm here to play football. I don't care about anything 
else." And as very high schoolers just very upfront about what their 
priorities were. I had one kid who was a football star, head on the desk 
most of the time, or fooling around, and then would just do the bare 
minimum to keep going. We started playing Her Story and he's literally 
sitting at the front of the room reading each subtitle as the clips play and 
turning to me and engaging me in the narrative.  
 
I had a couple guys who went in and engorged on everything. I think on the 
last day that we were playing it in class they started throwing up search 
clues that were very specific, and kind of being like, "Where are you 
getting that?" And they were like, "Oh I don't know." It was clearly they 
had done some, you know figured out that if you search for mirror it shows 
these clips, or you know. But it wasn't in a spoilerly way, it was just as the 
clock was ticking out, I think some guys were just like, "Hey, I want to see 
what happens. Let me look this up."  
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It's a fun kind of challenge where they're sitting there and they're all kind of 
picking apart every word. Because I think compared to a regular narrative, 
especially boys that are not, or girls, I'll say boys just because of my own 
experience. But they're not really big readers. I think they can look at a 
narrative as just it's laid out for you and then they're just kind of being 
pushed through it. I think when you add that unreliability, that inherent 
challenge I think hooks a lot more readers in a way that a more traditional 
narrative might not. I think that playfulness is a pretty big engagement 
point.  
 
student who I saw where he was never engaged in class and was not a 
reader, and then did not ever show any enthusiasm for stuff, as we're 
playing Her Story he's really engaging. 
 
they would go to 8th grade they would say, "Man, I really miss your class, 
we had more fun." 
 
you are definitely profiting; the profit margin is significant. The students 
who are more traditionally motivated, they're going to see it as a challenge 
and they're going to try to do their best on it. Then you've got the kids in 
the middle who are going to give an honest effort whatever in front of them 
and I think a lot of them do like games.  
 
you've got that small segment that is turned off, and now they're turned on. 
And then you do have a small amount, maybe, that is usually toward the 
middle side of engagement and they're a little pushed off, but they're not 
turned off. I've never had anyone throw their hand up and say, "I'm not 
doing this."  

Rasputin We just role played through all of these stories. They were like, "That was 
fun but what was the point of that?" I said, "Okay. Who is this person?" 
They're like, "This, this and this." I said, "Where is this?" I said, "Go up on 
the board and show me where all this stuff is." They started drawing in this 
town of Harcourt, right? When we were done the entire board was filled 
with buildings and places they had been and roads. I said, "None of that 
exists. You guys made that up."  
 
You're still dealing with those literary themes but it's on a completely 
different level that I think engages those students.  
 
All of this information they're finding out on their own. Learning is now 
things that are happening that I'm not even teaching anymore. They're just 
doing this themselves. To me, there is the absolute sign of engaging 
students. When they are taking these situations and wanting to learn, you 
know, devouring everything that's out there that not even I am giving them.  
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Chell People walk into my room and they can see it, they can feel it, they know 
something's different.  
 
It's in the noise. It's, just in the noise. And, like, what in the hell's going on 
in that classroom?  

Dirk Kids that were reluctant to write a paragraph, they were writing hundreds 
of words. 
 
they were invested in it; they built a building and to them it was easy to 
make a connection to who lived there or who worked there. And they wrote 
these, for them this was like three paragraphs, four paragraphs, but really 
detailed and they put everything I wanted them and more into it in 
describing who lived there and in the older version we were using the older 
version of Minecraft at the time that were blocks that you could put in and 
you could write on the block.  
 
they got super excited and they started in on their buildings and then fourth 
period, fifth, sixth period. And then it just started again the next day. And 
this city rose from nothing, and the kids literally ran in the door to get 
started. I had 40 kids or more every day in my classroom every day at 
lunch that wanted to keep building.  
 
I saw the success and enthusiasm and the quality of writing from that unit 
and I realized that boy this is ... I think everything I'm going to do after that 
has to have this sort of an element, gives the kids something to write about, 
and I branched out, I don't just use Minecraft but I still use that approach is 
giving them something to experience.  
 
I want kids to be thinking independently, I want them to be excited about 
their learning because they're going to stay in longer, they're going to want 
to learn more. They're going to be driven to understand more. And that's a 
huge part of I think the success of Minecraft with my kids is that I don't 
have behavior issues in my class at all. I haven't written up a kid or sent a 
kid to the office in probably 20 years and I think that's because I'm really 
open to that idea of you've got to have structure. It's not just wild, free play 
when we're in here.  
 
I think a lot of it had to do because of that that element of I don't know 
what's going to happen. I know that I'm fighting for my survival, I don't 
want to die. I need to learn about it, I need to help get the word out because 
there are all these little mini quests involved to get the word from here to 
there and try to save people and so having that sense of urgency and that 
there was calamity, that the plot twist they didn't expect coming. I think 
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that's probably the most engaging unit overall and creates generally the 
most excitement.  

 

Role-Play 

Name Snippet 
Simon For me, it's more about that experience of getting into another person's head 

through this Avatar, right? Through this role-playing game Avatar. 
 
inhabiting that fictional character’s space, that's the contact point between 
the writer and the fictional world is that character that they make. 
 
You could have them be very different, value very different things to be 
able to get into somebody else's shoes, you could have somebody who's just 
going to be a deviant or whatever. You get to play with all these different 
identities, and then, see how when you make decisions how the world 
reacts, right? How the world reacts back at you. 
 
a role-playing game is a great way to simulate that kind of way of looking at 
life and way of looking at decision making is a relevant and really critical 
thinking way looking at the world and putting your place, putting yourself 
in it and wondering what advantages or disadvantages do I have because of 
where I sit in this social structure.  
 
the point is that isn't you necessarily, but you can take that back to your own 
life and think about what it is that you're trying to accomplish in your life. 
 
speculative storytelling to be able to express how it feels to be in that 
subject position in a world. 

Gordon  it frees up some student agency because if you have a digital game that's 
like low trove, no matter how open world it is, and I use some, you can use 
something at this point like Breath of the Wild as an example, there's still a 
certain amount of restriction on what you can and can't do. Like, I can only 
pick up and interact with objects in the ways that the designer has designed. 
That's really problematic if you're talking about an ill-defined problem in 
education where you don't necessarily think that there's a correct answer for 
that problem. Especially when you're teaching something like culture, the 
correct answer is often much more complicated than a math problem which 
either is or is not four at the end of the equation.  
 
Reducing the barriers to transfer. We make it easier to see how a particular 
skill would be applied in a real world as it was applied in the game.  
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a good video by Vox that I think came out a few weeks ago about, maybe 
not a few weeks, a few months at this point, about Dungeons and Dragons 
and why people play it and what it affords them. One of the nice things is 
that it frees people from these pre conceived notions of what it is to be 
them, to free them from their day to day identity so that they can become 
someone else and feel comfortable being someone else and try to think like 
someone else. Much like a method actor would immerse themselves in an 
environment to become whatever they were going to portray on film, that's 
what we want our students to do.  
 
What I'm asking the students to do in that case is to set aside who they are 
as individuals and think about themselves as these characters who need to 
solve this legitimate problem in front of them. When they're put in that 
position of suddenly being the scientist who has to solve the problem and 
you give them the resources to be able to do the research, which is really an 
important digital literacy skill that we all need to be kind of cultivating 
anyway, you're giving them the opportunity to solve the problem on their 
terms by telling a story about what they learned. 
 
We all attach our identity to these characters because we see ourselves in 
them. If I can get my students to then see themselves in an oncologist who 
has to cure cancer and get them to feel as though not only for self-efficacy 
reasons but also for learning objective transfer reasons that this is something 
that they're capable of doing, I have successfully taught them.  
 

Marston All the students have a role to play. It's a specific real person that they can 
go through, and they have to research them, and they have to study them, 
and they have to know their works of art and what their view on the art at 
that time was, and then they have to present that, and debate, and discuss, 
and finagle, and kind of partner up with other artists to try and make 
commercially viable showings. 
 
All of a sudden, rather than a PowerPoint lecture on me telling you why this 
person didn't like this person or this award was given to this person, you're 
not role-playing that out, and it all has meaning to you and your character 
and your character's victory objectives. 
 
By having all of the students as players, you're adding the social element to 
it and a little bit of tribalism. You have kind of an element of factions in 
there. You have people that are on your side. There's a social and persuasion 
element to it that you generally don't find in digital format. 
 
It became personal. They instantly couldn't relate to what they were playing 
because of course every one of our freshman always makes the right choices 
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when they're making studying versus partying. You are now playing a 
character, and we need you to disassociate from that experience. 
 
I think people in general have a self-identity that they can relate with. Me, 
I'm not good at giving speeches. I really don't like doing it. If I have to, I 
guess whatever. Okay, fine. I'll look at my notes and give you a PowerPoint 
slide. But if I'm playing a role of Senator So-and-so from the great state of 
Hawaii, I need to kick it up a notch. That's a senator. They're giving 
speeches every day. If I'm playing that role, I have to give myself 
permission to play that role. It kind of gives you a reason to act differently 
than how you've identified yourself. 
 
I have a perception of what I think they are, they being the roles that I'm 
playing, and what makes them work. If I'm trying to emulate that, that's 
really speech giving. You're playing a role. Then the ideal is hopefully that 
just transfers into yourself as you get more comfortable with it. 

Max I think with people on the spectrum line, people who are on the spectrum, I 
think role playing games are really good because due to their collaborative 
nature, everything is highly democratic and pro-social behavior is really 
encouraged by fellow players and of course the facilitator.  
 
there isn't just one way to socialize in a role-playing game like there might 
be in a video game. There are multiple ways in which you can socialize and 
still be a productive member of the group. So, for me, that's why I think, it 
also helps build leadership skills, it helps you develop your stress 
management, and kind of interpret appropriate responses to physical, 
verbal, and emotional reactions.  
 
I find that students tend to gravitate towards characters who aren't really 
like themselves, but maybe extensions of who they want to be. I find that 
sometimes kids tend to be a violent character, or characters that commit 
crimes, because those are things that they can't do, or are fascinated by. 
That's often how kids start off playing these games. We allow them to do 
that, because we allow them to experiment with those feelings in a 
constructive and safe way at the gaming table.  
 
But as those kids stay with the program, these characters change. Almost 
always the types of characters they play, become more emotionally 
complex, mechanically complex, they begin to master the game system. But 
also, become more narratively complex.  
 
What he ended up dong was actually writing complex back stories for his 
characters, and the race that he picked, and later on switching it away from 
characters who are very combat focused to characters who are very 
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narrative focused, like the [bard 00:17:46], in order to try to play a more 
active role in supporting the other members of the group.  

Sam The other most important element is agency. We have the power to make 
choices. We are in control. What does this do is it enhances the... I'm 
putting myself in the protagonist's shoes, that is also at play in theater or 
movies when we are spectators that are going through an experience, but it's 
a lot more effective when we are actually doing something. When we get 
into the flow mode, well theory tells us, we forget that we're sitting on a 
couch in a living room holding a controller. We are actually there in the 
action. This is why people like video games. It's a way to live alternative 
lives.  
 
 

Nathan We are immersive. Your character is evolving and growing and becoming a 
better version and improving its skillset as you go from September through 
to June.  
 
I do a full-on lark outside where they actually assume the complete role of 
their character in costume, and they actually like physically fight people. 
They have trivia battles. They solve puzzles. They help town's people. So, I 
bring in a ton of volunteers, and I turn the field into a makeshift village on 
the school. I bring it completely to life as a culmination of everything that 
they've been doing.  
 
Sometimes you'll have your super honest kid, who wants to do everything 
right, whether you have the ability to be a thief where you're like a sneaky, 
cunning, higher skillsets in the stealing and the sneaking around and 
backstabbing and all that.  
 
Mine actually come with a skillset. So, you have a distinct advantage or 
disadvantage at the beginning of the game depending on the character you 
choose. That, I think is where I see the more strategic element from kids.  
 
I don't think I see as much as the here's who I am as a person, but here's 
who I can be in the game.  
 
I've been finding that's where it's been hugely successful in terms of roles.  
 
school focuses on loss completely. I don't care what anybody says. I will go 
to my grave with that statement. You ask a kid who gets 90% on a test. Are 
they proud of 90 or more worried about the 10% they didn't get? It's a total 
emphasis on loss continuously. As a matter of fact, you have 100% in every 
course you start in traditional school. And when you don't get 100%, you 
can no longer get 100%. As to where RPGs in games build you up and say 
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"Hey, were nothing and look how good you are now. Oh, look how good 
you are now."  
 

Connor From the story lines they come up with, I think they're going towards 
fantasy and RPG in terms of creating these characters that are interesting 
and different and have game like player characters. Yeah, I mean they're 
going to be a warrior or whatever in a game. They're not going to be the 
kid who plays Lacrosse after school 

Corvo They're role playing in a way, but then here's the deal, these students, these 
are at risk students, and the predicate to this, the prologue to this is that this 
is an at risk environment my man, and these students are in my classroom 
and they don't know, some of them have an interest, some don't, some have 
a language issue, some don't. 
 
 

Leon Whenever you're solving puzzles and stuff that's just the way your brain is 
interpreting interacting with computer systems that the antagonist is making 
you do for their own nefarious reasons. So that's heavier on the role playing 

Rasputin We just role played through all of these stories. They were like, "That was 
fun but what was the point of that?" I said, "Okay. Who is this person?" 
They're like, "This, this and this." I said, "Where is this?" I said, "Go up on 
the board and show me where all this stuff is." They started drawing in this 
town of Harcourt, right? When we were done the entire board was filled 
with buildings and places they had been and roads. I said, "None of that 
exists. You guys made that up."  
 
when you role play or when you really integrate everything, you do into the 
game, when your classroom is molded around it, it just brings out so much 
more, it's just so much more impactful. It brings out so much more, some of 
those kids will get so much more into it and get so much more out of it. I 
mean, as far as long term, you're hitting that cognitive load.  
 
it just seems to reach a deeper sort of understanding. It doesn't always line 
up to, you know, my administrator comes in and he says, "Okay what are 
your learning objectives for today?" I could say, "Well it's this, this and 
this." How do you prove that? I mean, I can prove that but there's also much 
deeper learning going on here of real-world type of situation.  
 
They're always like, "This is more fun. We want to do this." 

Chell And I accidentally took a loaf of bread. And all of a sudden, this NPC guard 
was chasing me down. And it freaked me out. And I turned around, and I 
think I killed him, and then I was in heaps of trouble. And then I realized I 
could be a thief. 
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by day I did my quests and I was, you know, helping people. And by night, 
I made my living by stealing stuff. And it was so much fun, because I would 
never do that in real life, right? 
 
You get to explore some of those things that you can't.  
 
they love playing in that space, where they get to be naughty. 
 
Because it self-corrects in the game. We had this kid and his handle was 
Loki. So perfect. And he was the only kid who wouldn't learn to build. And, 
he made his living trying to cheat all of us. ...what happened is that he got 
shunned. I banned him from the space, so he could only stand at the 
peripheral. He could hear us, but he couldn't move his avatar into my office. 
we were all giving him the silent treatment, because we were all so pissed 
off at him. And, you know, and he had just burned up every relationship in 
the game. 
 
He decided to make an honest living. And, he started to design ... he was a 
bit gender fluid, and he started designing the most exquisite female avatars, 
and shoes, and he got actually to be one of our best builders. I could never 
have talked to him as a teacher. And, you know, you're being a complete 
jerk.  

Dirk board games just to get the kids to be able to ... puts them in a role playing 
mood where we can start pretending and that seems to be the magic elixir 
for so many kids, is you're going to let me pretend, and I don't have to write 
in this super structured, formatted way- 
 
They want to do that. They're desperate to do that. They want to, and they 
wanna include themselves in there because their enthusiasm for it.  I want to 
tell the story of me. I see everybody on YouTube doing it, I wanna be a 
YouTube star. I want to have the Instagram followers; I want to be heard. 
And giving them the freedom to do it.  
 
if I can connect it to experiences the kids are having in real life or in their 
you know Minecraft world or some other immersive way to share their 
understanding, share who they are, and give them a voice 

 

Agency & Choice 

Name Snippet 
Simon I think interactivity is probably the most important thing and having choices 

that have consequences. the most important thing about the game narrative is 
that characters are making choices, and then, the narrative is dependent upon 
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the choices that they make. if you look at something like What Remains of 
Edith Finch, you're not making a lot of choices that really matter in that 
narrative but you are participating in the choices that other people have 
made and I think it works the same way in which you turn around then and 
say like with for example, when we look at short stories rather than saying 
what's the arc, whatever the short story and looking at themes and things like 
that, I'll ask them to do things like isolate all the choices that the character 
makes and when they make them and what that tells us about them. We start 
to learn about these characters through the decisions that they make, and 
then, specifically in fiction writing, what the internal thought processes are, 
and the emotions are. We get that window into somebody's head so then you 
can go that step further in fiction and say, "Well, how do they feel about it?" 
 

Marston A lot of it's the agency. It's having a choice. One of the key components of 
the Reacting to the Past series is that it's not a simulation. 
 
that the students have agency, that they can actually make this happen. 
 
One of the things that we did for EnRolled is the first assignment is to 
customize the event deck. I kind of tell this again kind of jokingly to the 
students when we play it the first time. I'm like, "These are the events that I 
remember from college, and I had a lot of fun making them, but I can't 
guarantee how relevant they are now. These are the games and the game 
mechanics that I modify with these variables, but you need to own this. I 
really liked therapy dogs. They gave me a plus one roll because I liked them. 
What did you like? What has helped your academic career? What would you 
give a plus one to your roll? What would you give a minus one to your roll?" 
That's one of the core learning aspects of it 
 

Max I think if students have agency, they want control. Students want control 
over their learning. If they have control if they, or at least a feeling of 
control, or an element of control, or as much as they feel comfortable with. I 
think they're more inclined to want to learn. I was a participant in this 
program, and I struggled in school myself through traditional learning. I 
didn't feel like I was learning something that had any relevance to my life or 
what I was doing. I didn't feel like I was learning anything that I was 
interested in.  
 
Okay well I'm interested in this, let's go and learn about that. Or oh, you're 
having a problem role playing your archer, let's go actually shoot some bows 
and learn about historical archers.  
 
But one of the things that I look for in a game is my ability to do whatever I 
want. That's what I mean with democratic. That will allow me to do what I 
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want without limiting my ability to do so. So, in Elder Scrolls, I want to 
decorate my house the way I want to. I want to sell furniture and do all of 
this. But I don't want resort to violence, but you have to in the game if I want 
to sell furniture.  
 
In Dungeons and Dragons, if you want to sell furniture, we can just do a 
whole campaign, a whole adventure where all the characters don't fight 
anything, and just venture into the woods looking for exotic woods to make 
fine furniture.  
 
All I have to do is say, "Okay, tell the group about that town. What's it like, 
how many people live there?" All of a sudden, the players are contributing 
to the narrative in a way that helps everybody engage with the story.  

Sam the quantic dream games are literally like interactive movies, so a lot of 
emphasis is on the story line that is presented through cinematic cut scenes. 
And the cut scenes are not just like watching a movie, they are integrated to 
your choices in the game. And there is a certain freedom. You can have 
different outcomes depending on the choices you made. You're actually told 
at the beginning of each story, "|You'll have to make choices, and your 
choices will impact your future."  
 
they're engaging narratives. And we, as human beings are creatures defined 
by narratives. What do we meet someone new? We tell them the story of our 
lives, and they tell us the story of their lives. So, there are studies, also, that 
prove that engaging narratives are very beneficial from a language-
acquisition point of view.  
 
The other most important element is agency. We have the power to make 
choices. We are in control. What does this do is it enhances the... I'm putting 
myself in the protagonist's shoes, that is also at play in theater or movies 
when we are spectators that are going through an experience, but it's a lot 
more effective when we are actually doing something. When we get into the 
flow mode, well theory tells us, we forget that we're sitting on a couch in a 
living room holding a controller. We are actually there in the action. This is 
why people like video games. It's a way to live alternative lives.  
 

Nathan So when you test your fighting battles, you're fighting monsters that you've 
been talking about leading up to the previous month, and you might run into 
somebody in May that you didn't help in October, that now is made at you 
for ignoring them. Now you have to do an extra piece of work or quest to 
save yourself because they're about to get you, when you ignored them.  
 
I've had kids create songs, because that's how information was passed in 
medieval times, was through song and poetry, because it was easy to 
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remember.  So, you take that. I've had kids who have created super intricate 
movies and films and stop motion stuff, drawings, pictures, comparing TV 
shows to cells, to music lyrics, to like just a litany of stuff. When the kids 
are the ones in control of how the content gets delivered, their passion and 
their creativity becomes 100% in their control, and they become super 
engaged, because they're the ones in control of all aspects of it.  
 
I want you to take more risk in my classroom. I want you to try things you 
wouldn't try. I want you to work with people you normally wouldn't work 
with. I want this to be a safe environment for you screw up a thousand times 
but get up to the thousandth and first time. That's what I want in my 
classroom. I think that the stories provide that ability to do it.  
 

Connor One is, some of them are motivated like, "Oh, I want to finish this, so I get 
to the next Quest." Some of it's, "I like the idea that I can choose my starting 
point and see what I want to explore." 
 
I just like to give them that choice, and I get excited when a kid finds 
something that they like and what happens a lot of times is, let's say I have a 
Quest line that only goes three or four Quests deep because I just started 
writing it. If a kid wants to go all the way down that path and then finishes 
it, some Quests it's great that they finish because there's a natural finishing 
point, sometimes it's more a matter like, "Hey, if you want to keep going, 
lets figure out what that looks like and allow you to do that, and then you 
help me co-create the next Quest in that Quest line." 
 

Corvo student choices is very important because it's their voice, or their choice that 
drives the narrative, so if you empower them, they are motivated to construct 
the narrative or the storyline, or the story board.  
 

Chell When somebody tells us what to learn, and what to do, we can do that. But it 
isn't ours. And so, we will only hold onto that as long as we need it. You 
know, there's just so much room and space in a brain. But when we are 
driving the learning, that's when it becomes ours, that's when we create our 
own knowledge. 
 
kids would just make the rules of what they wanted, and they would set up 
the servers 
 
giving them the freedom to create their own narrative. 
 

Dirk I love that aspect of getting the kids somewhere. Getting them some 
information so they know what's going on, but then letting them wander and 
come to an understanding of history in their own way.  
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it's that playfulness of just I'm here to ... I'm not being directed by the 
teacher, I'm not being directed by this worksheet, that I have a sense of 
autonomy and freedom to explore and you know as teachers I can constantly 
be moaning how unmotivated we think our kids are in class.  
 
they're just not driven by anything, and we try all these different things. And 
I really think that it's because we're not giving them that opportunity to self-
discovery and that playful aspect that wow you mean I can go here and I can 
do this and you're okay with me turning in something that doesn't look like 
everybody else's in class.  
 
you get to put it in your own created story. And if for some of your you're 
going to write about this scene before you're going to write about that scene, 
some of you when you spoke to this character, this NPC, you got something 
different out of it than your neighbor did. And so instead of me betting 150 
just totally identical essays that they're just replicating my model, right, it's 
just wait until a different teacher writes it's a sample, and okay here's what 
you should do and then the kids just copy us.  
 
being able to read 150 different perspectives, unique perspectives, I think is 
one of the reasons it's so successful and I think that kind of answers the 
question is that it's their freedom and I think they're empowered by that. We 
don't do that nearly enough in class. 
 
board games just to get the kids to be able to ... puts them in a role playing 
mood where we can start pretending and that seems to be the magic elixir for 
so many kids, is you're going to let me pretend, and I don't have to write in 
this super structured, formatted way- 
 
It's a very much a purposeful play, experience that I'm going for. And truly 
open and just wandering around and exploring a world  
 

 

Immersion 

Name Snippet 
Gordon  a good video by Vox that I think came out a few weeks ago about, maybe 

not a few weeks, a few months at this point, about Dungeons and Dragons 
and why people play it and what it affords them. One of the nice things is 
that it frees people from these pre conceived notions of what it is to be 
them, to free them from their day to day identity so that they can become 
someone else and feel comfortable being someone else and try to think like 
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someone else. Much like a method actor would immerse themselves in an 
environment to become whatever they were going to portray on film, that's 
what we want our students to do.  
 
Games kind of give us this opportunity to engage with the culture and 
social issues that affect all of us. Much in the way that other forms of art 
like literature and film can draw out emotion in their subjects, games can 
do that even one step further by allowing subjects to engage or interact with 
the story they're hearing about. It's one thing for me to see a video of 
somebody explaining what it's like to be in a concentration camp and 
survive that process and what the horror must have been. It's another 
entirely to feel immersed in that place and be a participant in this tour and 
actually walk through it with someone, and to experience with them what 
this is like.  

Shephard when you can start imagining yourself standing next to this rock, which is 
next to the temple in Jerusalem or next to a dinosaur back in this day, or on 
some exotic island, that's what you remember, not the shape and the 
contour of the rock. 
 
I think that when we look at games, even the most simplistic games can 
create these wild stories in our minds that can affect us in different ways 
 

Marston Assassin's Creed, it does add a visual element to it. It does allow for an 
experience, but it's really just kind of a tour of the time and place. It's more 
learning through immersion, and that immersion is pretty limited in scope 
to visual elements. 
 

Sam Flow Theory tells us the best learning happens when we're not aware that 
we are learning. And if you try to talk to people who are playing games, 
just like any parent with children who play, we block the external world out 
while we are really immersed in a good game. So, I believe these are the 
reasons why it's effective.  
 
we can witness Savonarola's death like it's talked about in the sources. 
Before we start this section, my students will have studied Machiavelli, his 
relation with Savonarola and historical facts about the death. And then we 
play the section, and I tell them, "Observe, something is different." And 
then they're homework is go back home and research what is different. And 
then we have a discussion why was this choice made for narrative 
purposes, because they tied it into their narrative, which is this fictional war 
between two factions. 

Nathan So that's why narrative is so important and so vital to it, is because that's 
the connective immersive piece. it's why you watch a movie and cry when 
a character who's not real dies. Or feel the sense of love when the two 
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characters finally fall in love at the end of the movie, or whatever. It's that 
immersive experience that gets the kids to buy into your game and your 
activity.  
 
We are immersive. Your character is evolving and growing and becoming a 
better version and improving its skillset as you go from September through 
to June.  
 
my entire classroom is immersive in the theme. I've got dragons hanging 
from the ceiling, and there's no furniture in my room. They have to build 
their own furniture and scavenge for resources. To keep it engaging, I guess 
in a nutshell for ten months, is that I'm constantly adding little bits and 
pieces, tweaks, games, switching teams, unique cards, battles, changing 
terminology, so that the game never becomes stagnant. 
 
 

Leon I think goes a long way, even when it's just a few subtle things where it's a 
video game or a role-playing game, you've got to have a fair amount of 
narrative push to really compete with what most people's standards of 
narrative immersion is.  
 

Rasputin They were asking questions about things that had never happened in the 
story just because we had shared and lived those experiences. You could 
talk about character inferences or character traits or how would this 
character act in this situation. 
 
They had just went into the deepest part of Russian history that I had no 
clue but what someone else said, as they were talking about it because I had 
four kids who were so into it. Someone else on the other side of the room 
was like, "What is that?" They showed him this picture and he was like, "I 
saw Mr. Weaver wearing that. He's been wearing that all week." The one 
girl, her face lit up and as soon as class ends, she runs over to Mr. Weaver's 
class and sure enough, he's got this pin because I've been telling him to 
wear it. She starts going on about the Russian whatever. He looks around, 
out in the hallway, he grabs her, shoves her in the room, slams the door and 
is like, "What do you know?" 

Dirk t's so immersive as adults we see kids in the game and if we play it, we 
know that it's not real and it's just an illusion and we can pop in and out 
easier than kids can because once they're there they're really immersed  
 
I wanted them to be immersed in the game and then the end of the period or 
the end of the unit was when we all came out.  
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We have gang problems too, and letting them find themselves, games are, 
gosh, games are great at that. It's comparable to a good book, right, where 
you're immersed in it and I try to use that analogy with the kids a lot I say 
we're in this story, in this game and isn't that something we all feel when 
we're reading a good book or when you're working with your language arts 
teacher and you're reading Anne Frank and how you can put yourself in 
that closet.  
 
I worked with my buddy Bob and we moved the story to medieval 
Birmingham, and it became very immersive because there were lots of 
characters in the village that were actual people who were in Birmingham 
at the time, and their roles. Where they lived, the street names, everything 
was as accurate as we could make it. And so, the students, they moved 
there. They grew up there, they had to get jobs there, they grew old there. 
They interacted with people and they got to kind of live out a life and at the 
end of the story was when the plague came. And things took a dark turn 
and I knew they would be excited about that. They didn't see it coming 
because we were just jumping in and out of this world and they would go in 
and live their lives and come out and write about it.  
 

 

Collaboration 

Name Snippet 
Simon They're always engaging in a world that they're contributing to, but they 

don't have the final say over. There's lots of collaboration, lots of 
communication, and they get to know the world fairly well or at least they 
know pockets of the world fairly well because those are the ones that they 
worked on. 
 
Basically, the class creates all the people, places, and things that are 
markers on a map, and then, the group decides where they're going to start 
and what their motivation is, and then, they're moving across the map and 
while they're moving across the map, I would look and see what was in that 
area, right? Then, start to give them scenarios based on whatever it was that 
they happen to come across, but all the stuff that I was working with was 
stuff that had been produced by other students in the class. 
 
That's where the collaborative world-building part is really important for me 
is that it gets you away from thinking that you know objectively how the 
world works and, really, if you work with three or four other people, 
subjectively, you find out that you've just got a subjective view based on 
your own experiences. 
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The more different those people are, then the more different you're going to 
get perspectives of how the world works. If there's an African American 
woman who grew up in the city, she's going to have a very different view of 
how the world works than a white middle-aged suburban guy like me. 
Neither one is necessarily more right nor more wrong, but they're both 
subjective. They're both a different kind of way of looking at the world. 
 
I think that that's where you get much more sophisticated stories when you 
can think through the world-building aspects. 
 
what are the parts that you don't even know are blind spots? You need 
somebody else to come in and show you 
 
we need to be doing a lot better job thinking through lots of different 
people's perspectives because I think a lot of people who are currently in 
our country, super racist have not thought things through or super sexist or 
homophobic, but if I just wipe them off and don't see where they're coming 
from, then building any kind of bridge seems impossible. 
 
I understand if you don't travel if you've never met a black person, if you've 
never met a homosexual, you've never been out of the country. I could 
understand how you would think those things. That puts you in a different 
place of seeing like, well, they're not evil. They may be, in my opinion, 
wrong about a whole hell of a lot of things, but at least I understand why. 
You know what I mean? That may open an opportunity to be able to have a 
discussion which you say have you ever thought about what it would be like 
to be X. You know what I mean? 
 
That is where I think it's the very slow work of maybe trying to turn our 
culture a little bit and all of this stuff. I mean this is my grandiose plan. This 
is all my stuff about world building and telling stories and not choosing 
characters that you want to tell stories about but being assigned a random 
character. you got to tell me a story about what this person feels like.  

Marston By having all of the students as players, you're adding the social element to 
it and a little bit of tribalism. You have kind of an element of factions in 
there. You have people that are on your side. There's a social and persuasion 
element to it that you generally don't find in digital format. 
 
It's designed to make them have discussions about what influenced their 
classes, what didn't, what were their priorities. 

Max when I say democratic, I mean that everybody has the ability to advocate 
their needs, ask what they want to do, and have the game respond to that. 
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And video games simply can't account for the diverse array of needs. The 
physical requests that a player might have. That's the one difference.  
 
All I have to do is say, "Okay, tell the group about that town. What's it like, 
how many people live there?" All of a sudden, the players are contributing 
to the narrative in a way that helps everybody engage with the story.  
 
Dungeons and Dragons is inherently a game of collaborative story telling. 
It's never, when D&D first came out, it was very much like the dungeon 
master versus the player. The dungeon master must make it difficult for the 
players. Yes, the dungeon master needs to challenge the players. The 
dungeon master might rule, to being a good dungeon masters, there's one 
golden rule and it's that the dungeon master needs to be a fan of the players. 
He needs to be their number on fan. It's your job as the dungeon master to 
make the players look good. To give them an experience, but to also 
challenge them along the way. 
 

Sam It's a collective experience. there's one TV monitor and you're all talking 
about it.  It's a collective experience, so I elicit volunteers and each 
volunteer will play, let's say, 3, 4, 5 minutes and then pass the controller 
onto another student.  
 
they have to participate by giving commands and expressing feelings, for 
example, "Oh, no, no, no! That's wrong! Oh, yes! Go right! Go left! Go 
forward! Open the door. Don't do that. Careful. Oh, my gosh!" stuff like 
that, which is interesting because commands are normally taught at the 
beginning of second semester in more intentional forms. And expressions of 
joy or disappointment are typically markers for fluency, so it's something 
that you acquire later. So, it's a collective experience. 

Connor The collaboration piece, nothings amazed me in education as much as 
Minecraft again for, when I talk about authentic, we used to teach about, or 
people still probably do, collaborative learning and the big way that's 
usually taught is, we take a group of four kids, we give each one a role and 
we tell them, "That's what you're doing for this. You're the scribe, you're the 
researcher. You're the presenter." That's very contrived in my opinion. In 
Minecraft what I've seen over, and over, and over is kids that these roles 
form organically. 
 
they have to address how to work together, but in the times that it does 
work well, they communicate better than I've seen them do in anything else. 
I don't know how they ... To me it would be a huge challenge to say, I'm 
going to build this part of the building over here, and you build over here 
and somehow, it's going to all come together, and yet it does. 
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they compromise and stuff, but whatever the case is, I've also taught with 
other game design tools where it was typically one kid, one computer, 
because the tool doesn't allow for collaboration, and Minecraft is one of the 
few where 10 people could be in the same world working on the same 
project. 

Corvo the teacher has to be able to use this tool set in a powerful way that connects 
the big underlying principles, and also is a tool for collaboration.  
 
Knowledge is built through social interaction and collaboration, right, so 
how can we use a tool like Minecraft, like scratch, which is a sandbox kind 
of game. How can we allow that kind of environment, to allow social 
interaction and cultural collaboration to take place, and that's where 
knowledge is built?  
 
When the students are working collaboratively together, they're forming 
their story, and when they join these stories, it's the stories that drive the 
learning and it's the situation that you provide for these stories to be told. 
That's the narrative that takes place, and that's what drives the learning. 
Minecraft is just a tool, but it is a smart, but it's just like, it's not just one 
tool that you have in your tool chest, it's one of many. It's like, for example, 
you don't go golfing with one club, you have a whole set. 
 
It's all about the story telling, it's not so much the tool. If we can have the 
students be able to create a narrative that is through a collaborative effort 
that connects global goals, such as solve poverty, solve hunger, solve access 
to education, but that goal's connected to an environment that allows for the 
students to become mentors to other students, they're now learning and 
driving and teaching each other while they're achieving a bigger, greater 
goal that's collaborative in nature 
 

Leon Gone Home as a one-to-one and Her Story as a hot seat method. So that's 
different too. I actually think if I had to draw a distinction I think the hot 
seat narrative way is better for a classroom environment because a lot of the 
fun in both of this was me observing, but also in the written feedback that 
they would give me, they would often say that you know kind of gaming 
about their interpretations and talking to each other, and experiencing the 
narrative as a group was really exciting for them.  

Rasputin it teaches them teamwork and talking it out  
Chell So, I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to make the rules of the 

game as they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it. 
 

Cultural Competence 
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Name Snippet 
Gordon  project called Courtroom 600 which is a virtual reality simulation of the 

Nuremberg trials. The goal of that project is to help teach empathy and 
resistance, or themes of empathy and resistance using stories by individuals 
who did resist and who's stories aren't typically told. For instance, those of 
the Jewish resistance or of women in particular.  
 
The value of games and stories in this realm is, it's hard to articulate 
without being able to put someone in a VR experience in which you're 
actually seeing something like a concentration camp or witnessing what it 
is that, what a thousand or a hundred thousand people look like spread out 
in the area around you. One of the things that games can do well in addition 
to the storytelling is present a sense of scale. Virtual reality in particular, 
and that's the reason why we've chosen to do it in this particular format, 
gives you the ability to see what it's like to look up at a sky scraper and feel 
dwarfed by it, or to participate in an event that doesn't really exist but is 
giving you the sensation of what it might have been like to be there.  
 
Games kind of give us this opportunity to engage with the culture and 
social issues that affect all of us. Much in the way that other forms of art 
like literature and film can draw out emotion in their subjects, games can 
do that even one step further by allowing subjects to engage or interact with 
the story they're hearing about. It's one thing for me to see a video of 
somebody explaining what it's like to be in a concentration camp and 
survive that process and what the horror must have been. It's another 
entirely to feel immersed in that place and be a participant in this tour and 
actually walk through it with someone, and to experience with them what 
this is like.  
 
That's kind of what I think about as the power of games is that you can 
make people change emotional states by playing games. That's a really 
powerful tool. I mean emotion drives a lot of how people think and act. 
Once you've learned to turn that screw one way or the other, it becomes 
easier to get people to adopt a new mentality or a new intentionality.  
 

Shephard Telling diverse stories through novels can allow for people to empathize 
with viewpoints that they wouldn't be able to otherwise. 

Marston I'm really good at playing a 43-year-old white male, because I'm a 43-year-
old white male. In a game, I can take on any other perspective. You can 
define reality at that point. When you're playing with different constraints 
than you're used to in everyday life, you become more empathetic to them. 
You're not just like, "Oh, you should just try harder." You can empathize 
with different roles in different situations. 
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Escapism 

Name Snippet 
Simon I think the goal for some students is escapism to use the speculative realm to 

be able to escape from hard realities.  
 
I think that that's where teaching them that this is an escapist fun that you can 
actually bring a critical angle to it is going to make them smarter people like 
more critically thinking people about why science fiction has historically 
been interesting.  

Nathan I mean you just see what's going on with the world today, and it's an escape 
from reality. Whatever your political views are, that would stress kids out. 
They need escape from reality because their day to day is stressful, and hard. 
So, stories, and theme, and narrative break the monotony of school, first of 
all. They break the repetition of school, and they give you and opportunity in 
which to escape into this world where stuff doesn't matter as much as the 
"real" world, for 40 minutes a day let's say, where you can try. You can take 
more risk.  

Corvo I am providing an environment for escapism. The stress level at my school is 
astronomical as is probably most high schools in so far as you've got these 
damn tests that are taking place. And when you compound that with the 
environment that some of these students come from, the stress level is 
astronomical. How do we create an environment that allows for the distress, 
the remove the Crips and the Bloods, remove all that exterior, all that drama 
so that you can create an environment where it's like, you know what, that 
really doesn't matter. 
 
It's an environment, it's an ecosystem where ideas are easily exchanged and if 
you can achieve that through an ecosystem or an environment of “at-
riskness”, that helps support and develop the big initiative. 
 
There's an escape valve here through innovation and creativity 
 
that is extremely impactful because some of these students don't have a 
mentor, a father, or a point of wisdom or advice or insight. And a classroom 
environment, or at least for me, these students realize that the end game here 
isn't to make a game that you win. The end game here is, it's an infinite game. 
It's not a finite game, like you do these things and you win. 
 

 
Worldbuilding 
Name Snippet 
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Simon I think that world building is basically constructionist learning theory that is 
being done by people who want to do it. They're interested in it. They have 
idea. They've already built mental models of how they think the world works 
in their own minds. 
 
you're drawing from the way that you think the world works in order to build 
that fictional world.  
 
These big, big worlds where you can explore. I think part of it is because it's 
easier to dodge some of the stickier social questions where those other 
literary works because the thing that I always make a point to say too and this 
is one of the ones where I'm less convinced that it hits home because they 
don't do very much literary reading, but if you take any of those literary 
works that you just described, the authors are doing a kind of world building 
from a very specific perspective of the characters. 
 

Connor the fun for them is in the building out the world and the all of that. 
Sometimes the story part probably feels a little more like school than the 
being in Minecraft. 
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Assessment 
Name Snippet 
Simon I'm very hands-off grading. It's very much like exploratory. You get the 

credit if you do the work on time and you put in some effort. It doesn't need 
to be brilliant writing at that point. 
 
role-playing doesn't fit well into the institutional structures that we have. 
 
I want introspection and whatever, and that's when we start hitting the 
language really hard. If you're telling this story to somebody else, that's 
when you need to work on imagery and bringing in the five senses and 
using active verbs and all those kinds of things. 
 
I just want a tightly plotted story that brings in as much of other 
characterization and setting details, and theme, and point of view as much 
as we can possibly get to, because a lot of them this will be the only fiction 
writing class that they ever take though I think it's good for them to be able 
to leave with a tightly structured, an understanding of how the classic plot 
structure works, but at the end of the day what I find too is that through 
this, they've become really invested in their characters, they become 
invested in the world and they want to do that work. 
 
You got to tell a story about one of these two characters, why would they 
be in this place, why would they be interacting with this other person? 
 
It's getting them to react rather than come to the class with an idea of a 
story that they want to tell. 
 
I'm interested to see did they do the work. Did they do it on time? Because 
that's not only establishing writing patterns which I think is really helpful 
for them. You can't turn on your creativity on and off like a faucet. You 
kind of have to develop like working out a routine to keep it going. Then, 
it's easier to tap into the more you do it. That's all very conscious. I don't 
want to grade whether it's good writing or bad writing because if I say it's 
bad, they're less likely to do it. It's just to get them to keep moving. But like 
two-thirds of the semester and then when it comes time to assessment, it's 
like, "Okay. Well, let's try and see if you can write like a really polished 
short story." That's where I'll bring the critical chops a little bit more, but lo 
and behold, most of them are super invested in it. 
 
I'm not measuring them against Shakespeare. I'm measuring them against 
where they started from. Overwhelmingly, they get As. 

Gordon  That serves a purpose where even though an individual educator can't be 
inside a students' head to know what they're thinking, by forcing them to 
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externalize their thoughts as part of a group of three before they even get to 
the point where they're writing what the character says allows the educator 
to be able to follow formidably what kinds of development evolution are 
going on among those students in that group. How is their Latin proficiency 
improving or not improving and how can I interject information at times 
where there are those teachable moments? 

Shephard I mean I believe that art is important. How do you value art? It's about life, 
it's about who we are and what we are, and I think that there's intrinsic 
value in that, that it's really hard to measure that value, extremely hard. I 
think that value is often not taken, is taken for granted.  
 
you play E sports for three weeks, a particular title and an E sports 
competition for three weeks and you show a rise in sense of belonging at 
the school, or you show increased evidence of teamwork and collaboration, 
then I guess then that might bring over some of those people. Now me 
personally, I'm an assessment skeptic, which is funny because I used to 
create some of it. But I think that assessments can show you windows into 
different things, but when you create a new type of assessment, it's going to 
assess something differently. And that's very challenging for testing 
companies. 
 
You can test this using games, and they said, "Well we can test that using 
games and we can test on paper and then we can see if their results are the 
same and then we'll know if it's true". And I said, "No, because we're doing 
a new type of assessment. If you test it using paper and you test it using 
games, you will get different results. That's the point".  
 
there's this gold standard of this paper-based test and it's going to tell us 
this thing. And we sometimes forget to take a step back and realize all of 
the inherent problems with paper based testing and all of the children that 
are left through the gaps, create alternative forms of assessment that capture 
some of those people and capture and validate some of those experiences, it 
transforms education for those kids. But it is hard to sell, so hopefully 
you'll put it in a little bit nicer, so people can read it better. 
 
look at an E sports tournament. You have five kids up on stage, who might 
be high school or collegiate level, they are in one instance competing at 
Madison Square Garden for multiple millions of dollars. They have been 
training and doing formative assessments all year, they have twenty 
minutes to an hour and a half to show their skills and to compete at that. 
 
The biggest problem in game-based education, game-based learning in 
particular is that when learning mechanics and game mechanics don't 
match, there's, you're just not going to have the same learning outcomes. 
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And so that's why groups like Glass Lab burnt through so much money, 
because they're trying to take the game mechanics and change them to 
match the learning mechanics. It's a really expensive proposition and it's 
hard work. 
 
you use a PowerPoint and then you test them with the traditional paper-
based assessment that's focused on measuring PowerPoint knowledge, it's 
going to validate them. You give someone an innovative lesson, you have 
to innovate on the assessment side too, or there's going to be a mismatch 
between the two. 

Marston There's, I don't know, maybe six different core learning objectives, and 
those learning objectives are really just discussion points. What influence 
did debt have on your courses? When did you determine your major? What 
type of random events positively or negatively influenced your 
coursework? 
 
Basically, when you're done, you should have had a fairly turbulent student 
experience that has gone through some experiences that you can then talk 
about in college in the context. 
 
They can 4.0 til all day and night. They're not used to playing a role in a 
game, so they don't even ... Like if I wrote a paper, and you gave me a C, 
and I knew it was at least a B-plus work, I know that process. It's very well 
documented. We can do this, and this, and this, and I can dispute it and 
whatever. If I play this game and you give me a B-plus, why? How am I 
going to dispute that? There's this process there? It does. Because it is 
different enough, they need that reassurance. 
 

Max we're not grading them. We're not grading them, so that there are no stakes 
for them to only take down certain information. However, the stakes are in 
their participation and the narrative.  
 
When people are paying attention, I give them the benefit of the doubt until 
it's time to act. When it's time to act, it shows how much they've been 
paying attention, how much information they've been taking in.  
 
their actions indicate to me how they pay attention, because I'm the kind of 
person who ... So, I have ADHD, I have to multi-task. I can't focus on a 
single task; I have to multi-task. So, me paying attention, looks like I'm not 
paying attention. But when it's time for me to act, I demonstrate that I have 
been involved, or at least my brain has been involved in what has gone on. 
So, I always wait, knowing that about me, I always wait until it's time to act 
in the game. And giving them the opportunity to act is a really good way of 
checking whether or not they're engaged and paying attention. 
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We're not grading them or anything, they're here simply because they want 
to learn, and they want to play games.  
 
This whole nether world of video games and how all this can influence or 
raise the standard measurement is still being defined. And until the people 
that have the check book will realize that the soft skills, the emotional 
intelligent skills, the other skills are just as important, if not more 
important, than what you can measure in so far as the traditional way.  
 
so, let's keep it simple and stupid, or simple so that as long as we can 
measure it, we're good 
 
That's the frustration because if we don't have a number, the overall 
question is, how do we know that they're learning. If we don't get a number 
from you like a Likert scale between one and 10, is it a seven, seven and a 
half?  
 

Sam I always use outcomes assessment in my courses, and I started noticing that 
video game activity seemed more productive. They reinforced better topics 
that had just been studied, so basically, I took as a benchmark one quiz that 
I would normally give every year after a starting point in the semester. It 
was the first quiz after midterm. I started comparing results on that same 
quiz, a few variations right here and there to avoid that students would 
bring home copies of the tests and circulate them, but it was pretty much 
the same format, same type of exercises. And I started analyzing data, and 
basically students who had undergone the video game-based activities 
aimed at reinforcing those specific topics faired a 9% median better than 
students who had not.  

Nathan I'm way more open ended. I kind of have a generic rubric that I tweak for 
more major projects.  
 
instead of building a cell model, because that's boring and to me doesn't 
really show learning if you can just stick paint on a Styrofoam ball and say 
that you understand a cell...what's going to happen if you get out of your 
daughter's way? She'll Google. She'll find a picture of it. She'll match the 
picture. And she'll find the same explanation, and she'll hand it in. 
 
For the cell model one, what I do is I say, your group comes across the 
ruins of a building. You're searching through it for resources, when all of a 
sudden, a creature kind of emerges in the shadows. You draw your 
weapons, you're ready. So that's the intro piece. So that when the kids are 
ready, I give them the second piece, and they read it and they find out that 
it's a “Reacher” who joined the invasion of the land by the Minotaur King. 
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They torched this town and destroyed all of its resources, and he was hit in 
the head, so we talk about concussion. Huge in the world right now. So, I 
try to adapt real world issues into my game. So, he's losing his memory, it's 
foggy. He doesn't want his research about cells to go away, or to set him 
back years, and years. Or maybe he won't even be able to do anything 
because he took a shot in the head. So, he gives you his information, and he 
says, "How would you preserve this for the future?" So, the kids have to 
figure out a way in which to take his knowledge and create something that 
will last the future. I've had kids create songs, because that's how 
information was passed in medieval times, was through song and poetry, 
because it was easy to remember.  So, you take that. I've had kids who have 
created super intricate movies and films and stop motion stuff, drawings, 
pictures, comparing TV shows to cells, to music lyrics, to like just a litany 
of stuff. When the kids are the ones in control of how the content gets 
delivered, their passion and their creativity become 100% in their control, 
and they become super engaged, because they're the ones in control of all 
aspects of it.  
 
So, assessment becomes, instead of saying, "Is the nucleus present and 
labeled," or whatever, like in classic check list or whatever. I will say, "Are 
six of eight discussed components present in project?" Something like that.  

Connor they're writing a blog post where they're reflecting on their experience over 
the last couple weeks. They're talking about their progress. They're talking 
about what goals they set. They're talking about the challenges they had, 
and how they overcame them and how they felt. 
 
When they submit that, I can get a good picture, but walking around the 
room and watching them and supporting them is what gives a lot of that 
away as well.  
 

Corvo An assessment in Minecraft, because when people often use games in 
Minecraft, right, you're saying that they're engaged and they're motivated, 
so what do you look for to know that they're engaged or motivated, because 
that's such a qualitative measurement. That's very subjective 
 
that's the paradigm that we're in right now, because for me, for example, 
I'm in an at-risk environment, and the stuff that I'm doing, even though it's 
extremely relative and its stem and steam and computer science, it an 
elective. The priorities are what we are able to measure, which are the 
standards. We are reliant on what is measurable, because if we can measure 
it, we can assess it. Right now, what is assessable might not be relevant to 
what is needed for 2020, which is what next year. My point here is, I think 
we're using an old measuring tool to measure something that really isn't 
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relevant to tomorrow, but that hasn't been understood quite yet and that's 
the great conversation that needs to take place.  
 

Leon the main formal assessment is doing a written review. So they, after we 
finish the game...I have them read those reviews and analyze them and look 
at the structure, look at what they talk about, how they talk about it and 
break it down in its form, and then use that as the jumping off point for 
writing their own about Her Story. 
 
then the other thing that they do is as they're playing the game, they have a 
template, kind of graphic organizer, to basically aid them in their close 
reading of the game. And that's also handed in. So basically, they hand in 
their notes and then they hand in the formal review when they finish it up.  

Chell my three key competencies are, that you can write and manage your own 
plan, create your own knowledge, and get yourself unstuck. Those are the 
only three things that we're looking at.  
 
So, it's getting the kids to know that they don't need me. 
 
I'm talking to the kids all the time about that. I tend not to spend a lot of 
time with them talking. 
 
they write their lesson plan. In the middle are some flash assessments that 
they do, based on those key competencies. So, like, I will ask them, you 
know, what did you learn? And, I have to work with them to be really 
specific, because they are so taught how to be in school, they give me a lot 
of student speak, teacher speak.  
 
So, it's trying to get them to be very specific. Can you rotate an object? Can 
you resize an object? Can you group an object?  
 
In the assessment will be, describe how you got stuck today. How did you 
get unstuck? So, that's to help with the final assessment. I will ask them, 
what is their strategy for getting unstuck? And, all the kids, by the end of 
my class, can identify, "Oh, I like to play around with things and see if I 
can figure it out first." Or, "I like to ask a friend," or "I like to ask Auntie 
Google."  So, the little flash assessments are really fast, but they're very, 
very targeted to look at those three key competencies that we're focusing 
on. 

Dirk For me it is out of game.  You can't prepare for what kids are capable in 
Minecraft or really you're trying to make a rubric for creativity and I don't 
know what they are capable of and I kept finding myself trying to ... well is 
that a free or is that a four, they did something here and this kid did the 
same thing, and wow they did something here and that was a creative way 
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to do things but they didn't really answer ... doesn't fit into my rubric. I 
really did change to assessment occurred outside of the game and it was 
much more of a reflective. I would do kind of a pre and a post and see if 
there was success and they were able to grab the learning and the content 
from the game.  
 
they can show me that they know it through their writing and not just 
through a test. Because they're just going to forget about that and I do 
multiple choice. I do the check for understandings, I'm big on ... my kids 
don't do anything outside of class, they just won't. 
 
giving little assessments here and there almost daily because I have to get 
that feedback in order to be a better teacher.  
 
give me the date when the Vikings landed in England or yeah that part is 
not important to me, it's that they've been using their skills and creativity, 
that they've been applying their learning and their understanding and that 
they've been building their self-confidence up as writers.  

 

Implementation 

Name Snippet 
Simon Once you move through and I'll assign them like you need to give them 

randomly assigned, random encounters, right? You have to create an item 
that is like a commercially sold item. What would that be in this world? 
You need to create a location that somehow connected to the government. 
What is that location going to be? 
 
They're basically collaboratively building a manual, like a monster manual 
just full of stuff. Once that's all out, throughout this whole process of 
writing the story of the world and making sense of the meta-narrative of the 
world, and creating all this stuff, every iteration that they add to this world 
they're learning more about it and they got to read each other's stuff, and 
they got to make sure that they, if you're working in that hospital, 
everybody who contributed to that hospital has to have a common 
understanding of what goes on there. 
 
If you feel like you're doing it under duress, it's not going to be any good 
because you need to bring a little emotion, you need to bring a little 
performance to it 
 
you find a game that has certain kinds of game mechanics that have a win 
condition or whatever it is that you're trying to do or whatever it is that the 
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game wants you to accomplish. Then, you find what you're trying to do in 
your class, your learning outcomes. 
 
Then, you try and find the best games that would leverage the learning 
outcomes better," because, there, you can get into the whole scaffold 
learning that you start off with easier tasks that lead to mastery, that lead to 
more complex tasks like if I were giving a talk on this like if someone were 
saying like present a 40-minute job talk or a 40-minute talk with the 20-
minute Q&A, that's sort of what I would ... That's the position that I would 
take is that we know what good learning is. 
 
It involves some repetition, some feeling of mastery and then the desire to 
go on to more challenging problems.  

Gordon  get teleported back into ancient Rome. They work in groups of three or 
four. Each group of three or four controls an individual avatar, character, in 
the game world which is all done online in the operation LAPIS website 
interface. The entire thing is text based. The student’s job is to respond to 
these story prompts in Latin as their character. If they respond in English, 
no one around them will understand because in Ancient Rome no one 
speaks English.  
 
operation LAPIS but it was called operation BIOM. It was about human 
health and bodily systems, molecular biology, microbiology, that kind of 
thing, for high school sophomores. One of the prompts was cure cancer, 
right? The students had chased the villain down this tunnel. It was actually 
to the bottom of nine layers of cells. Each layer of cell, you know Dante's 
Inferno- 

Marston All of a sudden, rather than a PowerPoint lecture on me telling you why this 
person didn't like this person or this award was given to this person, you're 
not role-playing that out, and it all has meaning to you and your character 
and your character's victory objectives. 
 
I think that's critical for any type of game-based learning or story-based 
learning endeavor. You have to have that introduction. Why am I playing 
this? Am I doing this just to entertain myself while you grade papers or is 
there a purpose behind it? You have to kind of set the stage. Then you 
actually play, and then equally as critical you have to have a debrief. Let's 
tie that experience to what we've been talking about in class. Let's look at 
the learning objectives and see if they were met. Did this meet your 
expectations? Didn't it? Why did you experience? Is that what we expected? 
Is it not what we expected? 
 
You have to be hyper aware of the time and physical constraints that you 
have. 
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Max our program starts at 9AM. We usually have 45 minutes to an hour of 
lecture, I say in air quotes, lecture or structured discussion. We have a quick 
15-minute break, and then we game until about noon. So, every morning we 
play for an hour and a half. If they're in the afternoon program, we do the 
same thing in the afternoon. Or if they're in all day program, we have a 
longer one-hour discussion in the morning, an hour and a half of gaming in 
the morning, and then we usually play for two hours in the afternoon.  
 
usually about three hours a day. So, they're playing the length of a full one 
shot every session. In the summer they play for ten days.  
 
If they're engaged with the story, and they're invested in their characters 
participation in this story, they will pay attention. It's up to the dungeon 
master to make sure they're paying attention, not by pestering them and 
saying, "Hey, pay attention." But by finding the plot points, the threats, the 
themes that engage them.  
 

Sam So, from 2010 until fall of 2016, I would use video games as one of the 
activities I would expose my students to during language lab. So, in my 
regular courses between 2010 and 2016, we would have about a total of 
four hours of video game-based learning activities. 
 
my class meets three times a week for 50 minutes, and they just want an 
additional hour of lab. So in my traditional three 50-minute period, for 25, 
30 minutes, we do traditional learning, which in language-acquisition is 
modeling, repeating, exercises or questions and answers, etc. and for 20, 25 
minutes I have selected 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay, and I have created a 
series of exercises based on those 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay, specifically 
aimed as reinforcing what has just recently been learned. 
 
So basically, my methodology works on the first approximately 30 minutes 
of gameplay of a number of games. So, this semester we are using 
Assassin's Creed II, portions from Assassin's Creed Brotherhood, Heavy 
Rain, Beyond Two Souls and Rise of the Tomb Raider, and then we will 
probably play a little bit of Lego Dimensions and possibly Detroit: Become 
Human. 
 
we can witness Savonarola's death like it's talked about in the sources. 
Before we start this section, my students will have studied Machiavelli, his 
relation with Savonarola and historical facts about the death. And then we 
play the section, and I tell them, "Observe, something is different." And 
then they're homework is go back home and research what is different. And 
then we have a discussion why was this choice made for narrative purposes, 
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because they tied it into their narrative, which is this fictional war between 
two factions. 
 
 

Nathan I do a full on LARP outside where they actually assume the complete role 
of their character in costume, and they actually like physically fight people. 
They have trivia battles. They solve puzzles. They help town's people. So, I 
bring in a ton of volunteers, and I turn the field into a makeshift village on 
the school. I bring it completely to life as a culmination of everything that 
they've been doing.  
 
I have certain elements of my classes that aren't completely accessible or 
available until December. Like I'll have a little cubby in my classroom that I 
cover, and I put question marks on it. I'm like, "You can only unlock it until 
you're level 20," or "Until the frost removes from the ground," or whatever 
language I want to use. So, I keep these captivated, intriguing pieces that 
kids want.  
 
my entire classroom is immersive in the theme. I've got dragons hanging 
from the ceiling, and there's no furniture in my room. They have to build 
their own furniture and scavenge for resources. To keep it engaging, I guess 
in a nutshell for ten months, is that I'm constantly adding little bits and 
pieces, tweaks, games, switching teams, unique cards, battles, changing 
terminology, so that the game never becomes stagnant. 
 
Andrzej Marczewski, or however you pronounce it. His website is 
gamify.uk. He's phenomenal. I'm sure you know of him. But he's the one 
who came up with that player type Hexad. So early, early on I stumbled 
across this and I messaged him, and I said, "That's fantastic, but do you 
have one in education?" At the time he had an idea, but he didn't quite have 
it fully complete because he wasn't a teacher. We had a few email 
exchanges back and forth and we came up with a little model in the book 
where you pluck the disruptor in the middle. So what I realized through his 
model, and its application in school, is that when you set up teams and 
groups, if you know the type of kid that you have, the kid who's going to do 
everything no matter what, the kid who needs reward, the kid who needs to 
be in group focuses, and all those different types of things. If you 
understand that, you can handpick and choose, or pull kids aside and pump 
up their tires to help build up other kids around them.  
 
I'm like a greasy car salesman. I got to get in there, and I got to sell my idea, 
my concept. I have to be the most passionate about it. If I'm not, then what 
am I expecting my kids? So, I am up there, and I'm fired up, and I'm 
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dressing in character randomly, from time to time, and I'm including their 
ideas, and I'm just massively enthusiastic.  
 
When stuff doesn't work, I flat out tell them, you better tell my why it didn't 
work so I can make it better, because I don't want you to have two crappy 
lessons, or two crappy activities in a row. I need to know why it's better.  

Connor I teach them the iterative design process. I help manage the pace to the best 
of my ability of the class by keeping in front of the kids how to manage 
time a little bit. Talking about what the different stages of the design 
process are. A big part of that is writing that design document, and then 
starting to develop their game. Then having their first round of alpha testing 
where peers test it and give them some feedback, and then they can see 
from somebody else's perspective what they need to change. That's very eye 
opening for these kids. Then they build it based on that. They test their own 
game. All that. 
 
There's actually a very systematic process that this goes through and that is 
the hard part for kids.  

Corvo my students basically work on projects that are driven by a mission or a 
vision.  
 
I try to arrange my own classroom whereby the students at first identify 
their personal interests, and then from there I have them form their own 
companies, and from there they identify what position they want to be, 
based on their personality assessment they did prior. They might see 
themselves having an interest in drawing, well there's a career connection to 
that.  
 
going to build a poster for the Minecraft game that demonstrates their 
understanding of the goal that they're trying to achieve, now they're sharing 
how to build a poster or construct a poster using skills of Adobe, but they're 
also figuring out how to collaborate as a team to conquer or solve of an 
objective. 

Leon Gone Home as a one-to-one and Her Story as a hot seat method. So that's 
different too. I actually think if I had to draw a distinction I think the hot 
seat narrative way is better for a classroom environment because a lot of the 
fun in both of this was me observing, but also in the written feedback that 
they would give me, they would often say that you know kind of gaming 
about their interpretations and talking to each other, and experiencing the 
narrative as a group was really exciting for them.  
 
for Her Story, my main curricular goal is like this is a close reading game. 
I'm teaching you guys how to look at a text very closely and be able to pick 
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apart nuances and see how lines can be interpreted many different ways 
depending on the thesis that you're building as far as the narrative goes.  
 
So, in this similar way I would say very few English teachers say, "Here's a 
book, read it. I'll see you in a week." Almost every text in every English 
class is guided in some way. So, I don't think that's different from any other 
text.  
 
if you filter out anything about the parent relationship you could totally 
miss that narrative arc. If you're just paying attention to where is Sam, like 
where is Sam? But that could be true for all kinds of multi-faceted 
narratives, where you read it again, you're like, "Oh my God, I didn't see 
how that character you can see that arc happening the whole time. I missed 
that."  I set up these activities that only went up to the foyer in Gone Home. 
You couldn't go left; you couldn't go up the stairs. And then, so he's like, 
"Okay, for now we're putting up a barrier. After today, you'll be allowed to 
go nuts and explore the house in your own way, but for now stay within 
here."  
 
Answer a bunch of almost like comprehension questions where it was all 
things that could be answered by artifacts within that front area of a house 
 
They fill out one of those unreliable narrator tables for every story that we 
read before we play Her Story so that the context of what am I assessing is 
hopefully already primed. And then very quickly once they kind of just, 
they get through, walk them through how the clips work and that the 
narrative is fragmented and what that might mean and paying attention to 
the dates and the timestamps is going to be important. And then after that 
they kind of go, "Okay, I get it." And then they begin to kind of compile it 
as they play. So that was kind of how I structured it so they could be ready 
to engage in it mostly independently.  

Rasputin I had my whole room set up like Survivor, I had tiki torches that weren't lit, 
and masks and I would make a big show. I'd put on the theme music and I 
would have the kids write out slips, like who they were voting for and I'd 
have them come up and stand in front of the class. We made a big deal out 
of it.  
 
There's a point in the story where he has to decide, do I reel this big fish in, 
the biggest fish of his life right, or do I go with Sheila. He cuts the line. The 
kids love it because its ninth graders and they're just like, "No keep the 
fish." The story that I wove in was the first thing they had to go find was 
this boy who was missing. There's a bunch of clues. The story came out as 
we were going through this role-playing session of a week that that's what 
happened. The boy had cut the line, he took Sheila to the fair and then she 
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went off with some other boy and they never saw him again. They had to go 
find the boy.  
 
They start to do that and that's why, this is what I learned back in my days 
in alternative education is you have to have weekly goals. They have to 
have that desire. 

Dirk I needed to break it up into manageable segments and not give them 
complete autonomy to just run all over the place because that's what they 
would do. But a lot more options and not necessarily ... they didn't 
necessarily have to go and go visit this building and do this first and then go 
talk to this person and go create ... the order that they discovered what I 
wanted them to wasn't important, I wanted them to be able to piece it all 
together and use their prior knowledge in their reading, their understanding 
of that, the story, because that story driven is very helpful.  
 
Include sensory details especially. We would spend a day, a day and a half, 
a period, a period and a half to really break it down, annotate it, so I was 
satisfied that the kids understood the story and what was happening. And 
then I told them hey, we're going to go into Minecraft now. hey, went into 
the world the next day they came in super excited. And they were expecting 
the first chapters on the Vikings and the Viking’s raid at Lindisfarne and 
they would get excited because they think they're going to see the Viking 
raid. And what I did was I created the scene as it was described, the setting, 
but I advanced the time a little bit so that when they got in, they discovered 
the Vikings had just left, but the survivors were there. And so they could go 
around they could interview people and the people would tell them kind of 
conflicting stories or observations that they had so they got a different point 
of view and the characters had some quest for them they hinted at a relic 
being stolen and kidnapping and there was a soldier that they interviewed 
that told them about kind of Viking’s tactics and the weapons they used. 
 
they're going to write about that scene. And they're going to create their 
own narrative. 
 
a book called the Time Traveler's Guide to Medieval England. And I was 
fascinated by his approach because he wrote it as kind of a narrative where 
he's a historian but he wrote it from the perspective of the reader walking 
down the streets and the sights and the sounds and the smells and it made it 
so much more interesting and I thought I could really apply that or try to 
apply it in my lessons and encourage my kids to write more like that, that 
they're there. And so that's sort of how it evolved, and they'd read a story, 
I'd create the scene. We'd hop into the game, they'd come out. We'd read 
another story; we'd hop back into it. And once they were in and out two or 
three times then we would pause, and we would write it. 



244 
 

 
I had the kids write about citizens that lived or worked in the building that 
they were going to build and so they told me ... we had outlined it, this was 
the way to summarize their learning in China, they told me what their 
names were, they told me did they have any children, they told me what 
their jobs were, what they did with ... what they liked about the city, what 
they did for when they weren't working. They told me about their religion 
and that kind of wrote just a little biography of the people that lived there.  
 
I've also tried to be able to incorporate kind of the quest right model too so 
that once the kids are in there in their characters that they have a reason to 
be there and it's not just to gather information that there's a challenge. 
 

 

Professional barriers & Issues with implementation 

Name Snippet 
Simon It's speaking to the people who are going to be skeptical and who are going 

to want to shut it down and it's like if I do that if, if I present the stuff that I 
can say with 100% clarity and absolutely no argument, this is what I'm 
doing, and it's all good stuff that they need to learn. They can't take it away, 
whereas if I'm making bigger claims about what it is that they're learning 
and the important things, the social things. 
 
I'm having difficulty in my department because my department chair thinks 
these are fun classes, right? 
 
The fact that I get to teach these classes and student engagement is through 
the roof and I get exceptional student evaluations, that should not be a 
negative, and right now it's being because it's a very tradition all sort of 
conservative approach that she wants to take with our English Department, 
and there is this sense for me that these things, I'm lucky to have them, they 
might be taken away if I'm not a good boy. 
 
people in the Education Department want hard quantified numbers that 
show clear student growth in this method over that method. 
 
English department has problems with enrollments as it is because there's a 
lot of people who teach 19th Century novels, Victorian novels. It just so 
happens that students at a STEM school don't like to read. They really don't 
like to read 19th Century novels. The fact that my classes are packed that 
they ... This pisses off other people in my department.  
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They're against games because that's giving students easy things to do. 
They're easy is as all those kinds of things that are purely assumption. 
There's no basis for it, but they're tenured, and I'm not. 
 
There are few very, very just sort of old school academic people who think 
that the book learning is what the book learning is. We shouldn't be doing 
movies. We shouldn't be doing comics. We sure as hell shouldn't be doing 
games. 
 
My generation grew up with Dungeons and Dragons that people even 10 
years older didn't really have it in their ecology at that time. They were a 
little bit too old for a role-playing game to get into. 
 
Some GMs just weren't as good as others, even though that they're 
interested and they liked it, you could have people who have a really 
crunchy military or like stats kind of, lots of dice rolling, lots of number 
crunching, and then, you got people who are really on the other end where 
it's very narrative focused and everything is being delivered. 
 
Do I have to step in and give up 20 hours of my life to be able to run these 
sessions in three, hour slots for four and five groups? 
 
if you get a certain number of people that don't do the work, then it's a huge 
drag on everybody. 
 
people will be attracted to these classes because they sound like fun. They'll 
blow off electives, whatever. This is another thing that I'm struggling with 
right now,  
 
you got to find a time to play and you got to block out at least three hours 
to play. If you want to go longer than that, you can. You shouldn't go much 
shorter than like two and a half because you're probably not getting enough 
stuff in and that seems to work really well. 
 
the actual role-playing in which you're making decisions based on your 
character makeup is the best part, and it's also the hardest to try and work 
within institutional constraints. 
 
because I think for Red Dead Redemption 2, for me, the problem is the 
pacing. 
 
I'm often finding myself in Red Dead Redemption 2 wondering, what the 
fuck am I doing? Why does this matter? The other part too is that like I am 
an outdoors guy. I love hiking in the mountains. I love going fishing. I love 
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paddling. Doing it in a video game is not what I want to spend my time 
doing, right? I do that in the real world, which I think a lot of gamers don't, 
so that's like a magic thing that is completely lost on me. 

Gordon  I've talked to individual teachers, in fact, the first time I ever did a 
workshop on game-based learning, the first thing anyone brought up is 
Grand Theft Auto and how their understanding of games was limited to 
violence and shooting and crime. You know, that's been reinforced wrongly 
I would argue by a media that is interested in telling a story about games 
and their potential for causing violence. It's a question of what kinds of 
games are good for which kind of people under what kinds of 
circumstances?  
 
one of the problems is that we've created this educational system that is 
unwieldy and too big for any one person to manage. At the same time, 
asking them to keep piling on new approaches and techniques and 
pedagogies that of the average person, it's just a lot. I would be 
overwhelmed. I was overwhelmed as a K-12 teacher trying to keep up with 
what contemporary education research had to say, not least of all because 
it's hard to access the materials when they're locked behind paywall 
journals. Also, because I just didn't have access to the communities or the 
expertise or the knowledge base. Even when I did have access, I didn't 
know what questions to ask. There was no real resource for me to turn to 
that would help filter out the noise. It is a complicated problem and that's 
one of the reasons why I tell teachers, "Focus on, you know, you do you 
first and if this a thing you want to pursue down the road, you absolutely 
should because I think it's a worthwhile endeavor." There is no way that I 
would force this on anyone because it is just like every other pedagogical 
approach, another thing that you'd have to learn and understand.  
 
a lot of teachers just don't have the requisite theory background to be able 
to fall back on that and say, "I know what's going to happen if I do this or 
that." 
 
Technology can never be a silver bullet because there's necessity for 
individuals to be facilitating the teaching and learning process, not just to 
let technology run by itself and get the teaching out of the way. I think that 
the notion that people can learn just by virtue of reading a book by itself 
without doing any kinds of hands on facilitated work just doesn't jive with 
our understanding of how actual teaching and learning happens in the wild.  
 
they are not interested in what we do. It's often hard to get by and from our 
colleagues when we want them to participate in something or want them to 
try something new, a lot of them won't even do things as simple as 
incorporating mobile phones into their classroom teaching and learning. It's 
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like, you can lead a horse to water but you can't make it drink. That's kind 
of where we're at with game stuff. It's like, we're happy to keep doing what 
we're doing, and we think it's a worthwhile endeavor, but we're done trying 
to convince other people that they should do it too.  
 

Shephard People who say that tabletop RPG's and these sorts of role-playing 
experiences aren't valid, get out of here, what do you think law school has 
been about for the last 100 years? Mock trial, model UN, debate class, I 
mean all of those things require you to take on a role, assume a persona, 
assume a stance on a topic, both sides sometimes, right? Forensics and 
[inaudible 00:38:37], theater, all those experiences have been validated in 
different ways for different types of skills. 
 
Lack of media sophistication and when you say game, people can only 
imagine the things that they have experience with. It's part of their concept 
development, so they have stunted game concept development. When they 
look in their mental register for exemplars of games, the only ones that they 
can pull out are Tic Tac Toe, Mario, sometimes Halo and those ones don't 
fit that model, because they're like, "I didn't learn how to win a law case 
from Tic Tac Toe". That's right, right? But if you've only read three books, 
say you read like the Yellow Pages, that might be Tic Tac Toe, the 
Godfather, that might be Mario and I don't know, one book of Emily 
Dickinson poetry and then somebody asks you to kind of fill in the blanks 
and say, "What does a textbook look like? Or what does a play look like?", 
or any of these sorts of things, you just don't have the mental model to 
understand it. 
 
 

Marston do you want deep learning, or do you want fast learning? Again, going 
back to kind of the Reacting to the Past, you have to give up a lot of time, 
but five years from now we've got students coming back going, "Boy, I 
remember playing as this character or that character and the core ideas. 
Man, I had to debate this guy, and I really nailed him because I persuaded 
this indeterminate person to come over to our side and vote this way. It had 
an ahistorical shift that I changed history." 
 
You do always have an opt out. You go, "We're going to be covering ..." 
For Art in Paris, "Here's the roles. Here's this. If you absolutely do not want 
to play, it's the equivalent of a 12-page paper. We're going to be covering 
that much material over these six weeks. If you do not want to engage this 
way, you can write a paper." 
 
Usually, if a game is the first thing in a semester, you haven't built up that 
trust yet. Mid semester, late semester, usually students know me by then or 
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know the instructor by then where you go, "I understand you're concerned 
about your grade. Here's the quantitative things, the game elements or the 
academic elements in the game. If you do these to your normal high 
standard, you don't have to worry about winning or losing. This will get 
you an A in the game." You can kind of pull them aside and reassure them 
outside of the game environment that this isn't risking their 4.0. This isn't 
risking their scholarship, these very real-world things that they're 
concerned about. 
 
They can 4.0 til all day and night. They're not used to playing a role in a 
game, so they don't even ... Like if I wrote a paper, and you gave me a C, 
and I knew it was at least a B-plus work, I know that process. It's very well 
documented. We can do this, and this, and this, and I can dispute it and 
whatever. If I play this game and you give me a B-plus, why? How am I 
going to dispute that? There's this process there? It does. Because it is 
different enough, they need that reassurance. 
 
One of the students, one of the roles in the initial 68 game was Greg 
Maddox. How's that? I actually even remember his name. Talking about 
engaging and remembering this stuff. This was probably three years ago. A 
horribly racist like governor of Georgia, but in his character sheet it's like, 
"You are racist." You grew up in the deep South, and if the Democratic 
National Convention, if they're going to support civil rights, you want 
nothing to do with them. In his character sheet, basically it's defined as you 
can just storm out of the convention. The convention is the classroom, and 
everyone's debating these things. If that passes, you have free range to just 
mic drop, farewell speech, and walk out. The student was having a real 
hard time playing this, because he's like, "Really I have a hard time 
personifying these roles that are not my own." You're like, "That's fair. This 
is a role you are playing. We understand that you are not racist, but Greg," 
... or Lester Maddox? Lester Maddox was racist. Let me make sure. Yeah, 
okay. Maybe the brain isn't quite all there. You're like, "You understand 
why this is historically accurate. This is a person. We can look it up. 
They're on record having said this, this, this, and this." He's like, "Okay, I 
get it." He really liked being able to just walk out. He's like, "This is a good 
way for this character to die," kind of. It was super hard for him to play, but 
through debriefing and coaching him along, he was able to represent that 
historically accurate persona.  
 
There was one class that I was part of that just nobody cared. Then that 
one, actually about after the third session, they just scrapped the whole 
thing and went back to PowerPoint lectures. Occasionally you see that 
where, for whatever reason, this group of students just collectively goes, 
"You know what? No," no matter what you do. I don't know how.  
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You go sometimes, it just doesn't work. It's not a magic bullet that 
automatically makes everybody engaged all the time. You still have to be a 
teacher and be educated to know what other options you have when this 
one doesn't work. 
 
It's a lot harder to assess soft skills. I don't want to say less rigorous, but if 
you come into my class and you go, "Did you get this math question right 
or wrong?" there is no debate. You got it right or you got it wrong. If you 
come into my class and go, "How about your social and emotional 
awareness?" that's really hard to assess. How do you assess empathy?  
 
We have a digital animation and game design program, and we have a 
school of education, and both of them fall under the same dean, which is 
super weird but I'm like, "Hey, this should make it nice and easy." But as 
soon as you use the word education or learning, education goes, "That's us. 
We do learning." As soon as you say the word game, the digital animation 
and game design program goes, "We own that game or that word." They're 
both in favor of having this degree, but neither of them agrees on what it 
should look like, or how it should be an emphasis. Really, to be perfectly 
honest, neither of them understand game-based learning. Education is 
probably closer, because if you talk about like high impact practices and 
active learning skills, they get that. Game design people understand game 
design, but as soon as you say the word game, they're like, "That's ours." 
Then it's a really weird turf war. Because they both want it, neither can 
have it. We have a very weak leadership in that realm that won't make them 
place nice, so they're just like, "Oh, they can't decide, so we won't make a 
decision." 
 

Sam time management in the classroom is a challenge. Do game-based activities 
take longer than traditional teaching? Yes, they do take longer, and I have 
to be careful every class period to actually manage time. So, for example, 
my class meets three times a week for 50 minutes, and they just want an 
additional hour of lab. So in my traditional three 50-minute period, for 25, 
30 minutes, we do traditional learning, which in language-acquisition is 
modeling, repeating, exercises or questions and answers, etc. and for 20, 25 
minutes I have selected 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay, and I have created a 
series of exercises based on those 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay, specifically 
aimed as reinforcing what has just recently been learned. 
 
 

Nathan for me it's some errors I made in this exact problem in the first year of me 
doing this, was too much too soon. So I had all these ideas, and I got so 
excited at the initial two, three month window of success I was having, 
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because it was totally new to me in the beginning, that I was like oh, and 
this, and this, and this, and this. Then all of a sudden come January, 
February, March I didn't have anything new or substantial to add to keep 
intrigue. So, when you use too much too soon, you take away a lot of the 
ability for the game to grown.  
 
Education has this gold standard of over complicating everything. I've 
never seen a profession in my life that has master over complicating 
everything. So, when we're like, this is a good idea. We're like well we 
need seven pieces of research and two PhDs and a doctoral paper, and you 
know this, that, and ... I'm like no, you don't.  
 
There's no silver bullet when you're dealing with kids. There's no silver 
bullet when you're dealing with people, let alone kids in my age bracket 
that I teach at 13 years old who are really coming into themselves and 
trying to figure out life. 
 
I'm tired of teachers saying, "Well, this is exactly what you do step by step. 
And now I look like a really good teacher because I told you everything 
that you had to do, and you just told it back to me. And wow! We're 
awesome." I think that's really what ruins education.  
 
you can't expect it to be followed 100% by 100% of participants because 
that's 100% unrealistic.  
 
there's so many variables that aren't accounted for.  How was the content 
delivered? How was the game delivered? Was there any explanation? I still 
do lecture power point teaching, from time to time. I do it several times 
every month, to get the base content out. I don't just say, "Hey, save this 
guy. Here's a pile of crap and I hope you can figure it out." That would be 
like doing my job terrible.  

Connor I mean creating any project in school is going to take longer than the, "Let 
me give you the facts and quiz you on it." Or what have you. 
 
a lot of times it's a little bit of a fear of the unknown. It's a little bit of the 
hesitance because they don't play games. 
 
I think our role, and teachers have a tough position because they're often 
bound to a fairly prescribed curriculum, and don't feel like they're allowed 
to go away from that 
 
The time management because they get caught up in things, and there are 
kids that are just easily distracted and would rather just be playing so they 
have to be redirected, but I can only imagine those kids if the assignment 
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was read and take notes on chapter four of the textbook. I don't think all of 
a sudden, they would miraculously be staying completely on task with that. 
 

Corvo that's the paradigm that we're in right now, because for me, for example, 
I'm in an at-risk environment, and the stuff that I'm doing, even though it's 
extremely relative and its stem and steam and computer science, it an 
elective. The priorities are what we are able to measure, which are the 
standards. We are reliant on what is measurable, because if we can measure 
it, we can assess it. Right now, what is assessable might not be relevant to 
what is needed for 2020, which is what next year. My point here is, I think 
we're using an old measuring tool to measure something that really isn't 
relevant to tomorrow, but that hasn't been understood quite yet and that's 
the great conversation that needs to take place.  
 
This whole nether world of video games and how all this can influence or 
raise the standard measurement is still being defined. And until the people 
that have the check book will realize that the soft skills, the emotional 
intelligent skills, the other skills are just as important, if not more 
important, than what you can measure in so far as the traditional way.  
 
What is the mapping that identifies what the corporate world's looking for, 
so that the students can be successful in getting a job and that is yet to be 
identified or defined, or that is what is being defined? It's unfortunate that 
the academic calendar and it's lethargy to the response of what the real 
world wants 
 
so, let's keep it simple and stupid, or simple so that as long as we can 
measure it, we're good 
 
hat's the frustration because if we don't have a number, the overall question 
is, how do we know that they're learning. If we don't get a number from 
you like a Likert scale between one and 10, is it a seven, seven and a half?  
 
I don't really have a dropout problem; I have a drop-in problem. it's a bad 
problem to have because other teachers don't have the drop-in challenge, 
because they're teaching a subject or teaching in a manner in which it isn't 
engaging, and that's a frustration because what's he doing down there that's 
got the attention of the students whereby they're not dropping out of their 
classes, they're dropping in.  

Leon there are students who have learned how to play the game. They have 
learned how to extract that information that they need and spit it on the test 
or follow the template and just get the grade and get the work done.  
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I think for some students playing a game or doing more creative things is 
harder work for them and they actually can kind of resent that because I 
actually am asking them to flex critical thinking muscles that in many ways 
they've kind of gotten used to being able to short-cut around. So, you do 
have students who are like, "I would rather you just give me a quiz." Not 
necessarily because I think they learned better, but because they just want 
to move on. They've just kind of learned how to move through that system.  
 
mostly they just worry about moving up that track. The way they look at it 
sometimes, I think, at least the ones that have expressed it to me, they just 
see it as, "Okay, if you're doing this, it might be interesting, but you could 
be doing more grammar, or another book, and that would be better 
because..."  
 
even sometimes they're like, "Oh yeah all they do is play games." I'm like, 
"Well okay, it's not exactly the same thing, but I appreciate where you're 
coming from." I'm not letting them eat ice cream for breakfast because 
they're asking, it's actually good for you. But I get it. I get you're trying to 
be supportive. So, I would say pushback and negative feedback is very rare.  
 
The most frustrating response I get from faculty, when I try to encourage 
them or they're talking about it is, especially from older faculty, I guess of 
any age too, the excuse is always, "Oh well I don't play games so I can't do 
that." And I'm always like, "That's a terrible analogy. That would work in 
no other context that we would bring up as teachers." No English teacher 
would let a student say, "Well I'm not a reader, so I'm not going to do this." 
That's not how it works. It's not about the product, it's about the mental 
processes that are involved. 
 
Man, why can't I just take a quiz? And the way I read that is it's actually 
more of a challenge for them and they don't really want more of a 
challenge.  

Rasputin it took a ton of work to kind of think up the different plot twists and how to 
connect all the stories together.  
 
it just seems to reach a deeper sort of understanding. It doesn't always line 
up to, you know, my administrator comes in and he says, "Okay what are 
your learning objectives for today?" I could say, "Well it's this, this and 
this." How do you prove that? I mean, I can prove that but there's also 
much deeper learning going on here of real-world type of situation.  
 
That's why I think it's hard to always convince people that aren't into game-
based learning, how strong it is. 
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I feel like our current system is set up that as far as teacher performance 
goes, we have an administrator who comes in and judges a good teacher. 
They judge it by what they see within a span of like, 15 or 20 minutes. 
There are some entertaining teachers. There are some engaging teachers. 
They're just, they are those type of people. That's not a normal, people 
aren't naturally charismatic. To be able, I feel like it's a shame because we 
should be teaching teachers how to engage students and not rate 
engagement as entertainment but as true engagement, as truly engaging.  
 
they said, "I'm not going to take the chance on that because my observation 
or my, how I'm graded depends on how well they do on this stuff and I'm 
not going to take that chance with what I know is working right now." They 
said, "I'm not going to turn around and do something different with what's 
happening in my classroom. I feel like I would waste too much time."  
 
there's been a teacher or whatever that was like, "Oh yeah we play Jeopardy 
for review." It's like, "Well, that's not the same." 
 
you talk about it in a way, like you call it gamification or game-based 
learning it's so different that it's almost like that's not in their perception of 
being a real, valid pedagogy. It's just not there yet.  
 
I'm not sure if anybody else can do what I do because mine is so specific to 
my kids at this particular time and space.  

Chell I have had such a difficult time talking to teachers about what I have seen 
with kids and games, and what that's taught me. And they often just look at 
me like I'm insane.  
 
It's just hard. I had a great school in the States, that was very much like the 
school that I have now, that was very progressive, interested in keeping 
learning relevant, and willing to take some risks. And, that is critical. If you 
do not have an environment that supports you, it's very difficult to innovate 
and to experiment.  
 
I had such an amazing school, and then they changed the entire 
administration in one year, and it was done.  
 
Once, a kid didn't safeguard his password and friend outside the school got 
in and built giant penises everywhere and swastikas. 
 
we have a cultural narrative of school that is so deep in our cultural DNA, 
that it's almost impossible for us to crack that. Because every single person 
that we deal with has been through school. that's a narrative we know. 
Teacher in front, teaching kids. If you look, even in the Sci-Fi models, 
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there'll be the teacher and the kids. Like, even, just watch Discovery. They 
had the kids in these little individual pods, but the teacher was still walking 
around, and learning ... You know, "I'm delivering content. I'm delivering 
content. I'm the purveyor of content! And I will feed that to you." "I'm the 
teacher and you're my minions, and I'm going to teach you good." 

Dirk Really careful that you don't kill the game for the kids, and you turn it into 
just schoolwork. 
 
I get that a lot from teachers and I totally get it and that's still my advice is 
that you've got to start small and you've got to show that improvement. 
Here's what my kids did before we started playing. Here's a sample of their 
writing, and now here's a sample of their writing after just one day in 
Minecraft, even just 20 minutes in Minecraft.  
 
they would all have their palm pilots out with their little stylus and as 
you're presenting the lesson, they would be tapping their screens and they 
were checking boxes. And they came in and I was doing a Minecraft 
lesson, I was doing the introduction to the Chong Ong unit to it. And I 
could tell by the silence of the tapping that they had no idea what to tap 
right, where does this shit end. And that kind of taught me something too 
that you know this really is out there. But I've got to have the elevator 
pitch, I've got to have it prepared.  
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Gamer/Teacher 
Name Snippet 
Simon There are ways that if teachers are very stiff and rigid, it would be a lot 

harder to pull off, I think. 
 
You just can't buy D&D for 500 classrooms and pass it around and say all 
your problems are solved. You need somebody who's going to be 
motivated to adjust, to fix things on the fly, like I described to these big 
classes, they're always like this.  
 
If you're not interested, if you just want to sit back, deliver lectures, grade a 
paper, and then, do that again over four weeks, it's never going to work. 
You really need to be involved and it takes a ton of time. 
 
teach them lenses of critical thinking that they can bring, and then, also 
being confident in their own creative production or that creative production 
has worth even if they're not selling it because that's the other part with 
creative writing tradition is that we're teaching students, we're training the 
next literary generation to create literary texts  
 
You need motivated faculty to do it. It's hard to roll out any size. The 
assessment is sometimes less than crystal-clear.  
 
If they don't know games well, then that's also a big hurdle. That's a big gap 
for them to try and close. If they don't know games well and they're afraid. 

Gordon  if you're not somebody who feels comfortable using games in a classroom, 
don't use games. It's not the games that are going to make your instruction 
better. It's going to be you as an educator being more thoughtful about the 
wise integration of technology in your classroom. If you're not invested in 
that particular technology, there may be other ways to approach the same 
kind. of problems.  
 
a lot of teachers just don't have the requisite theory background to be able 
to fall back on that and say, "I know what's going to happen if I do this or 
that." 

Shephard I encounter, time and again I encounter people who come up to me and 
they say, "We want to make a game, or we want to use a game", or 
something like that. My first question back is, "What games have you 
played?". And the answer usually is none, or Mario or Bingo. I mean legit, 
Tic Tac Toe, no. So, I mean that's like you coming into my classroom and 
saying you want to stop what we're doing and teach with a book, but you've 
never read a book before. It doesn't make any sense. 
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these people also come in and say, "We want to make a game because kids 
like it and we've seen other kids play it before". Again, that's akin to 
saying, "We want to come in and write a book that's going to teach folks, 
because we've been watching kids and they like reading". It's a ridiculous 
argument and also to come in and say that we've seen kids reading and 
maybe they're reading Harry Potter, and so we want to write a textbook 
because they like Harry Potter. It just doesn't make any sense, but there 
isn't the media sophistication around games, largely because the people 
who are jumping into this, they just don't have the media sophistication, 
they haven't experienced it for themselves. 
 
media sophistication. Understanding genres, format, understanding the 
evolution of games over time, understanding kind of how games can affect 
people, seeing a variety of media out there.  
 

Marston That kind of brings us back to the working down in Kendall. One of the 
most valuable things that I've found I can do is I sign on as the game 
master. They are 100% confident in their knowledge of, in this case, art 
history. But as soon as you say game, they're like, "I don't do that." You go, 
"Okay. I will come in and be the game master. I will facilitate everything. 
You just need to be there, because I need to know if Picasso's acting crazy 
or if that's supposed to be doing. I don't know what that means." 
 
I've got two individuals who I can almost guarantee have never played a 
board game in their life. Just these are not gamers. These are pure 
academics. They teach in the communications department at Ferris. Both of 
them are using a Reacting to the Past thing. It's the Democratic National 
Convention of 1968 in Chicago, which is not what they're teaching. They're 
teaching speech, but every one of these senators, and governors, and 
protestors have to give speeches. We're like, "Hey, why don't we just use 
this in class?" They're like, "Okay, let's try it." We have had so much fun. 
The students have engaged with it, and they've been giving speeches. Like 
both instructors have basically said, "I've never seen a student actually give 
an empowered speech like this." 

Max Anybody can do it, and anybody can't do it. I have been playing Dungeons 
and Dragons for 19 years. I have a lot of experience with it, but I also take 
no ego into it. I write campaigns, I design games, and I prepare material for 
the kids and for my staff if they need it. 
 
I also engage in these games where I read a lot of fantasy books.  
 
if you want to be a good dungeon master and be able to do this, you have to 
really like being a dungeon master. You have to really like your material. 
 



257 
 

The dungeon master must make it difficult for the players. Yes, the 
dungeon master needs to challenge the players. The dungeon master might 
rule, to being a good dungeon masters, there's one golden rule and it's that 
the dungeon master needs to be a fan of the players. He needs to be their 
number on fan. It's your job as the dungeon master to make the players look 
good. To give them an experience, but to also challenge them along the 
way. 

Sam I believe that playing & loving video games since 1975 helped me become 
a pioneer in the field of video game-based learning, specifically in second 
language and foreign language acquisition and with commercial "AAA" 
video games. I believe that any educator who is willing to invest time and 
energy in educating him or herself can learn how to implement video game-
based learning in their teaching, at all levels. This is also why I am working 
on a Foreign/Second Language (F/L2) VGBL textbook/manual. 

Nathan I always tell people when you pick a theme, you can't pick what kids don't 
know, but you can't pick what you don't know. So, I was able to sell kids 
on the concept and the idea of fantasy, because I'm passionate about it. 
 
anybody can do this, even with no video game background. You can be 75 
years old, and in your classroom for 50 years, and still learn how to do this. 
All you're doing is taking what you do already, and you're adding game 
mechanics to it. Then you're taking the game mechanic and you're changing 
the language so that it all blends together. 
 
there's this big misconception that I was a D & D nerd, and I hung out and I 
played Magic cards, and I've never once played any of those games. I just 
took the time to realize what was effective about creative storytelling and 
teamwork and strategizing, and I just fused that all together.  

Connor a lot of times it's a little bit of a fear of the unknown. It's a little bit of the 
hesitance because they don't play games. One of the first things I'll be 
very clear about with people is that using a tool like that is great because 
the kids already have the expertise. 

Corvo the teacher has to be able to use this tool set in a powerful way that 
connects the big underlying principles, and also is a tool for collaboration.  

Leon A gamer knows what the stresses of a game are, and they kind of know the 
growth and where it comes from, like when you fail in a game and have to 
get better. I don't think there's many coaches out there of sports who didn't 
also play the sport. I mean maybe there's a few who are just kind of from a 
savant angle, they just kind of studied the game type of thing. But I think 
it'd be pretty rare. So, I would say that there's probably a similar dynamic.  
 
everyone is a gamer though 
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Rasputin you have to be really comfortable with your curriculum to be able to pull it 
off. I wouldn't try to do that with a new curriculum right away because I 
need to understand what my goals are 
 
If you've ever DM'd a campaign you completely understand, you're 
basically teaching. You're dealing with the same issues, same problems, 
same complex situations that you do in a classroom. You've got to think on 
your feet. You've got to change your plans because what you think is going 
to happen doesn't happen. 
 
you've got to be creative; you've got to bring new things to the table. I feel 
like you could go on and on for days about the same types of strategies that 
you would use in a D&D campaign as you would as a teacher. You've got 
to be able to manage people, micromanage. You've got to be political. 
 
I honestly think probably being the DM would make better teachers. 

Dirk I think gaming ... playing games especially that's strategy type games really 
helped me become a better teacher because as you know it's every single day is 
something brand new. Guaranteed you're going to hit something, that is going to 
be very different and it's all how you react and respond to it. And I think gaming 
prepared me to be a teacher and I think that teaching experience and working 
with the population of kids I do has helped me grow and merging that with my 
enthusiasm for games I think has helped me be a better teacher and more open 
to the possibility that what games can do. 
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Appendix D 

Simon 

History and Inspiration  

Simon grew up playing Dungeons and Dragons. He fondly recalls playing for the 

first time around seven or eight years old with one of his good childhood friends at the 

time. Simon admits that they had no idea what they were doing during their first few 

playthroughs, but still, the game resonated with him. He said, “those powder-blue dice, 

rolling them and looking up tables and all the random encounters and all that kind of stuff 

was really, really sort of heady for me.” However, even though they were not playing 

according to the rules of the game the first few times, Simon was “hooked”. He found 

himself sitting and reading player manuals, monster manuals - anything he could get his 

hands on that would help him become a better player. Beyond his table-top role-playing 

games, he also developed and nurtured a love for digital video games. He received an 

Atari 2600 as soon it was released in 1977, and many of the consoles after that including 

the ColecoVision and the Nintendo. He always had the newest systems as soon as they 

were released.  

 Simon began teaching his first creative writing class in the Fall of 2009. 

As he scoured libraries and online resources for useful materials to help him design his 

creative class, he found that there was a lack of scholarship on the subject. He found 

articles on digital and professional  
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writing, but not many resources on creative writing. In addition to his difficulty 

finding good resources to help him design his class, he was also experiencing some 

problems in his classroom keeping his students engaged. He admits, “I was losing them 

way too often. Motivations were not very good, and neither was their writing.” One of his 

advisors, then, suggested that he look at writing in games because “some of the most 

interesting things going on with digital narratives are in going on in games”, so Simon 

found and read James Paul Gee’s book, What Video Games Have to Teach Us About 

Learning and Literacy. At the same time Simon was reading Gee’s book, he was also 

reading John Gardner’s Art of Fiction to learn how to more effectively teach his students 

how to write fiction. And, when Simon was not reading to improve his teaching practices 

and his understanding of creative writing, he played video games such as the narrative-

based role-playing video game, Fallout 3. It was during this time when Simon connected 

teaching his creative writing course to gameplay.  

I just fell right into it. It did not take me long. I was like, ‘Hey, wait a minute Gee 

is talking about how you can align learning outcomes or your learning objectives with 

game mechanics.’ It just dawned on me like, ‘Dummy! Role-playing games!” Role-

playing games would be a great was to teach people how to get into fiction writing, and 

from there, from that moment, that realization, my career took a completely different 

trajectory. From that point, I really became a game and learning and, specifically, a table-

top role-playing game and creative writing scholar.  

Components 
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Simon’s creative writing class centers around a table-top role-playing game that 

allows students to role-play, collaborate, and explore the lives of fictional characters 

while co-constructing the worlds in which they live, in order to inspire his students to 

create stories built around those characters and worlds. He described table-top role-

playing games as a tool to help his students “get into another person’s head and inhabit a 

fictional character’s space” and that “students play the game similarly to how they 

experience life. We [humans] share life stories. That’s the way we make sense of life and 

communicate with others. It feels very real and natural to be doing that to a character’s 

perceptions, even if that character is very different than you; you still go through the 

same process.”  He understands the process of navigating these fictional worlds together 

as a mirror of how people interact in the real world. As his students navigate the class and 

the game, they collaborate in the building of a “manual, just full of stuff. What would be 

in this world? The location. Its connection to the government.” During this world-manual 

construction, students begin drafting stories about the world itself and about the 

characters who inhabit the world. He said, “Every iteration that they add to this world, 

they’re learning more about it. They get to read each other’s stuff and contribute to a 

common understanding of how the world operates.” This method of NGB 

implementation affords his students the opportunity to do more than read about someone 

else’s ideas for a world or for a character or play a digital game where a character moves 

through a pre-determined storyline that had already been written by someone else. A role-

playing game, Simon explains, “triggers imaginations that invites people into telling 

stories. In a digital role-playing game, there is no output. A game narrative gives them 
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some language about theme and tone and motivation and perspective on things. Then, it 

really lets them express what they’re feeling.”  

 Students experience his creative writing class as a collaborative 

worldbuilding exercise in which “the class creates all the people, places, and things that 

become markers on a map, and then, the group decides the motivation of the inhabitants.” 

Simon expresses that collaboration is a vital component to the role-playing game because 

it forces his students to view the world as a culmination of different perspectives and 

become cognizant of their own subjectivity.  

The more different those people are, the more different you’re going to get 

perspectives of how the world works. That’s where you get much more sophisticated 

stories. What are your blind spots? You need somebody else to show you.  

Collaboration, as Simon explains it, is a necessary component to engaging this 

students in his class, but also a way to peripherally teach cultural competence and 

tolerance through exposing students to new perspectives they may not have been exposed 

to had they not enrolled in his class. For instance, Simon explains that when students 

collaborate through worldbuilding and story co-construction, students begin to “build 

bridges”.  

I think a lot of people in this country may be racist, sexist, and homophobic, but if 

you do not travel or if you’ve never seen anyone different from you, I can see how you 

may think those things. They may be open to be able to have a discussion which you say, 

have you ever thought about what it would be to be X? You know what I mean? I think 

it’s slow work of, maybe, trying to turn our culture a little bit.  
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Affordances 

 Simon explains that role-playing games emphasizes personal agency and 

individualized decision making. He suggests that since a fictional world operates by an 

agreed upon set of rules just as the real world does, individual decisions can have a real 

impact. Unlike a digital game where the player only has so many choices she can make, 

in a table-top role-playing game, students can “simulate life” in that a student playing the 

game has a seemingly infinite amount of paths, only restricted by the imaginations of the 

students in the class.  

[Students] look at the decision making as a relevant and critical thinking process 

where you put yourself in the world and wonder what advantages and disadvantages I 

have because of where I sit in this social structure. You make decisions and the world 

reacts. How does the world react back at you? Speculative storytelling is to be able to 

express how it feels to be in that subject position in a world.  

Assessment 

Simon suggests that role-playing “doesn’t fit well into the institutional structures 

we have” and that he considers himself a “hands-off” grader. He explains that he assesses 

students on their individual and collaborative efforts and how much they have invested in 

their characters and the world in which they co-constructed with their peers.  

It’s very much exploratory. It’s about getting them to react. I’m interested to see, 

did they do the work? Did they do it on time? I don’t want to grade whether it’s good 

writing or bad writing because if I say it’s bad, they’re less likely to do it. I want 
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introspection. I’m not measuring them against Shakespeare. I’m measuring them against 

where they started.  

Implementation Challenges  

Simon expressed his experiences regarding the challenges stemming from 

skeptics of his non-traditional approach to this class. His classes are sometimes labeled 

“fun classes” and “easy As” by some of his peers in his department. In addition, Simon 

does not experience the same enrollment issues as others in his department, which, as he 

explains, may be the cause of their animosity toward his teaching approach in his creative 

writing class.  

I get to teach these classes and student engagement is through the roof and I get 

exceptional evaluations. That should not be a negative. There is a very traditional, 

conservative approach in the department. They [the department] want hard quantified 

numbers that show clear student growth. They’re against games because ‘that’s giving 

students easy things to do’. Purely assumption. There’s no basis for it.  

In addition, Simon expressed the challenges he encounters regarding time 

management. A class that incorporates table-top role-playing games features a Game 

Master (GM), who controls the pace of the story, presents the encounters and obstacles, 

and “referees” the action. Since these games work more functionally in small groups, 

Simon’s classes are divided into groups of four to five students. Simon, then, assigns a 

willing student to be the GM for the group; however, depending on the experience and 

motivation of that student, the gaming experience can be vastly different from group to 

group. 
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Some GMs just weren’t as good as others, even though they’re interested, and 

they liked it. You could have people who have a really crunchy military style, lots of dice 

rolling, lots of number crunching, and then, you got people who are really on the other 

end, where it’s very narrative focused.  

Another difficulty arises when the GM or players in a group are not keeping up 

with their assignments. Simon explains, “If you get a number of people that do not do the 

work, then, it’s a huge drag on everybody”. When that happens, decisions need to be 

made whether to let dysfunctional groups reassign roles or if he needs to intervene, but 

that also comes with consequences. Simon’s time, like all teachers, is limited and 

intervening and taking control of too many groups may be an impossibility. He questions, 

“Do I have to step in and give twenty hours of my life to be able to run these sessions in 

three-hour slots for four or five different groups?”  

Shepherd 

History and Inspiration  

Shepherd’s says that he has played games for a long as he can remember: “As a 

child, I played table-top games and also visual games that stretches back to the Apple II, 

progressing through the Nintendo and Sega and the Atari, too.” However, Shepherd 

explains that playing for fun was not the only reason he played them; he recalls learning 

more about aspects of history than he did in his school. For instance, he said, “I recognize 

that I got experiences from [games] that I wasn’t getting other places. I’d say I learned 

more about the Cold War through Twilight Struggle than I ever did in school.”  
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Shepherd said that some games are explicitly narratively driven, but that every 

game has a story: “even the most simplistic ones can create these wild stories in our 

minds that affect us in different ways. I’ll put the original Asteroids up there [on the 

screen]. It’s a triangle and some circles. But, it you ask any kid who was playing it back 

in the 60s, 70s, what are they going to say? They are going to say, ‘I was a space fighter’.  

Games, Shepherd says, is a medium not unlike literature. Instead of viewing 

games as simplistic forms of entertainment, he sees games as interactive forms of 

storytelling. 

You could say that some games are poems. You could say some games are plays. 

Some are novels. Some are epics, but they all have stories at the center, otherwise, I don’t 

know what it is – just a technical document, I guess.  

While working as a software developer during his undergrad years at college, his 

department requested that he teach computer science to some of the faculty members. He 

decided to teach the class using games because “games made a lot sense to me.” 

Shepherd, later, brought is interest in educational gameplay to his new role at the 

Smithsonian museums. He understood games as a medium that could effectively tell 

stories of the objects throughout the museum better than other methods the museum was 

currently implementing. Funding, however, became an issue, so Shepherd took a job at 

the Department of Education where he “led policy for the government, organizing 

meetings, organizing initiatives, changing solicitations for grants, doing some work red-

lining legislation for Congress.” During this time, Shepherd never lost sight of his 

personal goal to “keep games at the forefront because there’s really something interesting 
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happening with games and education”. After a series of government shutdowns, he 

decided to move to the private sector, taking a job at an educational company that 

focused their efforts in creating educational content through storytelling. There, he led 

grant proposals and developed partnerships; however, after his role “started to wind down 

a bit”, he thought that his energy should go more into instruction and less into policy. 

Now, Shepherd teaches at an all girl’s middle school where he has been for the last three 

years. In addition to his teaching duties, he founded the first E-sports teach from an all 

girl’s school, which competes in a nine-team E-sports league in his city.  

Components 

One of the more important components to Shepherd’s gameplay implementation 

is providing multiple and diverse perspectives, which stems from his awareness of a lack 

of “range of human emotions and human experiences” in popular media. He explains that 

through narrative-based games, students are afforded opportunities to tell their own 

stories within the game world, but through the gameplay, students also develop their own 

identity outside of the game as integral people and team members in the larger context of 

the class. Shepherd sees media in general as cultural artifacts that “motivate people in 

different ways” and that games are a newer form of storytelling-instructional media that 

allows students to become immersed and interact within worlds that they normally would 

never have an opportunity to explore. He said that those inherent qualities found in many 

games “tell stories in ways that doesn’t normally exist” in other mediums and that 

“telling diverse stories can allow for people to empathize with viewpoints they wouldn’t 

be able to otherwise”.  
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Although Shepherd implements gameplay into his instruction and that he 

considers narrative-based gameplay a valuable and viable way to engage students, he 

recognizes that games have not embraced diversity as fully as other mediums such as art 

and film.  

I think you can walk into any of these sorts of video game stores and look at the 

shelves and you will see the same man looking back at you from every single title. game 

engines are expensive and so they're built to formulate similar stories to make it easier to 

repeat. But I can't abide by the fact that there are so many stories in the world that are just 

going unheard and instead we're listening to the same thing again and again and again. 

when I walk into a GameStop, I feel that exact same thing, I'm like, I know this story, I 

know what's going to happen. I know that there are people of color and there are queer 

people and there are immigrants and there are all these people who have so many more 

stories and things to say and they're not represented in here. And that's a problem. 

E-sports games, Shepherd suggests, are also a cultural artifact with deep stories 

that allow students to create their own “micro story” within them. He describes an E-

Sport game, Heroes of the Storm, as having its own “mythos” that brings it own history 

and heroes from across many literary titles. Students, then, as they play, become 

immersed in way where their character begins to tell their own stories, which are “then 

bred into a larger story”. This, as Shepherd explains that students seeing themselves as a 

character with a story that fits inside the context of the large game world assists students 

outside of the game regarding they view themselves as part of a team: “Just like there’s a 



269 
 

story that you tell yourself when you say ‘I’m a football player in high school’, there’s a 

story [for an E-sports player], it’s a meaningful story; it’s an identity creation.”   

Affordances 

Shepherd suggests that when students play a particular E-Sports games – even for 

a short period of time – and then compete against other teams, they begin to develop soft 

skills that can translate into the world outside of the game in the form of business 

ventures and to their academic life. However, since playing games is often viewed 

negatively by those who do not play them, students who do become immersed in them 

feel less “validated” as students.  

You cannot look at those kids and say that they haven't learned perseverance, 

leadership, teamwork, intuition for understanding other folks, even some of those tactical 

and strategic things. They show a rise in a sense of belonging. So, when you look at 

ethnographic studies of these players when they come out of these tournaments, they do 

amazing things and they come out of it and they say, ‘I'm awful at school, that's why I'm 

doing E-sports. I can't do anything else except play games’. They don't see the bridge 

between the skills that they're showing, the skills that they clearly have and the skills that 

they need for life. That bridge is missing and a big part of it I think is because they don't 

feel validated. So, if we [teachers] just came in and said, ‘All those things that you're 

doing, you can apply to a startup, you can apply to a business over here, you can apply to 

school’. They don't see it because no one has told them that. Instead people keep 

reminding them that games aren't valuable and that they're wasting their time. 

Assessment 
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Shepherd suggests that the “gold-standard” in education is the paper-based test, 

but assessing in a traditional “paper-based” way when utilizing gameplay will yield 

different results than if he assessed in different way, which is “the point” of using 

gameplay initially. When a teacher implements a non-traditional “innovative” pedagogy, 

then they should assess in a non-traditional “innovative” way because, as Shepherd said, 

“there’s going to be a mismatch”. For instance, he explains that if you were to utilize a 

PowerPoint slideshow into the class, then a paper-based assessment “that focused on 

PowerPoint knowledge” would be appropriate; however, he suggests that measuring 

affordances of gameplay in the same way would garner completely different and, 

sometimes, negative results, which may look to a traditional educator as a failed 

endeavor. He explains, “We sometimes forget to realize the inherent problems with 

paper-based testing and all of the children that are left through the gaps. [Creating] 

alternative forms of assessment that captures some of those people and capture and 

validate some of those experiences can transform education for those kids. 

Games allows students to “experience” the content and “think about [the content] 

from so many different angles, which, as Shepherd suggests, cannot be done through a 

lecture. He explains, “You might give them all the same images and all the same events”, 

but you’re not going to capture it”. Therefore, students may have a more “holistic 

understanding” of the content, and need to be assessed in a different way because the way 

they received the content will have been different.  

Implementation Challenges 
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Shepherd implementation challenges reside not in the classroom, but during those 

times when he finds himself discussing his teaching approach and pedagogical methods 

to others. He suggests that the one of the more problematic issues with implementing 

narrative-based gameplay in the classroom is the “lack of media sophistication” he 

encounters from naysayers or those who have never implemented gameplay in the 

classroom. He suggests that in order to implement gameplay properly and effectively, 

there may need to be a degree of “understanding of genre, format, understanding of the 

evolution of games over time, understanding how games can affect people”, which comes 

from playing games over time. For instance, he suggests that when educators have not 

experienced games across a spectrum that they may have difficulties understanding how 

to employ them and how they can be used to engage students to learn. At times, Shepherd 

is approached by people who want to know how to implement gameplay into their own 

classrooms, but they may have no game-experience to draw upon beyond “Mario or 

Bingo. They may only know Tic Tac Toe”, which he explains is like “wanting to teach 

with a book, but you’ve never read a book before”. In addition, some teachers approach 

Shepherd and want to know how to implement gameplay into their classrooms because it 

has been popularized or they have seen other kids playing games and, therefore, want to 

employ them as an educational tool, but “they haven’t experienced it for themselves and 

just don’t have the media sophistication”.   

Nathan   

History and Inspiration  
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Nathan grew up playing digital video games, but he was also heavily into sports, 

and between those activities, he said he learned how to see competition and teamwork as 

important qualities that helped shaped the teacher he is today.  

Sports taught me about leadership, about competition, about following, about 

respect, about authority. We were always playing Nintendo and all those kinds of things. 

It taught me patience, It taught me turns. I’ve played games for my entire life. Like 

religiously. Made me a decent teacher, in my opinion, because I took all of those 

concepts and ideas [from sports and from games] and fused them into education.  

Nathan teaches grade 8 science and admits he was not a serious or motivated 

student when he was young, which inspired him to spend more time getting to know and 

understand his students, so he can become a better teacher than the ones he had growing 

up who did not seem to care whether or not he understood the content or who he was as a 

person. He also explained his animosity toward the traditional way schools evaluate 

students.  

School focuses on loss completely. I don’t care what anybody says. I will go to 

my grave with that statement. You ask a kid who gets 90% on a test. Are they proud of 

90% or more worried about the 10% they didn’t get? It’s a total emphasis on loss 

continuously. As a matter of fact, you have 100% in every course you start in traditional 

school and when you don’t get 100% [on an assignment] you can no longer get 100%. As 

where RPGs build you up and say. ‘Hey! We were nothing and look how good you are 

now! Oh, look how good you are now!’. 
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At the beginning of his teaching career, he noticed that many of his students were 

disengaged in the content. From his perspective, they were performing not because they 

enjoyed the subject matter, but because they were “scared of their parents”. They seemed 

more concern about maintaining their grade point averages than learning, which 

reminded him of the pressures of school we experienced when he was a student in high 

school. He decided that in order to ensure his students were authentically engaged, he 

would sit down with them and talk about their passions and interests. 

I stripped all ego and everything aside and I said in these little one-on-one 

interviews, I said, ‘why do you dislike school?’. They started coming up with a whole 

bunch of different themes and ideas. I took all of those and pooled them together and I 

started to address what they’re feeling that’s lacking.  

After his interviews, he brought his concerns to a colleague who shared an online 

video with him regarding school transforming into a role-playing game. This, Nathan, 

calls his “light bulb moment”.  

It was this goofy three-minute cartoon about what if school was a game. I’m like, 

wait a second: If you look at the premise of an RPG, an RPG is life. It shows the start at 

level zero and [students] accumulates skills and things and they get better until you 

ultimately face the end result: the big boss. That’s the same exact principle as school. 

You start at kindergarten, level zero, and we’re supposed to fill you with knowledge and 

these skills and information, then proceed forward and ‘defeat’ the tests of the world and 

the bosses of the world and make a difference.  
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It was after thinking about this video and speaking with his students that he began 

researching gamification techniques. He began following and corresponding with an 

author and blogger from the U.K. who had been implementing gamification techniques in 

business and marketing. Fusing those ideas with some of his own, he began instilling 

elements of theme and narrative into a role-playing game centered around a Minotaur 

King. In this story, his students must complete work (often in teams) in order to stop the 

evil king from pillaging the land and destroying all the natural resources. Through this 

teaching approach, he said that his classroom transformed and students’ engagement and 

intrinsic motivation to perform increased.  

If you know the types of kids that you have. The kid who needs a reward. The kid 

who focused to be in groups. The kid who’s going to do everything no matter what. If 

you understand them, you can pull kids aside and ‘pump up their tires’ and build up the 

other kids around them.  

He says that he does not utilize a lot of technology in his classroom, which is why 

he considers gamification a good fit for education. He suggests that he desires to create 

an engaging learning environment that can be replicated in schools that may not be able 

to afford cutting-edge technology. He said, “I want to design programs that people can do 

in the absolute poorest, most difficult to teach communities, anywhere in the world. 

Anything you want is imaginable.” He also suggested that gamification has more 

potential to maintain student engagement that games built for educational purposes, 

especially digital games, because of the lack of games with theme and narrative.  
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Things like that dies off huge because kids get bored of them really quickly. Look 

at the trends of game on iPhone and iPad. They die real quick. You have a game that’s 

super popular for three months, and all of a sudden, there’s another version of it and 

[students] forget about the first one. They’re not consuming and they’re not captivating. 

That’s where I feel the big difference between adding theme and narrative, what true 

gamification is.  

Since also said that since he has become an advocate for gamification using role-

playing elements that people have a misconception regarding his gaming history. Even 

though he was heavily into sports and digital video games, he “fuses” elements to table-

top role-playing games into his classroom. 

There’s a big misconception that I was a D&D nerd, and I hung out and played 

Magic cards. I’ve never played any of those things. I just took the time to realize what 

was effective about creative storytelling and teamwork and strategizing. I just watched 

videos to look how they work. I just pulled elements of all those kinds of things and fused 

them together to create the ‘landscape’.   

Components 

Nathan emphasized the inclusion of role-play and choice as key components to 

his gamified class. In his class, students immerse themselves in the role of character and 

interact in a live-action-role-playing (LARP) event. Each student’s character evolves and 

gain skills throughout the school year “essentially becoming a better version and 

improving a skillset as [they] go from September to June”. The class culminates in a large 

LARP event. Nathan said that he seeks “a ton of volunteers” to construct a makeshift 
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village in which the students will navigate and “even physically fight people and 

monsters” with toy weaponry. Students, often in full costume, navigate the village 

solving puzzles presented by the volunteers, who also play characters in the village 

themselves. The villagers sometimes need the student’s help, so they go on small quests.  

In his games, he often sees that students behave differently when they are playing 

a character. He said, “I don’t see as much here I am as a person, but here’s who I can be 

in the game”, which allows students to be “braver” regarding how they approach the 

subject matter. In his class, they are not afraid to fail since Nathan has constructed the 

class on exploration, choice, and collaboration, which allows his students to immerse 

themselves in the role-playing game more deeply since they are not worried about being 

assessed but, instead, are thinking about how their choices impact the game.  

I want you [students] to take more risks in my classroom. I want you to try things 

you wouldn’t try. I want you to work with people you normally wouldn’t work with. I 

want this to be a safe environment for you to screw up a thousand times but get up the 

thousandth time. That’s what I want in my classroom. I think that the stories provide the 

ability to do it.  

Affordances 

Nathan suggested that narrative role-playing gameplay increases student 

motivation and engagement through the game because it provides students of a sense of 

agency, immersion, and escapism. He said that the immersive experience of narrative-

based gameplay is the same as “why you watch a movie and cry when a character (who’s 

not real) dies. Or, a sense of love when the two characters finally fall in love at the end of 
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the movie. It’s that immersive experience that gets the kids to buy into your game and 

your activity.” Through LARP sessions in which his students dress up in costume and 

navigate a makeshift village populated with all of the people Nathan has recruited to help, 

Nathan creates an immersive experience, but he also spends a considerable amount of 

time redecorating his classroom so his students feel like they are in the game. Nathan 

keeps his students interested by continuously changing the room in subtle and not so 

subtle ways and even makes his students “craft” their own learning space by making 

them “forage” the school for classroom furniture that they would like.  

I’ve got dragons hanging from the ceiling, and there’s no furniture in my room. 

They have to build their own furniture and scavenge for resources. To keep it engaging 

for ten months, I’m constantly adding little bits and pieces, tweaks, games, switching 

teams, unique cards, battles, changing terminology, so that the game never becomes 

stagnant.  

This, immersion affordance in his role-playing game, is vital to the students’ 

experiences, from Nathan’s perspective, because “their day to day is stressful and hard”. 

He  

I mean you just see what’s going on with the world, today. This is an escape from 

reality. Whatever your political views are, that [the world] stress kids out. Stories and 

theme and narrative break the monotony of school. They break the repetition of school 

and they give you an opportunity in which to escape into this world where stuff doesn’t 

matter as much as the ‘real’ world for forty-minutes a day. 

Assessment 
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Assessment in Nathan’s class are project-based assessments which are tied closely 

to the ongoing narrative of the gamified role-playing game. He looks for projects that 

require students to think for themselves and not, simply, look how to complete or explain 

it online. 

Instead of building a cell model, because that’s boring, and to me doesn’t really 

show learning if you can just stick paint on a Styrofoam ball and say you understand a 

cell. She’ll Google. She’ll find a picture of it. She’ll match the picture. She’ll find the 

same explanation online, and she’ll hand it in.  

Instead, projects in Nathan’s classroom are introduced as a part of the whole story 

in which the end result (the project) impacts characters within the story. For example, 

instead of assigning students to create a cell model, he creates a story around why 

creating the cell model is important in the role-playing game world.  

For a cell model, what I do, I say, ‘Your group comes across the ruins of a 

building. As you search through it, all of a sudden, a creature emerges from the shadows. 

You draw your weapon, you’re ready. That would be the intro piece when the kid’s draw 

their weapons and are ready. They find out it [the creature] is a ‘Reacher’ who joined the 

invasion of the land of the Minotaur King. They torched his town and destroyed all of its 

resources. He was hit on the head and is losing his memory. It’s foggy. He doesn’t want 

his research about cells to go away or to set him back years and years. He says, “Please 

help me preserve this for the future so when I lose my memory fully, it won’t be gone 

forever”. So, the kids have to figure out a way in which to take his knowledge and create 

something that will last in the future.  
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 His assessments are also “completely open-ended” in that students have choices 

as to how they want to show that their understanding of the subject matter. He allows 

them to express themselves creatively in ways they feel most comfortable.  

I’ve had kids create songs or poetry because that’s how information was passed in 

medieval times. I’ve had kids create super intricate movies and films and stop-motion 

stuff. Drawings, pictures, music lyrics, a litany of stuff. 

Nathan does, however, supply his students with rubrics, so they understand what 

they need to do to earn points in the game. However, the rubric, itself, is also tied into the 

role-playing game narrative, so his students are not “pulled” from being immersed in the 

game. He says he asks his students when they submit their projects “are six of eight 

components discussed [by the in-game character] present in the project?”    

Implementation Challenges 

Nathan had experienced challenges since he began implement narrative-based 

gameplay over the course of his ten-year teaching profession. Since Nathan wanted to 

create an immersive experience that lasted through the entire school year, he found that 

pacing was a serious issue. He suggested that not pacing the class out correctly would 

ruin the game.  

I had all these ideas and I got excited during the initial two, three months. Then, 

all of a sudden come January, February, March, I didn’t have anything new or substantial 

to add to keep the intrigue. When you use too much to soon, you take away a lot of the 

ability for the game to grow. 
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In addition, Nathan feels that some of his challenges stem from discussing his 

pedagogical approaches with other educators, many of whom had not heard of 

gamification or have preconceived notions regarding its classroom viability. Since 

gamification in the classroom is a relatively new classroom approach, Nathan said, there 

isn’t a lot of “good” research on it, so many teachers who want to gamify are designing 

their curriculum using only their intuition and understanding of the kids in their 

classrooms. Oftentimes, pedagogical methods that have extensive research behind them 

become mandated teaching approaches in school districts, which, from Nathan’s 

perspective, is the worst way to teach students since in research many studies “there’s so 

many variables that aren’t accounted for”. Instead, Nathan feels that education is a 

personal endeavor and that teachers need to know their students well in order to motivate 

and engage them in meaningful learning.   

Education has this gold standard to over-complicate everything. So, when we 

[teachers] are like, ‘this is a good idea’, we are told ‘we need seven pieces of research, 

and you know: this, that, this, and I’m like ‘no, you don’t’. There’s no silver bullet when 

you’re dealing with kids, let alone kids in my age bracket that I teach, 13-year-olds, who 

are really coming into themselves and trying to figure out life. I’m tired of teachers 

saying, ‘Well, this is exactly what you do step-by-step, and, now, I look like a really good 

teacher because I told the kids everything they had to do, and they just told it back to me. 

And wow! We’re awesome! I think that really ruins education.  

Sam 

History and Inspiration  
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Sam is a self-identified “gamer”. He had been playing digital video games since 

home-based video games were popularized in the mid-1970s.  

I played Pong arcade. In 1977, I played the Tele-Partner Pong clone console at 

home. In 1979, I had the Phillips Videopac and the European version of the Odyssey 2, 

which was my first programmable video game system. And, I’ve been a regular in 

arcades since Spring 1977.  

Digital video games were more than a form of entertainment for Sam, they were 

tools to help him learn and speak English when he was young. He experienced narrative-

based digital text adventures that were entirely in the English language and in order to 

play them, he had to look up all the words. Later after he became an educator, he 

remembered how those games helped him learn a foreign language, so adopting modern 

digital video games made perfect sense to him.  

It’s 1985. I’m 21, almost 22 years old, and my English is very shaky at this point. 

I had a Commodore 64 and this game comes out called Alter Ego by Activision. It was a 

text adventure created a team of psychologists. For about three months, I played it 

everyday for about one, two hours, and since it was a text adventure. I was using a huge 

dictionary sitting on my lap to progress in the game’. 

Sam suggests that video games, like other forms of media, are realia. Realia, as 

Sam explains, “are cultural artifacts in a foreign language that allow you to see actual 

language in action used since the 1940s. A restaurant menu would be an example because 

one thing is to learn about food, and one thing is learning how to order stuff that you 

actually like and are not allergic to.” Sam understands foreign language acquisition as an 
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interactivity with different forms of realia. His experiences when he was young inspired 

him to consider video games as a viable way to successfully learn a foreign language 

because “they’re engaging narratives, and we, as human beings, are creatures defined by 

narratives. What do we do when we meet someone new? We tell them the story of our 

lives, and they us the story of their lives.”  

In 1998, during his graduate fellowship, he took a residential position for all-but-

dissertation students, who wanted to gain experiencing teaching. He had received a small 

grant and since he had access to “a beautiful multimedia classroom with multisystem 

projectors, a projection screen, and computers” he used the money for digital game 

systems and games. He said, “I began using Final Fantasy 9 on the PlayStation 1, which 

was fully vocalized in Italian. I started incorporating a couple of language-lab activities 

using that game”. Sam, then became an associate professor of Italian and a coordinator of 

Italian studies at a university in the United States in 2000. He was hired from build the 

Italian program at the university “from scratch, and as he is building this program, he 

continued to play digital video games in his spare time. It was during a serendipitous 

moment during an ordinary play-session when Sam decided that the Italian program at 

the university should incorporate modern narrative-based digital video games.  

By sheer chance, I discovered that my American-bought copy of Assassins Creed 

2 on PlayStation 3 actually does include Italian and excellent vocalization. I said, ‘I can 

use this in the classroom’. The results right away were very positive because it’s a 

polished triple A game that is an interactive movie. It can be described as postmodern 

narrative in a sense that there is a quest, there is a mystery to solve. What happens is it 
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appeals even to students who normally don’t play video games. My experience told me 

video games were the most effective tool, instrument to improve my English. Playing and 

loving video games since 1975 helped me become a pioneer in the field of video-game 

based learning, specifically in second language and foreign language acquisition and with 

commercial triple A video games. 

Sam also suggests that role-playing games offer players the freedom to make an 

“infinite number of choices” that are steeped in reality. He told a story about having 

played a 1996 made-for-education language-acquisition game when he was young that 

superficially emphasized choice, but after playing it for a short amount of time, he found 

it provided the player with arbitrary choices that seemed disconnected to the story and to 

reality.  

The games was, Who is Oscar Lake?. I installed the game and rage-quit in 15 

minutes. I say to myself, ‘What is the point? What the game was asking me to do was 

answer multiple-choice questions. What was the point they were trying to make? Why 

was that a wrong choice? All the choices seemed perfectly wrong. I uninstalled the game 

and never played it again.  

Components 

Sam suggests that choice is a key component to the games he chooses to 

implement in his foreign language courses. Choice, as Sam explains, is one of the reasons 

games become an immersive experience, which motivates his students to continue 

playing them. Some of the most engaging games Sam utilizes in his classrooms are 

games made by a company called, Quantic Dream. Sam suggests, “Quantic Dream 
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games are like interactive movies, so a lot of emphasis on the story. The cut scenes are 

integrated to your choices, so there is a certain freedom. You can have different outcomes 

depending on the choices you made.”  

We have the power to make choices. We are in control. What this does is it 

enhances the experience. It [learning] is a lot more effective when we are doing 

something, where we are involved in the action. We forget that we’re sitting on a couch 

in a living room holding a controller. We are actually in the action. This is why people 

like video games. It’s a way to live alternate lives.  

Affordances 

Many narrative-based digital video games, unlike games that emphasize action, as 

Sam explains, “emphasize providing the player with choices that influence the outcome 

of the characters.” These choices allow students to experience a sense of agency as they 

play, which assists in creating an immersive experience for the player. Sam draws on 

theory and research to explain why narrative-based digital video games are viable and 

immersive educational tools.  

Flow Theory says that the best learning happens when we’re not aware that we 

are learning. If you try to talk to people who are playing games, just like any parent with 

children who play, we block the external world out while we are really immersed in a 

good game. There are many studies, also, that prove that engaging narratives are very 

beneficial from a language-acquisition point of view.  

Assessment 
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Sam assesses his students through pre-and-post assessments designed to measure 

his students’ knowledge of the newly learning language. He also suggested that the 

narrative-based video games he employed seem to emphasize many of the topics he 

covered in his class better than if he would review the concepts in a traditional way such 

as by using a PowerPoint presentation.  

I started noticing that video game activity seemed more productive. They better 

reinforced topics that had just been studied. I started comparing results, analyzing data, 

and, basically, students who had undergone the video-game based activities faired a 9% 

median better than students who had not.  

Implementation Challenges 

The most challenging problem from Sam’s perspective is time management. He 

only sees his students three times a week for less than an hour, so introducing subject 

content, playing a game, and then checking for understanding can be a difficult task in a 

such a small amount of time. The games that Sam employs are off-the-shelf commercial 

games that require a video game system such as a PlayStation or Xbox. Instead of relying 

on his students having the systems and games at home and playing through the games on 

their own, Sam decided to make the video game session a collaborative effort. The class 

plays through the games together. He connects the system to the in-class projection 

system and students each take turns playing the game while the rest of the class observes, 

discusses the choices the player should makes in the games, and completes language-

learning exercises based on the in-game story.  
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My class meets for 50 minutes. For 25-30 minutes, we do traditional learning, 

which in language-acquisition is modeling, repeating, exercises, or questions and 

answers. I have selected 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay and I have created a series of 

exercises based on those 5 to 10 minutes of gameplay, specifically aimed at reinforcing 

what had just recently been learning. 

Marston  

History and Inspiration  

Games have always been a part of Marston’s life. Growing up, he played 

commercially popular table-top board games. As he grew older, he began playing role-

playing games with his friends and becoming more immersed in digital computer games.  

We were a gaming family. I was playing bridge and cribbage at age 12. Regularly 

played chess, but they were your very traditional games, your Monopoly, Sorry, 

Parcheesi, the things you would find at your regular stores. It wasn’t until, maybe, junior 

or senior level of high school that there was a D&D group that we started playing. That 

emerged into college and all sorts of games.  

Since his teenage years, Marston has spent such a considerable amount of time 

playing table-top role-playing games and board games, that he can quickly understand 

even the most complicated and nuanced games. He said, “There isn’t a game that I can’t 

pick up and understand the core parts underneath within half an hour. My history with 

games has left me very comfortable with it as a medium.” Marston also suggested that 

role-playing games are viable storytelling mediums because human beings are hard-wired 

to learn through them.  
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I think stories just work. It’s kind of the human condition. If you look back to oral 

tradition, we’re kind of wired to like stories. There’s story arcs. We know what story 

elements work and how we find them engaging. If education didn’t exist and you told me 

to invent some way to convey information to someone else, it’s going to be story-driven. 

It may have an apprentice, a journey, find the master, go through a process, and at the end 

emerge the master.  

Marston has been a Coordinator of Instructional Technology at a college for 15 

years. At the beginning of his career, he was teaching a directed-studies course to 

students who had failed out of the college and wanted to be readmitted. He became 

frustrated with the instructional method of delivery that had been used in the class. He 

found that many of the students in his classes sometimes had failed out for personal, 

sometimes unavoidable reasons, and that the class was designed to be lecture-based in 

which students were meant to listen to lectures on how to be a better, more successful 

student.  

I was supposed to give a PowerPoint lecture every week. It was a horrible 

experience. I made it two weeks and I’m like, ‘This is not fun. You’re not getting 

anything out of it.’ These were non-traditional students and I’m telling them how to make 

a schedule, financial awareness, study habits. This wasn’t useful to them at all.     

Marston realized that teaching his class using a narrative-based, table-top role-

playing game would be more engaging for his students. He co-designed a table-top role-

playing game to help students learn to navigate college life. The game “provides students 

a game-based opportunity to discuss student debt, degree requirements, course options, 
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and random college-life events with the final goal of meeting all degree requirement with 

the least amount of student debt.” Marston views role-playing games as more viable 

educational tools because they are “more immersive and allow for more social 

collaboration” than digital off-the-shelf commercial games, which are components that 

help students become more engaged in the subject-matter. He suggested that he “always 

falls back to game design. That’s where I am most comfortable. That’s what I teach. 

That’s what I’m good at.”  

From his perspective, implementing narrative-based gameplay in role-playing 

form is more immersive and collaborative than table-top board games and digital games 

sometimes used in classrooms since they many are not immersive enough to be 

memorable nor are designed to relay subject matter in a collaborative way.   

When I'm playing a board game, I remember the interactions, I remember the 

outcomes, but I don't necessarily remember all the details. And, Assassin’s Creed is 

really just kind of a tour of the time and place. You could weave in a deeper 

conversation, but as a standalone item, it’s just a more interactive content dump. There 

are social elements and a little bit of tribalism [found in role-playing games] that you 

generally don’t find in other formats. 

From Marston’s perspective, learning occurs when students are engaged and 

immersed in the class content. He suggested that although students may be able to 

successfully complete assessments when receiving information in a traditional manner 

such as though a lecture, in order for the students to be able to remember and find 

meaning in the subject-matter , they need to “experience” the subject-matter.  
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If your goal is to have me pass a multiple-choice test in three weeks, lecture to 

me. I can memorize it, and regurgitate it, and forget it in three weeks and nobody has any 

care in the world. At four weeks, I'd have no clue what we did. If you want a long term, 

meaningful learning experience that students can actually recall the content and have a 

deeper learning experience, that's when you want to engage them at this deeper level. 

You want to make it an experience that they remember, not just a fact that they overheard 

that two weeks later they could recall and then never engage with again. 

Components 

Marston emphasized the inclusion of role-play as a necessary component in 

narrative-based gameplay used to engage and motivate students. For example, in his 

class, students role-play as a real person. They spend time researching and studying them, 

so they can navigate through a live-action role-playing session as that person. Role-

playing this way allows students to identify and connect with the person, which, as 

Marston suggested, cannot be done as well through a slideshow presentation. He said, 

“all of a sudden, rather than a PowerPoint lecture, you’re now role-playing that out, and it 

has meaning to you. You and your character and your character’s victory objectives.”  

He explained that when students role-play, they may “disassociate themselves 

from the experience”, which affords students opportunities to engage with and immerse 

themselves within the subject-matter in way they may not if they were not role-playing a 

character. He suggested that when his students take on a different persona, they tend to be 

able to do things that they may not be able to do.  
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Me, I’m not good at giving speeches. I really don’t like doing it. But, if I’m 

playing a role of Senator So-and-So from the great state of Hawaii, I need to kick it up a 

notch. That’s a senator. They’re giving speeches every day. If I’m playing that role, I 

have to give myself permission to play that role. It gives you as reason to act differently.  

Marston suggested that as students gain experience doing things in his classes that 

they normally would not do as themselves, they begin to transfer those skills into their 

own lives outside of the game. 

Affordances 

Though Marston’s implementation of narrative-based role-playing, students gain 

a sense of agency and cultural competence. Students in his classes are afforded 

opportunities to immerse themselves into roles of historically significant people, and in 

doing so, their “reality” shifts, which results in a newfound understanding of them as 

people with unique perspectives.  

In a game, I can take on any other perspective. You can define reality at that 

point. When you're playing with different constraints than you're used to in everyday life, 

you become more empathetic to them. You can empathize with different roles in different 

situations. 

A sense of agency, Marston suggested, comes as a result of allowing students the 

ability to personalize the subject-matter and alter the game to fit their perspectives. For 

instance, in his table-top board game that helps students learn how to navigate college 

life, many of the cards in the “event deck” are left blank, so students who play can add 

specific college life events that are unique to them.  
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I tell this the students when we play it the first time. I'm like, "These are the 

events that I remember from college, and I had a lot of fun making them [the cards], but I 

can't guarantee how relevant they are now, but you need to own this. What did you like? 

What has helped your academic career? What would you give a plus one to your roll? 

What would you give a minus one to your roll?"  They own the event deck.  

In addition, during his live-action-role-playing game, students are afforded the 

opportunity to alter history by creating what-if scenarios and then use their critical 

thinking skills to navigate through a new story in the role of their chosen character. By 

allowing them a choice in how their character’s story unfolds, Marston’s students become 

engaged in the content and motivated to continue role-playing through the course.  

One of the key components of the game is that it's not a simulation. Things do go 

ahistorical. A lot of it's the agency. It's having a choice. History is more often than not 

factual and non-debatable. It's, "This happened, why? Because it happened." Not, "Well, 

what influences led to it?" You can get into the subtly and the story of history. What if all 

of a sudden Picasso is sick for one week, maybe that influence never would have 

happened. Learning the subtle differences, that it's not just names, and dates, and old, 

dead white guys. You think, "This person might have given a really good speech at this 

time, which influenced this person, which had the cascading effect of this happening 

rather than this." Being able to have a discussion like that with your students brings 

history into a new light.  

Assessment 
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Marston explained that he assesses students who are enrolled in his class 

differently than if he would deliver the content in a traditional way. Although he does 

require that students write paper and give speeches, he suggested that he is less interested 

in grading students based on how well they are able to navigate through a systematic 

process.  

We [students] have been doing speech enough that I've never seen so many 

rubrics as I have for speech classes. It's all weirdly quantitative stuff like maintained eye 

contact for 50% of the time, didn't put elbows on podium, only referenced notes four to 

six times. 

Marston, instead, is more interested in whether or not his students can discuss and 

critique their own performance throughout and after gameplay sessions.  

Why am I playing this? You have to have a debrief with students. Let's tie that 

experience to what we've been talking about in class. Let's look at the learning objectives 

and see if they were met. Did this meet your expectations? Didn't it? Is that what we 

expected? Learning objectives are really just discussion points. When you're done, you 

[students] should have had a fairly turbulent student experience that has gone through 

some experiences that you can then talk about in context. 

These debriefing sessions, from Marston’s perspective, are more comfortable for 

students who experience the subject-matter though gameplay than when students are 

debriefed after traditional content delivery approaches. He suggests that Since students 

are used to engaging with each other during a gameplay session, they tend to feel more 

comfortable talking and sharing their thoughts.  
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These are discussions no one would have had outside a context of a game 

mechanic. If I went into a room of students and said, "How much does alcohol influence 

your academic success?" I would have gotten blank stares and a bunch of, "Eh." Instead, 

by having it as a game mechanic conversation, they're debating back and forth, and 

they’re able to really, really dig deep into its influence and the prevalence of it on 

campus. I'm like, "That's a win. That's all day a win every day." 

Marston also emphasizes soft skills in his classes. He suggested that often schools 

teach content that becomes outdated, so, instead, Marston values students being able to 

perform soft skills.  

Thinking back to again my academic career, I learned all sorts of computer and 

technology stuff in 1994 to 1999. That was my higher ed computer and business 

information systems degree. Out of those technical skills, none of them are currently 

relevant. Like that's the nature of technology. Every single soft skill that was relevant 

then is super relevant right now. There is long term value of being comfortable debating 

content, being socially aware, having empathy. Those soft skills are timeless. Soft skills 

are not dated and are always relevant.  

Implementation Challenges 

One of the implementation challenges Marston experiences is managing students 

who are not comfortable role-playing. Many of his students may have spent over a 

decade in classrooms in which content was delivered in a traditional way, so when they 

realize the content will be delivered through gameplay and they will be assessed non-

traditionally, they become nervous about how can be successful in the class.  
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They're not used to playing a role in a game. They are masters at process. They 

can 4.0 all day and night. It's very well documented for them. They can do this, and this, 

and this, and whatever. If I play this game and you give me a B-plus, why? What’s this 

process there [in a class where content is delivered through gameplay]?  

Because some of his students are not comfortable role-playing as a way to show 

understanding of the subject-matter, he provides them opportunities to write a paper 

instead.  

You do always have an opt out. I tell them, "here's the roles. Here's this. If you 

absolutely do not want to play, it's the equivalent of a 12-page paper. We're going to be 

covering that much material over six weeks. If you do not want to engage this way, you 

can write a paper." 

He explains that having students role-playing in his classroom, especially when 

many of them have never done it before, requires teachers to build trust for the first few 

weeks of class, prior to the introduction of the game. He suggested that the assessment 

procedures in his class make some of his students who have to maintain a grade-point-

average uneasy. 

Usually, if a game is the first thing in a semester, you haven't built up that trust 

yet. Mid semester, late semester, usually students know me by then or know the 

instructor by then where you go, "I understand you're concerned about your grade. Here's 

the quantitative things, the game elements or the academic elements in the game. If you 

do these to your normal high standard, you don't have to worry about winning or losing. 

This will get you an ‘A’ in the game." You can pull them aside and reassure them outside 
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of the game environment that this isn't risking their 4.0. This isn't risking their 

scholarship, these very real-world things that they're concerned about. 

Marston also emphasizes soft skills in his classroom but admits that assessing 

those elements is “a lot harder” than assessing students than with traditional multiple-

choice exams. This becomes a problem when students require explicit clarity as to why 

they earn a certain grade throughout the game. 

If you come into my class and you go, "Did you get this math question right or 

wrong?" there is no debate. You got it right or you got it wrong. If you come into my 

class and go, "How about your social and emotional awareness?" that's really hard to 

assess.  

Chell 

History and Inspiration  

Chell hated school when she was young. School, especially in the 60s and 70s 

emphasized traditional learning approaches. She said, “I went to a completely traditional 

public school when I was younger. The teacher stood up there, did their thing, you know, 

then I left school. I remember hating school; I did not enjoy it at all.” Games were not a 

part of Chell’s life growing up at this time. Digital video game consoles were not 

popularized until the late-70s, so she, spent most of her childhood outside the confines of 

her house, getting into mischief and playing outdoor games with her friends.  

In the neighborhood, we played. We were rough. I grew up in the west, so the dirt 

was really hard, clay-like. And we would turn our bikes upside down, and grab these dirt 

clots into, just the right size for chucking. And we would play war and use the whole 



296 
 

neighborhood. And you'd get pelted with these things, they hurt like hell. And, you know, 

and then we would play Rock Band. And, we would play until 10 o'clock at night. And 

that's something that doesn't happen anymore, rarely. 

Even into her college years after everyone around her started playing the 

Nintendo, she still showed little interest in digital games. She picked up a couple 

Nintendo systems after she graduated from college while in Japan, but she decided to 

give them away to her nieces and nephews instead of keeping them herself. Even after 

she became a primary school teacher, she still had a distaste for video games which she 

credits to never having played them much as a child.  

I was that teacher who didn't believe in video games. I didn't grow up with them. I 

didn't understand them. Nobody at that time believed that there was any learning value in 

games, and I kind of just fell into that.  

It was not until the early 2000’s that she started to shift her thinking regarding the 

viability of games as useful educational tools. Although she implemented live-action 

role-playing games prior to that time in her classroom, she did not consider them games.  

I didn't know what a LARP was, I didn't know there was a name. We were 

playing a LARP, essentially, the kids would put on their hats and enter that space, and 

problem solve. And you [students] still had relationships with people, but you're 

[students] now engaged with them in a different way in that narrative. 

Since Chell showed an interest in utilizing technology in her classroom, she was 

reassigned to a computer lab in 2004. She immediately questioned how she would 

approach learning in her new role.  
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And it wasn't until I started exploring that, that I started to shift. But even as much 

as I was working in Second Life, and, at that point I was working with Lego Universe, 

and I was really starting to make some breakthroughs of my own ... My colleague showed 

me Minecraft, and I played for about 15, 20 minutes, and said, this is stupid as. You 

know, this is so stupid. 

And, put it away. And, it was six months later when ... I was doing a lot of work 

with developers at that point, looking at a lot of different platforms. And when of the 

platforms we were testing went belly-up overnight. Like, I was in the middle of a term. 

It's like, okay, I no longer have this virtual world to work in. 

So, I asked the kids, I had eight ... [inaudible 00:17:27] seventh grade boys, and I 

said, what do you want to do? You can go into Second Life, you can go into World of 

Warcraft, what do you guys want to do? And they all said, "We want to go into 

Minecraft." 

So we got them hooked up into Minecraft, and I will always regret that I never 

videotaped that first day. And, as I sat there and listened to their negotiation, and they 

were afraid of these zombies, and I was making fun of them. I go, give me a break ... 16-

bit zombies, you guys are a bunch of, you know ... little girls. You know, really 

inappropriate, gender-slam on him.  

So I'm listening to these guys, and they're trying to make the rules of the game as 

they're playing it. And I've never heard anything like it. And this one kid, she would 

break every single rule they would make.  
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And then they would all go back and renegotiate, and then say, like, "No killing." 

And then, "Well, no killing unless you're being a jerk." You know, because trying to 

establish their narrative, and deal with this kid who was a complete outlier.  

And, I just knew, listening to them that first day, that this was something that had 

to be explored. I went home and played that night, got scared because I heard the zombie 

but I couldn't see it. Got so scared I clicked out of the game. And, I got to the class notes 

and wrote an apology. Yes, it really is scary.  

And, within the week, we had a 24/7 server. And, the sixth graders had gotten 

word, and they came down and lobbied us to get in the game. I didn't ... the kids already 

knew. I didn't know. And that started the most powerful journey. I mean, I'd already 

learned a lot, but Minecraft was a real game changer. 

The school, the kids had lobbied, we were letting kids in from grades three, all the 

way up through eight. It was so magical. 

During the mid-2010’s, after attending teaching conferences in Australia and 

visiting New Zealand with a colleague, Chell said she “got to see some really amazing 

schools at the edge of innovation.” She realized that she had been teaching in the United 

States for so long and that she wanted to challenge herself by experiencing something 

new. She asked herself, “Why am I not coming to New Zealand? I’ve been at the same 

job for so long, and I was ready for a new adventure.” Chell began teaching at an 

intermediate school in New Zealand building a technology program from the ground up.  

People walk into my room and they can see it, they can feel it, they know 

something's different. And you probably know exactly what I'm talking about, because it 
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sounds like you were in a school where you had a similar program. It's in the noise 

[inaudible 00:14:29] teachers here qualify. It's, just in the noise. And, like, what in the 

hell's going on in that classroom? When somebody tells us what to learn, and what to do, 

we can do that. But it isn't ours. And so, we will only hold onto that as long as we need it. 

You know, there's just so much room and space in a brain. But when we are driving the 

learning, that's when it becomes ours, that's when we create our own knowledge. 

And, that narrative, that play, is the way we biologically learn. It's not the only 

way we learn, but it is central to all humans. And if you ... I just read a book, it was 

fascinating. An anthropologist looking at the few last tribes that ... and how they learn. 

It's very organic like that. 

Implementation Challenges 

Chell emphasized one of the biggest challenges regarding the implementing of 

narrative-based gameplay in Minecraft is dealing with behavior issues. Sometimes those 

issues are because her students were not aware that they could influence other players and 

other times, her students are knowingly “being bad. For instance, during a Minecrafting 

session, a student destroyed all the work his classroom peers had been working on and 

when he was confronted, he said he did not realize his actions in the influenced the other 

players.  

We had a little third grader who blew up half the world. When we finally found 

out who it was, he was like, ‘I didn't know we could do that.’ It was a really great lesson. 

He had to apologize, publicly, on our forum.  
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However, not all of her students were ruining things accidently, some were 

deliberately being “mean and nasty”. Since Minecraft inherently allows students the 

freedom to manage their own work-progress, some students, decided to spend their time 

causing problems for the other players. Minecraft, originally, did not have the safeguards 

it has today, so when she initially began using it, a student and one of his friend’s “built 

giant penises everywhere.” Fortunately, for her, she explained, her principal was “really 

cool about it.” She said her principal told her “that stuff happens in the halls at school. 

We deal with it and move on.”   

Another time, she had a student in her class who went by the name “Loki”. She 

said that he “made his living trying to cheat all of us.” However, instead of punishing the 

student for his in-game behavior, she decided to let all the players, collectively, figure out 

what to do with him. 

What happened was, he got shunned. I banned him from the [game] space, so he 

could only stand at the peripheral. He could hear us, but he couldn't move his avatar into 

my office. And, we were all giving him the silent treatment, because we were all so 

pissed off at him. And, you know, he had just burned up every relationship in the game. 

She said that dealing with him in this manner was more effective that dealing with 

him outside of the game.  

I could never have talked to him as a teacher. And, you know, you're being a 

complete jerk. It was the natural thing, playing it out within the game. And I've seen that 

many times with students, between myself and students, between the community. 

Because it [Minecraft] self-corrects in the game bad behavior.  
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Chell explained that role-playing in Minecraft involved balancing relationships 

with the other players who shared the game-world and after everyone stopped paying any 

attention to him, she said he “got the message”. She said that oftentimes, students do not 

understand that the other avatars in the game are controlled by real people in the real 

world.  

He decided to make an honest living. And, he started designing the most exquisite female 

avatars, and shoes, and he got actually to be one of our best builders. And that's how he 

found his way back into the group, by playing in the same way that everybody else was 

playing. He became a member of the community. 
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