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Abstract

Teaching about games should be easy. After allesiis enjoy engaging with
course content and have extensive personal expengith videogames. In
reality, games education is surprisingly complex #fport on the results of a
study that explored the challenges faced by ingira®f games studies classes.
Our results indicate that learning about gamesbheachallenging for multiple
reasons. For example, prior videogame experiertea aiterferes with students’
abilities to reason critically and analytically aibgames. Students also have
difficulties articulating their experiences and ehations. We describe some
solutions that instructors are adopting to overctimese challenges. We also
describe common misconceptions about the knowletiggpert players, and
provide a characterization of what it means to lewaive understanding of
videogames. Finally, we draw attention to the igba¢ current game studies
courses run the risk of limiting the diversity @&qple who could become game
scholars.
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| ntroduction

Videogames are increasingly becoming an importarttqf people’s lives

(Byron, 2008; Cragg et al., 2006; Pratchett, 208ong some groups, such as
college students, videogame playing is virtuallyquitous (Jones, 2003).
According to the Entertainment Software AssociafieBA), 75% of heads of
households in the US play videogames and the a@gyage player (not buyer) is
30 years old (ESA, 2005). These statistics arkisgly similar in other countries
such as Great Britain, where 59% of the populdbetveen 6-65 years of age are
gamers (Pratchett, 2005). Videogames are undengdialgting our culture, the
way we socialize and communicate, and how we tabdut the world.

The increasing cultural importance of videogamesaides with an increased
demand for knowledge, skills and training for peowho have an interest in
learning about and studying games. The last fiars/bave witnessed an
explosion in the number of universities and coletiat are teaching "game
courses" and offering game-related degrees. Callagd universities are not only
teaching classes in game analysis, design andajeueht, but they are also
wrestling with how best to do it, what the challeagnvolved are and what they
should expect students to learn.

What does it mean to "understand games"? Whatitoesan to have a critical
discussion about them? What does it mean to batieor even fluent, in games?
Is the practical, and often encyclopedic, knowleslgelents have of games useful
to them when studying them? These are some offée questions we have
begun to formulate as we consider what the fut@itbeofield of game studies
may look like. This article examines the challenged difficulties that students
face as they begin to study games seriously.

Asking these sorts of questions and exploring tiesees is important to the field
of game studies for multiple reasons. Game studiesalescing around
researchers from multiple disciplines and scholadgkgrounds, and the field has
only just started to establish its own identity. WWhhe founders of the field may
have come from computer science, sociology, meddies, and other fields,
there is a new generation of scholars who are cgufirectly into game studies.
Game studies can now be seen as a viable, intenahticademic field (Aarseth,
2001). To the new members of the field who arrimburdened by baggage from
other disciplines, what does it mean to learn artiggpate in game studies?



What skills should they acquire? What body of krexge should they master?
What are the challenges and the difficulties thdyfiud? Have we created a
space where ideas about games can be proposegdctaalt upon, and linked to
knowledge that has been developed? To borrow frawr#1(2005), do we have a
"space for contributing deep, critical knowledgewetbgames"? Perhaps more
essentially, will game studies converge to a pofrtonsensus or does the trans-,
inter-, and intradisciplinarity of games studiegate that possibility?

One possible avenue towards achieving this gdal éplore and understand the
challenges faced by students currently taking gstionéies classes. By looking at
the difficulties involved in learning about game®& gain insight into how
videogames are perceived and understood as a meag@tmer with how the
medium of the videogame affects its study. We htbpéethe findings of our
research will help the larger community of mediadgts and game studies reflect
on, and shape the answers to questions such asledgit mean to understand
games?

Methods and Data Analysis

In order to explore the challenges of learning teathing about games, we
performed in-depth interviews with professors amstructors who teach game
studies courses. In this study, we used qualitatigghods to explore the diverse
ways in which game studies courses are taugheairilergraduate and graduate
levels.

We took an inductive approach based on generareseuestions informed by
game studies literature as well as some initiabllypses. In addition to asking for
details about the courses instructors teach andhhikenges faced by students,
our interview protocol includes open-ended quest@imout what changes they
would make to courses, what they expect studergsttout of the courses
they've taught, what skills and knowledge stud@amésexpected to have to be
successful in the class, and what role prior expee with games plays in success
in the class. Instructors with extensive teachixyjgeeience were invited to
comment on their experiences in general, as wekfas to specific courses they
had taught recently. Interviews were semi-structoeensure that all participants
were asked certain questions yet still allow pgoéints to raise other issues they
feel are relevant to the research. The protocdlides questions such as these:



» Tell me about the assignments and class actiwibashad the students
engage in.

* What do students have the most difficulty acconnitig?

* What can you say about the role of students’ pamwledge of games in
the context of your class?

As recommended for qualitative research (Glasetr&uss, 1967), we employ
theoretical sampling in which cases are chosendbas¢heoretical (developed
priori) categories to provide polar types, rather tharstatistical generalizability
to a larger population (see Table 1) (Eisenha@B9). We looked to interview
instructors and professors from a variety of insitns of higher learning and
who had some degree of experience with researganre studies. We also
sought diversity in teaching experience, from thwke had taught a game
studies course only once to those who had taughipteucourses. Other
categories covered the types and sizes of couasght, ranging from large
introductory undergraduate lecture-style coursesnall advanced graduate
discussion-based seminars. Additionally, we madatteanpt to provide
definitions of what a "game studies course" waselvasked "Tell me about one
or more game studies courses you have taughttyieteees were free to use
their own understanding of the field and thus &bkut courses that they feel are
relevant to game studies. This helps ensure a broadge of courses, which was
one of the desired goals. In the next sectionpregide a sample of
representative courses taught, together with thaining objectives.

Table 1: Categories and criteria for participam¢cton

Category Criteria

Instructor <Novice Instructor, Experienced Instoset

<Experienced Game Researcher, Novice Game Resgarche
Course Type | <Introductory, Advanced>

<Required, Optional>

Course Style | <Lecture, Discussion, Practicum, Mixed

Class Size <Large: More than 30 students, Reguéas than 30 students>
Students <Graduate, Undergraduate, Mixed>

<Homogeneous Academic Background, Heterogeneous
Academic Background>




We conducted twelve interviews between August aadeinber of 2006.
Interviewees represented a total of ten institiiohhigher learning from eight
countries. Many interviewees reported on multipésses. Interviews were
conducted in person and by telephone, averagingi6@tes and ranging from 35
to 74 minutes in length. All interviewee names hbgen changed for privacy
(See Table 2).

Table 2: Participant pseudonyms and class details

| nstructor
Novice Instructor X| X X

Experienced Instructor X X X X XN X X X X
Novice Game Researcher X X X
Experienced Game Researcher |X |X X [ X X X [X X X

Course Type

Introductory Course X
Advanced Course X
Required Course
Optional Course X

Course Styles

Lecture
Discussion
Practicum
Mixed

X[ XX
|| X

X[X|x[X

Large (more than 30 students)
Regular (less than 30 students

Graduate
Undergraduate
Mixed

Homogeneous Academic Bkgd. X X X X KX
Heterogeneous Academic Bkgd. X X X K X K X




All interviews were audio-recorded and transcrili@dta analysis was conducted
using an iterative process, in which data from ioterviewee were confirmed or
contradicted by data from others, allowing me foneetheoretical categories,
propositions, and conclusions as they emerged fhendata (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). For our analysis, we used open coding toglthemes to the surface from
deep inside the data (Neuman, 2000). In this peoaesassigned codes or labels
to each interview answer. These codes or labets @iverlapped, and individual
interview answers often had more than one codalm@ lassigned. Sometimes, as
in the case of lengthy interview responses, wegassi different codes to
different parts of each response. As we analyzeld egerview, new codes
emerged and existing ones were modified. This @®centinued until no further
codes emerged. As part of this process we werd@b&ong to identify
consistencies between codes (codes with similanmgs or pointing to the same
basic idea) that would begin to reveal themes. ¥pent and discuss the relevant
themes in the following sections.

General Learning Objectives of Games Classes

Each instructor had experience with a wide varidétgame courses, each with
their own educational objectives and curricula. Marstructors had taught more
than one course, often on more than one occastmnfdllowing sample of
representative courses, each with a brief desen@nd outline of the main
learning objectives, provides a sense of the wadegiame courses being taught.
The descriptions and titles of the courses have bdéed for privacy reasons.
Some descriptions have also been edited from nheigimilar courses taught by
different instructors. All of the courses descritbexve been taught at both the
undergraduate and graduate levels, and in varyass sizes.

Game Design Analysis Course

This course introduces students to the study ofegaes cultural artifacts and
provides an initial background on the approachegmtoe studies that have been
developed over the past ten years. At the endi®tthurse, students are expected
to have a basic understanding of the issues in gamages, what it means to study
games, and what some of the fundamental questrens a



Game Design Practicum

The goal of this course is to give students a hasterstanding of the challenges
of creating gameplay and designing a game, anandiérize them with the
processes currently used within the games ind@strgreating games. In this
course, students compare and re-design existinggamd also work on a project
where they must create their own game design, gitcha panel of experts, and
write the documentation necessary to guide thegdgsiocess through the
creation of a final game.

History and Culture of Digital Games

In this course, students study the history anduollbf computer games. Students
begin by learning the history of computer hardwaard software, starting with
early prototypes from the 1950s, continuing witbaale, console and PC games,
and concluding with the current trends in onlinenga and multimodal games.
One of the goals of this course is to survey thedaape of changing games and
player audiences.

Theories of Games and Play

In this course, students read and discuss the ofdtieorists like Huizinga,
Caillois, Sutton-Smith, and several others whoehamovided theoretical
frameworks and interpretations on the individuabmags and social impacts of
play and games. The aim is for students to pagtieim productive discussions of
these theories as a broad framework for considé¢hiagole of play and games in
our society, focusing especially on theories oftdlggames.

Nintendo Entertainment System Course

In this course, students investigate the cultuttelats and technical properties of
a computational system, in this case the Nintenderainment System (NES).



Students play and critique a selection of NES ganoes the perspective of the
hardware and software constraints under which #ee created while also
authoring original programs using emulator softwaiee goal of this course is to
introduce students to the intimate details of tlieSNor the purpose of creating
new games or other digital works on that systerd,aitiquing NES games.

Findings

Student Background

People who are interested in learning about game® drom as wide a variety of
academic backgrounds as researchers in game sthdigssays, "you have
computer science students, there’s people who tmoause they love games,
there’s visual design students, | get a large nurab&lm students, students from
the business school, or students from any numbeadfgrounds, anthropology,
psychology, etc." Most share an interest in ganuestd prior and current life
experiences. This prior interest is what helps dreamy students to these classes.
Edward, who has a mix of art and CS students irlasses, notes that "I'd tell
people about the course, and they'd get excitedjuisof a general interest.
Games are so hot in the pop cultural sense, pltigwith college students, that
| was able to get a nice mix of students into thss"

Many students also register for these classes bedhay aspire to work in the
games industry. Lance describes how "they’re heocalsse when they come out
[graduate], they want to work on games." Otheraiisl especially at the higher
levels of education, want to complement their alyegames-related professional
lives. Some are professional game designers, jbstsiaor musicians with years
of practical experience. For them, applying to geumegated programs or taking
games classes is a way of "linking their passiahexpertise in games with what
they do professionally” says Bert. Perhaps sunglgj some do not have what
we would call a formal education. Judy describeselyperience: "I'm teaching a
masters course and I've got a really big diversitpeople in the course. Some
people have only worked in industry and haven’'tadan undergraduate program.
Other people have come from art programs. There/sraan who's just finished
a degree in English at Yale, another guy comes &oaustic engineering, and a
few people come from computing backgrounds." Lasmegperience in his
undergraduate classes is similar, "90% of thenhite school graduates. The



other 10% are usually people who, for whateveraeadidn’t go to school or
something like that. All of a sudden they’'ve decido come back to school.
They're much older, like 40 or 45."

The most common differentiator, especially at thdargraduate level, is the
academic background of the students. Most ofteilestts come from technical
backgrounds (computer science, engineering) ontinganities (media studies,
art, or film). Iris says, "Generally, they comerfrecience and engineering
backgrounds, including computer science, as wettlasr areas. Every other
semester I'll get a big group of humanities majditsese last few semesters have
been more balanced, and I've been told that wogetng out that | teach a lot
of videogames stuff in my class, and people aresigaing up."”

What effect does this variety of interests, backgoband expertise play in the
context of a single course? First, it makes it Batd establish a common level of
academic discourse in the class. When you have@egih different
backgrounds, the common denominator becomes quiteHarold describes the
issue as "if | try to make it very basic, thencotirse, some people would be
bored and find the level too low. Half the classwgaone thing, and the other
wants another. It can be quite frustrating forpalities involved.” Judy describes
this challenge as "l find that | have to outlinesioaheories. I’'m sort of providing
a basic toolbox that | wouldn’t have to do if thegd all come from similar
backgrounds. The ones that know that, well, theyfayet frustrated.”

On the other hand, particularly in design-focusedses, the heterogeneity of the
students provides them opportunities to experieliféerent perspectives and
move away from their areas of familiarity. Kirktee that "everyone has a certain
background, whether it's computing, or visual dasgy something else, like a
literary background, or what have you. They allddifferent interests, goals,
and also different trajectories. So there’s a lahd richness of different texture
that they bring. These differences often creatdlictnThis is great because we
can have actual conversations about those issdesham them [the students]
that reconciliation is actually not the goal." Alstudent heterogeneity can allow
them to bring multiple skills to bear in their dgrsiprojects and practice the
communicational and management skills that wilubeful to them in the
workplace.



Role of Prior Experience with Videogames

Literature in education and learning has highlightes important role that prior
experience can play in learning (Bransford etz8lQ0; Kolodner & Guzdial,
2000; Lave & Wenger, 1991). In particular, it isgontant to establish personally
meaningful connections with what is to be learrféabert, 1980). For example,
the creation and design of games, considered patganeaningful to kids, has
been explored as a productive means for learningpater programming
(Bruckman, 2000; Kafai, 1995). We hypothesized ghatlents’ extensive
personal histories with videogames would be antasdearning about games.

Our results suggest that prior experience withagadenes can have a positive
effect in the students’ motivation, commitment aedlication. Charlie describes
how "they realized that their passion could tramsf;mto something more
serious. Even if they do not want to be involved@me studies or industry, they
realized that gaming is not just for nerds, orlésing time, but something that
deserved particular attention.” Also, studentsspaal game histories provided
them with a rich source of knowledge to draw from.

"[Students] regularly come up with really good exdes that aren’t
discussed in any of the class materials. Theyarltheir own
experiences, memories, and the expert knowledgehiinee of some
genres. They can highlight the complexities thatiavolved in an issue
rather than have this kind of uniform understandihgome received
wisdom. We regularly ended up with this kind ofiedrand multicolored
idea of the multiple points of view related to thke various aspects of
games, their features, their role in social lifdiwre and so on." — Bert

However, many respondents reported that the roteerdfonal game playing
experience, especially when it was significant, ofsn negative.

"Their personal experience with games is actualiyndrance. It would be far
better if they were coming at it without any expage in games. | find that
what | do most is peel away what they already thimdy know from playing
these previous games. So that’s the biggest prolgeaiing that ‘knowledge’
away."  —Lance



In many ways, being expert videogame players iateg with their abilities to
step back from their role as "gamers" or “fans" eeabon critically and
analytically about the games they are studyingesighing. As Diane describes,
"it's hard for them to break out of being a fars Bven that much harder to take
an objective step back, because they just haveusth fan playing games."
Edward comments that, "it's harder for them to siepk objectively and get past
the [idea that] I like games, I like to approachsta fan, | wanna like a game...
anything else either doesn’t interest them or taayt seem to get around it."

"Students who know every game often have precormepabout what games
are, and | have to break those preconceptionsd twafind ways to make
them see that games are an aesthetic form that basm exhausted. Just
because these are certain games or genres inreastnd this is the way
things are... This is not the only way it can beldso, breaking that down is
sometimes more difficult than starting from scramath someone who's
maybe a casual gamer or just curious" — Faye

Students also find it harder to accept new ideasita|ames when their
judgments are clouded by false assumptions abaotityar genres, titles and
even the era a game is from. For example, they @f$sume that an Atari 2600
game, due to its simplicity in graphics and arctgimdware platforry isn’t
worthy of in-depth analysis or can’t have any &idisr cultural meaning. Kirk
describes how, "I think that students often hasaes with the conceptual idea of
playing, let’s say, a vintage arcade game careflilie very notion that there’s
something in there, more than they can see fromghesglance, is much more
difficult for them than, say, admitting that Grandeft Auto has some subtleties
of meaning that they could tease out.” For studenésapparent complexity of a
game and the meaning they might be able to teadsaften seem at odds.

Students are also challenged by having to shifbfo@ating a game as a
"consumer media good" to a cultural artifact theat bave embedded meaning
and ideas. Playing a game as a child over countleskends with your friends
creates a strong and lasting emotional experidratad difficult to overcome.
Games that have been played in the past are viewtkchostalgia, and students
have to come to terms with, in Alvin’s words, "segiang the memories of the
good old times they had with the harsh reality 8@ of retro games are just
rubbish.”



The diversity of the prior videogame experiencelstils have also plays an
important role. Harold comments that "they [studgdbn’t know enough about
games when they start studying games. They dooiivkenough about the history
of games, not only computer games, but other tgbgames as well. One way of
putting it is that they haven't played enough gane$e more precise, they
haven’t played enough different types of games.I&#tudents often have over
ten years of experience playing videogames, tha¢mence can be limited in
diversity. It is typical for students to have a@p#zed understanding of a
particular game genre, like first-person shooteus be completely ignorant, in
terms of experience, of other genres like puzzlgports games. George describes
that "there are often people in my classes who hastelayed one genre of
games. Maybe they've only played tabletop role-plgygames, or maybe its just
first person shooters and nothing else. These stsidti@ve problems in the course
because they can't relate to a lot of the matéridlese students’ knowledge and
experience is so ingrained in particular genre eotions, that taking alternate
viewpoints and discussing other phenomena becomeh trarder. This difficulty
is often met by students with disbelief and strengptional reactions. Lance
describes how students "actually get angry, ‘caluse think that theknow

games. They really get confused, angry, and friestrdbecause they've been
playing games all their life!"

Students often react by antagonizing the instruetoen faced with the thought
that they may not be as well-educated as they thtoég Iris describes, "some of
them are convinced that they alredhpwvideogames. They already have an
opinion and you can’t teach them anything aboud@agthey already played. In
their minds, they're already experts. Their attguslthat you can't correct me."
Students also question their teachers’ gaming ateds: Who are you to tell me
this? What games did you design? Have you playetieabames | have? What
games do you know?

Sometimes student’s attitudes can also negatifidgtaheir relationship towards
the university itself. Instead of being a place wvehthey can learn, the university
course simply becomes a necessary step in thegzrotgetting a diploma or a
means for learning specific software tools thepktare needed to get a job. In
their minds, they are already qualified to workhe game industry, and
everything else simply becomes an obstacle towarising that goal. As Lance
mentions, "they think they already know how to m#iebest first person shooter
or the best strategy game. So, their attitude detnand that | just show them the
3D tools so they can start making them." Edwardjgeeience is similar "I've
noticed that in the last five or six years studeatisie in with a sense of



entitlement. They treat their games educationdileervice and they’re the
customers. Their attitude is very much like ‘I gaition. That doesn’t mean that
I’'m a student, it means you should give me whaahtv This can get
complicated when you need to push them in a diftaney, which can be quite
often with students in [the program] | teach."”

Practices and Discourse of Play

A lot of experience with videogames can also helpfuse two issues: playing for
fun and entertainment with playing for critical &s#s and understanding. Kirk
describes how "[students] mistake being successfie play of the game, being
a good player, as being a clever player...or agulayth insight. The ability to
perform in the game is not the same as being aliesaid or think about the game
carefully.” For some students, analyzing a ganegjisvalent to listing all its
features together with their opinion: is it coolnmt? "A lot of times people, when
they get right down to it, sort of slip into feateviews. It's one of the most
difficult things to break, that kind of loose judgnt on whether something is
working or not", says Faye. George provides add#iansight "If they're
comparing two games, for example, they usually havkought out the reasons
why they want to compare them. So, what they dakes two games they like,
and then they just describe them. If you're ludgkygy might tell you why they are
like each other, and why they are different frorateather. But they don’t have a
purpose for it, they just do it mechanically."

Edward describes how new modes of playing and ign&bout games "sort of
pushes them [the students] out of their comforiezdmeally wanted them to think
more critically and to really push them to do iistandard academic way. They
really struggled with that. It was a masters leairse, and | still had to really
push them to work on their critical analysis." Véerid that it is common for
students to have problems expressing ideas abmémay or articulating their
experience with games. Our research suggeststtitrgs are generally lacking
in models of what an in-depth analysis or a ganti&ge look like. Diane
describes that "they might have opinions abougghiand they are often
extremely valid and interesting opinions, but dlso difficult for them to square
that with using a methodological framework for thimg about a particular
problem or addressing a certain issue." Judy mesitioat students will typically
"write reviews, so they say this is a really goadng. | think that that's because
most of the things that they've read have been ggmwenalism, so they're kind



of following that mode." Unfortunately, game reviewvhich are written to help
consumers decide whether or not they want to pgechacertain game
(Klostermann, 2006; Stuart, 2005), are a poor esfieior the kinds of in-depth
analysis and critique which are often expectedudents studying games. Ernest
Adams, a professional game designer and consuttamiments that "reviews
only compare games to other games; they don’t asajgmes in their larger
cultural context (Friedl, 2002)."

While students often have a very good feel for gaeeaspects, they can have
difficulties articulating what these aspects aré how they interact with each
other to produce a game experience. Edward desclibey're very savvy about
picking up a controller and figuring out how to ykagame pretty much
instantaneously. They get the general, ‘Oh, hdreig you interact with this
game’, and they can do that immediately. Sometitreemagical watching them
do it. So, that learning curve has already beexiretl just by their history playing
games. That unbelievable familiarity makes themeetep but what'’s interesting is
when you ask them to talk about games. They kindegblve into likes and
dislikes. So, they’ll say things like, ‘I playeddlgame and | liked it because...” or
‘| really enjoyed the...". Understanding what theyfrging to say gets really
muddy because there is no sense of exactly whgtéhgaying outside of that
they like it, or don't like it." Faye describes tissue as one of lack of vocabulary.

"We don’t have a strong vocabulary for understagavhat happens when
you play. It's difficult to open up emotionally aniéscribe what you feel. We
experience games at a very visceral level and d@ve, as a culture, a strong
literacy in discussing games. You might go to a m@nd someone who’s not
a filmmaker can discuss with you, at a deep lahel character motivations,
or the editing of the film. The same can’t realeydaid about gameplay.
People can discuss the technology, but that's hat \Wm interested in. I'm
interested in how gameplay affects the human b&iog, the emotional
experience is playing out." — Faye

Faye’s comment raises another issue. Are theskenbak unique to students
studying games? Alvin mentions some of the diffeesnhe sees between film
analysis and game analysis assignments. In hig te idea that you can talk
about games in a serious and academic fashionthaaity moved beyond
academia. Thus, students aren’t aware of what tgpiate” models of discourse
surrounding games are, and end up writing in theesstyle as what they read.



"When | force them to write a game analysis, sttgleften fall back into a
style that I call talking about ‘the fun world ohiges.’ Basically, it's really
horrible writing about games. A lot of journalisticiting about games is like
this. Students think they can get away with theesbewel of analysis that they
get from these publications. They’ll write stuffyseg, “You have a really big
gun that is pretty cool and shiny’. This even haggpeith the grad students!
When | give the same assignment for film analytbis,results are different.
People know that you could fill five libraries wibdooks about film analysis.
Students know they can't just analyze a scene Yipga'’he comes from the
left, and then he shoots the guy to the right,iiedeally cool how he does
that!” You don’t do this in a film analysis, andidents are aware of this
tradition. In the case of games, the publicatitrey read very often do that,
so this carries over towards the analysis." - Alvin

So, in what ways do course instructors deal widséhchallenges of lack of
critical vocabulary and appropriate models of disse, problems articulating
ideas and insights, and the challenge of playimgegafor analysis and critique
rather than fun? Course instructors have adoptedtiaty of approaches to help
students engage in the sort of discourse thatgea®&d. George describes, "I
provide a vocabulary and framework for games, lgatine design patterns and
the game ontology projeciso that they can look at a game and see the kinds
parts which are used when you describe what haphensy a game, what are
the structural components in a game, and so oratliéhwho also uses game
design patterns and the Game Ontology (Bjork & idaloen, 2005; Zagal et al.,
2005), illustrates, "with these tools they recogrtizings that they might know,
and then transform their language together witlr temprehension of games."

Students are also often asked to write journatal® notes of their experiences
playing games. These self-reflective, often stetirtg, experiences help
students, in Faye’s words, "get into their emotiatate and try to understand
what they're feeling and thinking." Also, as Judyrs out, "they [students] can
begin to illustrate an argument or analysis witharete examples of how a
particular aspect of something is managed. Instégading into a generality
about a game, they are thinking about it in moexgg details."”



Issues of the Medium

Fully experiencing a videogame is comparable tadpskillful at playing it. Can
you push the buttons fast enough to gain accegetinal area? Iris describes
how a student once confided, "I no longer play oghames because | don't
understand the controls. Give me a NES controléfefring to the Nintendo
Entertainment System, released in the US in 198%day, but these new ones
with all those buttons? | don’t know what to dow#o many buttons!"

"The idea of being good at something, especially wddeogame, where we
don’t really have random access to every page,ané skip around, means
that in some games there may be certain aspettie ghhme that are
unavailable to you. You know, unless we use saved these sorts of tricks
that we can use to see parts of the game. But ygltmvhether through
frustration or just through inability, not reallylock the game’s
secrets...even if you're very adept at uncoveringtl@ce you find them." —
Kirk

This problem of access poses a challenge to stsidentinstructors on multiple
levels. Students who are unfamiliar with a paraciame have to acquire and
practice the skills necessary to be proficient.akhis entry barrier makes it
harder to establish a common reference point fahallearners in a class. Harold
describes his experience with a student unfamalitir first-person shooters, "We
were playing Counter Strike, and it was painfullgae that [the student] did not
know anything about how the game worked, or howfasyperson shooter
works." While you could assume that most studerggammiliar with first-person
shooters, the same cannot be said of other gernesreadth of games, despite
their potential value as objects of study, becolingised by their exclusion due to
lack of students’ familiarity with them. Also, pliang games is time-consuming,
and often, playing all the games that are assignactlass is simply impossible.
George describes that "In order for them to dartagsignments in the amount of
time they have in the course, they really neechideustand the game. So, |
encourage them to choose games they've alreadgghld@he course isn’t long
enough for them to have time to go home and plggrae sufficiently to be able
to analyze it. So, at least in this class, theagjeneral assumption that if you're
taking a game related course you're supposed tw lalmut games or played a
lot of games before." For other classes, wheretheational objectives may
include exposing the students to certain gamesrtiaynot otherwise know, the
issue becomes more complicated.



"Say you have twenty different games you want thescto have exposure to.
Now imagine how many hours of play that would tdkeJudy

There is no easy solution. Some classes take ayetshallow, approach where
it is assumed that the students will play all thengs, though none for very long.
In other cases, individual students are nominasethe "expert” for a particular
game. They are expected to devote a significanuatmf time to playing and
understanding a particular game. Then they giveesgmtation, including a demo,
of important aspects of the game. Some classescithphssume that students are
already experienced and intimately familiar wite ttames that will be studied.

Technology can also play a problematic role whedyshg games.

"It's really difficult to teach a class across #pectrum of historical platforms
and the evolution of interface languages. | me&njust difficult to make
sure that you have a working version of the orig8w#gper Mario Brothers
when you only have one and | have to bring in my omachine to play it.
The lab doesn't, you know, have every old game alenasvailable.” — Faye

The problem of providing students with access togmthat are important to the
history of videogames is not about curiosity ortatgga. As Edward describes in
the context of his game design class, "We’re hatongpnsider going back so that
they don't re-invent the wheel every time they khiri a game design or how a
game could work. It's about knowing what has beemedor also, what good
experiments and innovations have occurred." Thégeulties often lead to
students blindly pursuing ideas that have histtlyigaoven ineffective or
impoverish their chances of capitalizing and buitdon prior knowledge and
experience.

Role and Influence of the Field of Game Studies

Most of the study participants reported difficudtrestling with what “"the
basics" of an introductory game studies courseldhmel As Kirk puts it, "if you
look around at the world of introductory game sasdilasses, you'd find that



while they may share publications, all of them a@tever the map". There was
also genuine curiosity of what other instructorgewéoing, what pedagogical
technigues had proven valuable, and how they detltthe challenges they
faced.

Bert poses a fundamental question: "Do we realselenough research in this
field [game studies] that our teaching has somiel $olindation?" Other fields,
with hundreds of years of research, have figurddtoLa certain extent, what the
fundamentals are. In the case of game studiesuatsts are figuring out what to
borrow from fields like media studies, sociologgdasocial psychology among
others. At the same time, so many new phenomenenaeeging that while
they're teaching, they’re doing research. Despigedhallenges, teaching game
studies was reported as fruitful and rewarding.

In what ways does the relative youth of the figlfiuence the students who are
learning about games?

"Film analysis has all kinds of references. Gamayais is a bit less clear.
There are maybe two or three books that might fezerces, but the context
is still growing. You can’t stand on the shouldefgjiants in game research.
There’s missing work that hasn’t been done yet,taatimakes it harder for
the students to contextualize what they do." —@lvi

The field’s lack of established canon can be prolalkéc for some students,
particularly those from science or engineering lgaoknds. They often expect to
encounter problems with clear-cut solutions. Indtélaey face a field whose
fundamental questions are still being explored.rGedescribes that "the most
common question | get about the assignments ighikatsk they're given is not
well defined. They have a problem with them beeahs questions are so open.
This is actually frightening to some people, beeahgn they don’t know if what
they’re doing is good, or bad. They're used to ga@omething, and being able to
immediately determine if it's wrong." Diane provglan example, "we spend
some time talking about the ludology versus nalogipquestion, and some
students wonder why we bother. Like, isn’t thisohkeed? They think that
problems get solved and we move through them, alodh’'t know that any
problems have really been solved."



"Game studies has been such a self-reflexive fiedit further problematizes
this issue. When someone writes an article abowtthey shouldn’t write an
article about something, it can be disorientingtfa new student who doesn’t
really understand where the field is at." — Kirk

While engaging in a new field can be daunting fadents, it also provides a
unique opportunity. Bert describes that "peoplé tleie pioneer spirit. It's not
only students, but also we, as teachers, are prtiyed about being able to go
into this field and speak about games. It's vergitexg to go where no one in our
university has gone before". Contrary to otherdielstudents feel greater liberty
to question and criticize what they read and leAsstudents come to terms with
the fact that game studies is new, they often emgathe dialectic and fluid
nature of the field.

"They have this tremendous opportunity to playmtreg role. This is a
ridiculously new field that's quite accessible farticipation and even
publication. Most of the time, in a class, you winit have direct access to
the top scholarship. They have that opportunitygyfust have to want to do
it." — Kirk

The state of the field, together with a positivieetiive relationship with games, is
a determining factor in the high motivation thatdgnts often show. Charlie
reports that his students are often self-motivatedtart reading a lot of essays
about game studies, even if they were in Englisin other languages they didn’t
know. Every week we discovered some new authorseagdged their ideas with
a lot of passion.”

Discussion

Where education is concerned, games can be moiivatien it comes to
learning (Malone, 1981). However, it is dangerauagsume that learning will be
easy, fun, or happen felicitously simply becausesthibject matter is games.

Challenges of learning about games




Our analysis shows that teaching and learning atmuies can be challenging for
multiple reasons. Often, the extensive prior exgrere students have with games
is counter-productive to their learning goals. gnitg often have problems
stepping back and viewing the medium criticallys&lwhile they may have a
specialized understanding of a particular gameegehey are often ignorant of
other genres. Their knowledge is ingrained in patér genre conventions, and
taking alternate viewpoints and discussing oth@npimena becomes much
harder. Essentially, they are challenged by hatorghift from treating a game as
a "consumer media good" to a cultural artifact teat have embedded meaning
and ideas. This often results in students confugiagng for fun and
entertainment (as "gamers") with playing for catianalysis and understanding
(as future designers or game scholars). In thisstagents often mistake being
successful at the play of the game, with beingaggrl with insight.

Learning and teaching games can also be challemjgiago the medium itself.
Playing games is time-consuming and students waai@fiamiliar with a
particular game have to acquire and practice tliks slecessary to be proficient
at it. Fully experiencing a videogame is comparableeing skillful at playing it,
thus studying games can create an entry barrienthkes it harder to establish a
common reference point for all the learners inasg| or exclude students who
aren’t able to master the skills necessary to Hemntly successful at a game.
The rapid evolution of technological platforms useglay games also conspires
against the study of games. As platforms becomeletgs it becomes
increasingly challenging to provide students withess to games that are
important to the history of videogames. Also, studadgment can be clouded by
false assumptions and nostalgia. Old games witplsigraphics aren’t
necessarily simple games, a point that is oftendosstudents.

Novice Players and Gamers

Our research also suggests that there may be iamatifferences, in terms of
challenges faced, by students that are noviceareg and those that are identify
themselves as "fans” or "gamers". Students whotd@ve much prior experience
playing games generally seem to face two main ehg#ls: (1) issues of
accessibility to the medium, and (2) assumptionsrioir gameplay experience on
the part of course instructors. Depending on thess these challenges may not
be an issue. For example, in courses where instsiptovide time for students to



familiarize themselves with the games they’re exgebto learn about. Students
that are "fans” or "gamers", however face a difieset of challenges. The main
challenges faced by "gamers" can be summarizgd pBifficulties stepping

back from role of "gamers", (2) problems articulgtand describing gameplay,
(3) problems assuming different viewpoints and pecsives on games. There are,
as described earlier, other issues that may apdpth types of students, or even
differently amongst the same types. For instanm@es'gamers” may have
broader experience with games than others, thepally having fewer issues
assuming different viewpoints and perspectivesames. It is also possible to
"level the playing field" between non-gamers anchges by encouraging students
to play games from genres they aren’t familiar wilowever, in order to better
address these questions, further research wouiedoéred.

From our analysis we characterize some of the misg@tions that game
instructors may have with respect to their studdrdsare expert videogame
players. Summarizing:

1. An expert player isn’t necessarily more insightaid might even
be less so than a novice player.

2. Expert players are often unaware of the broadeessf
videogames.

3. Player’s expertise is often very specific, limitedcertain types of
games, and often full of gaps.

4. Expert players aren’t often comparable to eachrathe to the
wide variety of games, game types, skills requicedlay, and
technological platforms they are familiar with.

Additionally, our analysis shows that we can takesh step towards
characterizing what a naive understanding of gasa&ummarizing, someone
with a naive understanding of games will often:

1. Confuse being insightful about a game with beingceasful at
playing a game.
2. Describe a game superficially.

o Focus on the features of a game over describingheteric
of a game or the experience of playing it (e.gis"tame
has hi-res graphics", "the game has a ton of napay").

o Describe a game judgmentally rather than analyyi¢alg.,
"this game sucks", "this game is cool").

3. Assume that people experience a game the samehenylo.



4. Be familiar with specific genres or types of ganias, have a
narrow view of the medium.

5. Think they can't learn anything new from games thewlready
played.

Conclusions

Prior experience plays an important and valualieirolearning (Bransford et al.,
2000; Schank et al., 1999) . This is particuladyden the learner has personally
meaningful connections with what is to be learngtha learner will then engage
more attentively (Papert, 1980). Thus, student@mesive personal histories with
videogames can be an asset in learning about g&toegver, this research
shows that we cannot assume that learning willasg,&un, or happen
felicitously simply because the subject matterasgs. As we have shown,
games education is more complex than it seemsarticplar, games instructors
find that it is not straightforward to help learségverage their experiences and
personal gaming histories to achieve a deeper staeling of games. So, how
do we help learners better leverage their persexyadriences with videogames?

Educational research suggests strategies for Igver@xperiences such as
encouraging reflection and providing new contexitere knowledge from
experience can be applied (for a review, see Boadi&ft al., 2000). Professors
and instructors of games classes are actively @rglavays to do this.
Encouraging students to keep journals of their gdaying activities seems to
help them better reflect on the nature of gamesedisas encourage articulation
of their experiences and observations (Zagal & Bman, 2007). Providing
students with theoretical frameworks for the distws of games seems to help
improve the quality of game analyses as well aglknheir vocabulary
(Holopainen et al., 2007; Zagal & Bruckman, 20@8hally, in-class game
playing sessions and in-depth presentations of gauae help broaden students’
experience.

Although these results are encouraging, furthexenret is still necessary. For
example, it is not clear how critical experienc®ther media, like film or
literature, may transfer to understanding games @4mn be important when
considering learners who are interested or curatnoeit games, but don’t have
significant prior experience with the medium. Dadlte challenges posed by the
medium, many classes make assumptions about the ggoerience of incoming



students. Students are expected to be intimatelifiga with a lot of the games
they will study because there isn’'t enough timelass to play or analyze them.
This assumption could have unintended effects erdiversity of people who
could become future members of the field. Imglaiequiring incoming students
to have years of experience with certain genrgmaofes marginalizes those who
don’t. When it comes to learning about games, whatld be taken for granted
and what should not? Should game scholars be ezfjtorhave been previously
gamers?

While we may be just beginning to explore what &ams to learn about games,
we need to examine the issues and challenges llgdedrners, both experienced
with games as well as not. In what ways are theads addressed? What tools
and skills should they acquire? What effects wdlde decisions have on games
studies? Also, how can we do this while maintairtimgfeatures that currently
make learning about games so invigorating and ieg¢itWe need to focus our
efforts on helping students get more from thepeaziences with games, and help
them better leverage what they know to establidaeper understanding.
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