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Abstract

Althoughthere is considerable interest in the idea of using games for learning, success in this area has
proven elusive Clearly it 5 challengindo takeestablished curricula developed for other media types
andattemptto fit theminto openended game contesvhere content is secondary to experience

Digital gamesare very effective for learning, but thegpresent a type of prodixat play that does not

fit neatly within established educational paradigms. Furthermore, play and learning take on new
dimensions within the context of an increasingly participatory cuthaeblus traditionalboundaries
betweerproducers and consumeas well ageachers and learners. In participatory contexts, learning is
a systemic activity where the contributions of the individual contribute to the larger collective
intelligence and learning is often a kyroduct of playor creativity Attemptsto use games for learning
must take this broader context into account and acknowledge the shifting expeetadiemzrging
literaciesof learners steeped in a digital culture timitoduces andeinforces new standards for play

and patrticipation.
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1. Introduction

The movement associated with videogames for learning has evolved uncomfortaldydategory
caledbedut ai onmnealleth® etr 6 o u s @rensritleasade,cleablyorather awkward

oxymorons, reflecting an inherent tension in the way we view play and its possibilities for learning. Yet
attention to such a basic human (and indeed, animal) activity as play cannot be trivialised, despite our
collecive and seemingly pervasive discomfort with the notion that play is fundamentally antithetical to
work. This has led us to a point where we are both fascinated and frightened by the possibilities of
using games, and therefore embracing play, within aoigoeducational context. Within the study of
learning, in particular, games been plagued by exceptionalism, leading to a phenomenon in which they
dave been sold short liyeir unexamined and seemingly unbreakablencc e pt ual associ at
[1]. Solving this problem may be, as Malaby suggests, a matter of disassociating games from play. Or
it may require a hugyshift in our normative approach to play in general. Taylor notes that its association
with o6the term 6fun6é cedes the discussion of t

which | eisure rests on [@.ne side and | abour on t

2. Play as a Critical Skill

To overlook play as aritical component of thuman experience is to miss @pportunity to leverage
an inherent human capability for learning that is also a drive rooted in basic survival strédeifies.
Smith underscores his belief that play is a fundamental human nietthevsupposition thathe

oppositeofdy i s not wo r[8. Playis iosan apgopal leissizetivity, but a biological



imperative that supports our cognitive and emotional-lseithg, occupying an important role in our
development as humands Di bbel | p ut sstcentury whétgteamyasitoghe?Oo t h e
c e n t [4].r ryabher words, play ia productive phenomenon and as such, a harnessable resource: play
can be explicitly | everaged for production, as
merry-go-round has been harnessed to pump wWajeor in the case of tleESPgame(Fig. 1) in which

players volunteer to provide meti@gging services for images by playing a viialsed gamgs]. Play

also serves as a motivating force, but it is most powerfully an appdoatallowing experimentation

outside of limitations of physical practicality or other opportunity barriers, e.g. the difficulty of training

for natural disasters, that arise from needing to develop competency in an area that is highly dependent
on expeiences that are not frequently encountered. Harnessing the human predilection to play and learn
from both real and virtual experience may beeaessity within contexts where relevant and directly
applicable activity, a mainstay of the adult learning pssf/], is missing. Play, and games in

particular, can create an authentic learning context by simulating experiences that are inconvenient or

impossible to produce using other mef8is
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Figure 1. The ESP gamehftp://www.espgame.ojgnatches anonymous players and creates a game environment in which
they are challenged to agree on words that might describe an image. This data is sl sesgdeiatreate a repository of
image metadata, an invaluable tool famage seardhg. 6 T a b 0 o arewardd thad have been agreed upon by players in
previous game sessions.

Much of the recent confusion regarding play and its role in human prodwetmes from our
collective observation that there is much work that feels like play and indeed, especially in the realm of
videogames, much 6éplayd that | ooks to many obse
many roleplaying games,alsoef erred to as O0the grindd&layi s a ¢
BetweenWorlds 6t he si mple idea of fun is turned on |
efficiency, (often painful) learning, rote and boring tasks, heavy doses of sé@sptn and intensity of
f o c[@]s & this sense, play is not a discrete activity as defined by theorists like Ci&i]laisd

Huizinga[10], so much as a mode of experiefit¥] characterised by enjoyment of the pursuit of game

goals, but more akin to a description of flgl2] than to a simple description of one engaged in leisure
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activitiescompletely disassociated from work. Play, as a state, is simply an opportunity for unfocused,
openrended experimentation, often in an environment that has been designed to allow for a range of
experiences, some prescribed, but some almost entirely ethetges no longer the case, if indeed it

ever was, that play i s 0 c[%.rAeduch|mdtiwating meaple toteerd f r o n
can simply mean affordindpém a context in which productive activity feels like play and allows for the
cognitive and creative freedoms associated with -@greled experimentationWith respect to this

alternative framing,atherthantosathatone i s 6 at p | agsériptivetto saydhatlome isb e n
6in playd, that is, one is carving oluthissmtespace
norlinear, unfocused on a particular end result, and allows for creative thinking, innovative problem

solving andshiftsin perspectivg13-15].

These shifts in perspective may be one of the most salient features of this sortehdeen
experi mentation, allowing gamers to 6égo [bhg.t abd,
For example, unexpeadly viewing the immunological system of the human body from the perspective
of avirus, as in the gam®&eplicate might give one a whole new take on a situation: in the words of
pl ant geneticist Barbara McCl i nthedasis of anGrdimatee el i n g
knowl edge of a phenomenon, al heossuefrgn myrragdiréctonsp i v O
[17]. Likewise, the wekbased gam8eptember 12(Fig. 2) provides a context in which playeran
experience a novel perspective onterrori§mi s i s an Oepi st e mi moafgameme 0
6as a mechanism through which students can use
other interactive learning environments to help them oheak effectively with situations outside tbie
original context of learning18]. Furthermore, once this state or frame has beparenced, it can be

recalled at will, even outside of an explicit play activity. Extending the virus example, a doctor who has



played a virus may continue to have the ability to think like one, simply by recalling the experience of

shifting to that poinbf-view.

Figure 2 The Webbasedigamé September 12 encourages players to think about terrorism fromowel perspective.

3. Play as Participation

While it seems intuitive that there must be a way togbthe enthusiastic engagement and motwati

for learning that is readily apparent when one observes videogame play, the formula for widespread
success has remained out of reach. Part of the problem is that the appeal of multimedia, including
videogames, has often been emphasised relative sopiesticated graphics and fast pace of the images

[19, 20] a pespective rooted in notions of media spectatorship. However the appeal of videogames to



