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Abstract 

 

Although there is considerable interest in the idea of using games for learning, success in this area has 

proven elusive.  Clearly it is challenging to take established curricula developed for other media types 

and attempt to fit them into open-ended game contexts where content is secondary to experience.  

Digital games are very effective for learning, but they represent a type of productive 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 culture that blurs traditional boundaries 

between producers and consumers, as well as teachers 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 by-product of play or creativity.  Attempts to use games for learning 

must take this broader context into account and acknowledge the shifting expectations and emerging 

literacies of learners steeped in a digital culture that introduces and reinforces new standards for play 

and participation.   
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1. Introduction  

 

The movement associated with videogames for learning has evolved uncomfortably from a category 

called óedutainmentô to one called óserious gamesô, both terms that are clearly rather 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 

collective 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 a rigorous educational context.  Within the study of 

learning, in particular, games been plagued by exceptionalism, leading to a phenomenon in which they 

óhave been sold short by their unexamined and seemingly unbreakable conceptual association with playô 

[1].   Solving this problem may be, as Malaby suggests, a matter of disassociating games from play.  Or 

it may require a huge shift in our normative approach to play in general. Taylor notes that its association 

with óthe term ófunôé cedes the discussion of the pleasures of play to an overly dichotomized model in 

which leisure rests on one side and labour on the otherô [2]. 

 

2. Play as a Critical Skill 

 

To overlook play as a critical component of the human experience is to miss an opportunity to leverage 

an inherent human capability for learning that is also a drive rooted in basic survival strategies.  Sutton-

Smith underscores his belief that play is a fundamental human need with the supposition that óthe 

opposite of play is not work, itôs depressionô [3].  Play is not an optional leisure activity, but a biological 



imperative that supports our cognitive and emotional well-being, occupying an important role in our 

development as humans.  As Dibbell puts it, óplay is to the 21st century what steam was to the 20th 

centuryô [4].  In other words, play is a productive phenomenon and as such, a harnessable resource: play 

can be explicitly leveraged for production, as in the case where South African childrenôs play on a 

merry-go-round has been harnessed to pump water [5], or in the case of the ESP game (Fig. 1) in which 

players volunteer to provide meta-tagging services for images by playing a web-based game [6]. Play 

also serves as a motivating force, but it is most powerfully an apparatus for allowing 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 experiences that are not frequently encountered.  Harnessing the human predilection to play and learn 

from both real and virtual experience may be a necessity within contexts where relevant and directly 

applicable activity, a mainstay of the adult learning process [7], 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 means [8].  

 



 

Figure 1.   The ESP game (http://www.espgame.org) matches anonymous players and creates a game environment in which 

they are challenged to agree on words that might describe an image.  This data is subsequently used to create a repository of 

image meta-data, an invaluable tool for image searching.  óTaboo wordsô are words that have been agreed upon by players in 

previous game sessions. 

 

Much of the recent confusion regarding play and its role in human production comes from our 

collective observation that there is much work that feels like play and indeed, especially in the realm of 

videogames, much óplayô that looks to many observers strangely like work. The levelling treadmill in 

many role-playing games, also referred to as óthe grindô, is a case in point.  As Taylor notes in Play 

Between Worlds, óthe simple idea of fun is turned on its head by examples of engagement that rest on 

efficiency, (often painful) learning, rote and boring tasks, heavy doses of responsibility, and intensity of 

focusô [2].   In this sense, play is not a discrete activity as defined by theorists like Caillois [9] and 

Huizinga [10], so much as a mode of experience [11] characterised by enjoyment of the pursuit of game 

goals, but more akin to a description of flow [12] than to a simple description of one engaged in leisure 

http://www.espgame.org/


activities completely disassociated from work.  Play, as a state, is simply an opportunity for unfocused, 

open-ended experimentation, often in an environment that has been designed to allow for a range of 

experiences, some prescribed, but some almost entirely emergent.  It is no longer the case, if indeed it 

ever was, that play is ócarefully isolated from the rest of lifeô [9]. As such, motivating people to learn 

can simply mean affording them a context in which productive activity feels like play and allows for the 

cognitive and creative freedoms associated with open-ended experimentation.   With respect to this 

alternative framing, rather than to say that one is óat playô it would be more descriptive to say that one is 

óin playô, that is, one is carving out a space in which experimentation is safe and possible ï this state is 

non-linear, unfocused on a particular end result, and allows for creative thinking, innovative problem 

solving, and shifts in perspective [13-15].   

 

These shifts in perspective may be one of the most salient features of this sort of open-ended 

experimentation, allowing gamers to ógo metaô, or view situations or problems from various angles [16]. 

For example, unexpectedly viewing the immunological system of the human body from the perspective 

of a virus, as in the game Replicate, might give one a whole new take on a situation: in the words of 

plant geneticist Barbara McClintock, óa feeling for the organismô that forms the basis of an intimate 

knowledge of a phenomenon, allowing one to pivot oneôs mind to view the issue from myriad directions 

[17]. Likewise, the web-based game September 12
th
 (Fig. 2) provides a context in which players can 

experience a novel perspective on terrorism. This is an óepistemic frameô that can be written into a game 

óas a mechanism through which students can use experiences in video games, computer games, and 

other interactive learning environments to help them deal more effectively with situations outside of the 

original context of learning ô[18].  Furthermore, once this state or frame has been experienced, 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 point-of-view. 

 

 

Figure 2.  The Web-based ógameô, September 12
th
, encourages players to think about terrorism from a novel perspective. 

 

3. Play as Participation 

 

While it seems intuitive that there must be a way to co-opt the enthusiastic engagement and motivation 

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 to the sophisticated graphics and fast pace of the images 

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


