Games & Their Potential to Innovate Pedagogy to be Better
Suited for Modern-Day Students

Introduction

Games possess an incredible power to captivate and engage. They not only capture the
attention of countless people all over the United States, but they also motivate them to invest
enormous amounts of time and effort into whatever action or activity the game calls for. Indeed,
according to a study published by two researchers of Carnegie Mellon University, a top-tier
global research university, “by age 21, the average American has spent more than 10,000 hours
playing such games.”! That number is quite significant considering that “10,080 hours is the
exact amount of time [a student] will spend in school from fifth grade to high school graduation
if [he/she has) perfect attendance.”? Furthermore, the games these people play are completely
voluntary while school is not, yet people still invest such an immense amount of their spare time
into games. Additionally, schools face difficulty attaining the same high results of engagement
and willingness from students as games do.> However, according to Phillip Schlechty in his
distinguished, best-selling book, Engaging Students: The Next Level of Working on the Work,
engagement and motivation are integral qualities of a “good learner.” Students engaged in what
they are learning apply themselves much more than if they were merely “compliant,” and as a
result, those engaged students benefit and retain much more from school and learning than
non-engaged students, especially in this modern era.*

Therefore, by understanding games and their ability to engage and motivate people as
well as the reasons why people gravitate towards them, the qualities of games may potentially be
applied to pedagogy in order to allow for education to best adapt to the mindsets of modern-day
students. Nevertheless, trying to merge such distinctly separate entities like games and schools
may create challenges and have limitations in regards to implementation and success.
Accordingly, this research report will analyze games and the qualities that attribute to their
appeal and engagement and will examine and consider the implications.and limitations
associated with applying the aforementioned characteristics of games to education in order to
answer the question: Can games be used to innovate pedagogy to be better suited for modern-day
students?
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Games vs Traditional School

Firstly, why does the youth of today spend such a significant amount of time playing
games? After all, that time could have been utilized for tasks often deemed as more productive
and rewarding such as studying or working. However, for gamers, playing games actually is
productive and rewarding.’ This notion stems from the fact that games inherently “tap into the
brain’s natural reward circuitry.”® As stated in a peer-reviewed article written by notable
neuroscientist Jaak Panksepp, this reward system “provokes intense and enthusiastic exploration
and appetitive anticipatory excitement/learning.”” That is, people become much more motivated,
engaged, and willing to learn and explore when they receive rewards or compensation for their
actions because those incentives instill in them the notion that what they did had purpose or
meaning. As a result, games, which constantly dangle the promise of rewards (e.g., points,
progress bars, stats, and levels) in front of a player, induce higher feelings of meaning and
significance than often can be found in the real world.® Furthermore, because people constantly
attain these rewards throughout games, their brains see those rewards as indications of
productivity, thus encouraging themselves to continue putting time and effort into games in order
to reap more and more rewards.

The real world, on the other hand, does not constantly provide its inhabitants with
feedback and rewards like games do, and the real world often lacks indicators of progress and
productivity. This occurrence is due to the fact that game design has advanced and is advancing
so much to appeal to humans and human nature that reality has a difficult time competing.® As a
result, the real world does not hold the same appeal of games, and thus, people are more likely to
spend more time on games in an attempt to appease their natural desire to be rewarded and to
feel productive. Schools often suffer from this lack of appeal as well, especially in the eyes of
modern-day students.'® Modern-day students, due to the fact that they have grown up in a world
where games are so advanced and easy to attain, “take high-intensity engagement and active

5 McGonigal, Jane. Reality is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World. New Y ork:
The Penguin Press, 2011.

¢ Johnson, Steven. Everything Bad is Good for You: How Today's Popular Culture is Actually Making Us Smarter.
New York: Riverhead, 2006.

7 Panksepp, Jaak. "Affective Neuroscience of the Emotional BrainMind: Evolutionary Perspectives and Implications
for Understanding Depression." Dialogues in Clinical Neuroscience 12, no. 4 (December 2010): 533-45. Accessed
March 20, 2015. http://www.ncbi.nlm nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3181986/.

8 McGonigal, Jane. Reality is Broken: Why Games Make Us Better and How They Can Change the World. New York:
The Penguin Press, 2011.

? Ibid.

10 Gee, James Paul. The Anti-Education Era: Creating Smarter Students through Digital Learning. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2013.

40



participation [that those games provide] for granted.”!! Consequently, by being accustomed to
this engaging and motivating quality of games, their attitudes toward traditional pedagogy suffer.
After all, traditional schooling involves work and assignments that are state-mandated and that
discourage failure by punishing it. Rather than providing incentives and encouragement,
traditional pedagogy utilizes the fear of retribution to push students to learn. Furthermore,
traditional schools require students to study and learn, but they often do not give students reasons
that are compelling or meaningful enough to make them want to learn without prompting.
Additionally, schools often issue worksheets, textbooks, and tests, all with fixed and
standardized facts and information, that do not stimulate a student’s desire to think critically or
problem-solve.!? As a result, traditional schools often cause “negative stress” for students while
also putting them in “low-motivation, low-feedback, and low-challenge environments.”"?

On the other hand, games place students in environments where they are given meaning
for their actions and where they can fail without fear of negative consequences. Games, after all,
with their resets, revivals, start overs, and replays, do not have to end at “game over.” In fact,
“gamers spend nearly all of their time failing,” with failure occurring “roughly four times out of
five” according to Nicole Lazzaro, a “game-play emotion” expert and game researcher with over
twenty years of experience in the game-designing industry.!* What is different with failure in
games though is the fact that players have the chance to try and try again. This trial and error
allows players to gain experience and to utilize that experience each and every time so that they
can better increase their ability to overcome the challenges that they are facing. After all, as
philosopher John Locke stated in his work, 4n Essay Concerning Human Understanding Of
Ideas, “[a]ll ideas come from sensation or reflection” and must be gleaned through experience
and observation. If one does not experience or think of something, then he/she cannot know of its
existence.'® Thus, trial and error, which exposes people to new experiences and allows them to
build upon their knowledge over and over again until they can figure out an answer or
conclusion, utilizes Locke’s notion that experience leads people to ideas.!® As a result, by
allowing and encouraging trial and error, games push people to constantly gain new information
that can be employed to form new ideas thus stimulating learning as well as critical thinking and
problem solving. Schools, on the other hand, give failure a negative connotation and often see it
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as inadequate and unsatisfactory. State-mandated standards and standardized testing also play a
role in discouraging failure by deeming grades that do not meet standards as “below average.”

Therefore, games appeal to students due to their reward systems, engaging and
meaningful qualities, voluntary participation, environments where failure is allowed, and
encouragement of trial and error, all of which traditional schools do not often possess or allow.
By utilizing these characteristics of games, pedagogy may potentially improve to better fit the
needs of the modern-student.

Applying Games to Pedagogy

There are several ways to utilize games and/or the qualities of games in pedagogy. These
methods range from game-based learning to gamification to using game supplements to any
combination in-between.

Game-based learning involves the use of actual games for instructional purposes.'” These
games contain material that connect with the subject being taught. For instance, games made
purely for educational purposes, such as “Vanderbilt University’s SURGE, Filament Games’s
Reach for the Sun, Adam Gazzaley’s NeuroRacer, and [Games Learning Society’s] Econauts,”
that utilize “situated learning theory” have large potential to be used within several different
subjects in game-based learning.'® Additionally, “content-rich” commercial games such as
Civilization have potential to be of use."

Gamification utilizes “gaming elements and dynamics” to help engage and motivate
people to complete tasks and goals.?® This method of instruction does not use actual games.
Instead, it uses characteristics and qualities of games such as points, levels, quests, and avatars to
encourage people to do certain activities. For instance, a widely used and successful example of
gamification in learning and education is the non-profit organization Khan Academy, which
utilizes game characteristics such as points, badges, and masteries to encourage learning.*'
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Using game supplements rather than completely changing the pedagogy is another
method that can help engage students more in their coursework. When applicable, games can be
brought in to help in the learning and understanding of certain topics. For example, games such

as Oregon Trail, Jeopardy, and SimCity could be used in various subjects to enhance the learning
22
process.

With all of these possible uses of games within education, pedagogy may potentially
become more engaging for and appealing to students. However, integrating games into learning
also has potential limitations that need to be investigated in order to attain a conclusion derived
from careful consideration of all implications and limitations.

The Limitations of Integrating Games into [.earning

One limitation that any game may potentially face, whether it is an educational game or a
recreational game, is that it may lose its appeal over time. Games, after all, do not hold one’s
attention indefinitely. A game may become too difficult and thus not worth the effort, or it may
become too easy and thus not as rewarding. Either way, the potential for games to decrease in
effectiveness is definitely a limitation for games in pedagogy that will demand the continued
advancement in game design as well as the use of different and varied games in order to keep
students interested and engaged.

In addition to the fact that students may lose interest in a game over time, students may
not even be interested in a game in the first place. After all, the tastes and preferences of each
student may vary, and some students may not see the appeal of certain types of games, thus
preventing them from fully utilizing the learning experiences that games can provide.
Furthermore, as reported by science journalist Dan Hurley in his article published in The New
York Times, even if people have the opportunity to improve their own intelligence and even if
that opportunity is in the form of a game, some just may not be interested enough to partake in
that opportunity.?

Consequently, integrating games into learning not only faces the problem of having to
appeal to a variety of students, all with their own different interests, but also faces the challenge
of finding actual games that can be of use. After all, the game industry, although booming,
comprises mostly of recreational games rather than educational games. Indeed, “[h]igh costs and
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an uncertain market make production of purely educational games too risky for private industry
to develop" as concluded by a report published by the Federation of American Scientists.”*
Moreover, certain subjects may find less games available for use due to the nature of the subject
matter. As a result, difficulty finding games that can be utilized is certainly a limitation of trying
to integrate games into learning.

Furthermore, teachers themselves may face difficulties when implementing games into
the classroom. According to a recent national survey published in 2014, teachers who use games
in class and teachers who do not use games both attributed barriers such as “insufficient time,”
“costs,” “not sure where to find quality games,” “not sure how to integrate games,” and “hard to
find games that fit curriculum” as the greatest barriers that teachers face when using digital
games in classrooms.”

Thus, although games in theory possess attributes that may aid students in becoming
more motivated and engaged in learning, there are still limitations such as students losing interest
or not being interested, difficulty finding games, challenges for teachers, insufficient time, and
costs that need to be taken into account when attempting to innovate pedagogy through the use of
games or the characteristics of games.

Conclusion

Therefore, including games within education is not always the best choice. In certain
situations, they can be viable means of engaging and motivating students, but games do not
completely solve the issues that schools face with engaging students in learning. There are
problems such as student loss or lack of interest, trouble finding and utilizing games, and lack of
resources available that limit the potential of games in education. Consequently, games should
not be used in all aspects of education, rather, they should be used as a supplement to instruction
when viable, since they can improve learning and engagement when used in applicable
situations.

However, actual games aside, the attributes of games that make them appealing to
students can indeed be utilized to innovate pedagogy. The ideas themselves are worthwhile to
investigate and employ into education. After all, games themselves do not need to be used in
order to gain their benefits. Similar to how gamification works, adding aspects such as indicators
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of progress, meaningful work, and chances for trial and error all encourage students and do not
have to immensely alter the way teaching is done.

Thus, by adding games to learning when viable and by innovating pedagogy to integrate
game qualities such as reward systems, meaningful work, and the promotion of trial and error,

pedagogy can adapt to better suit the needs of modern-day students so that school, for them, can
become more engaging, meaningful, appealing, and enjoyable.

(2,251 words)
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