What Every Teacher Should Know About Game Design
(Supplement to “Game Design for Teachers”, Origins 2008)
Why are games “fun”?

· Csikszentmihalyi’s theory of “flow”: You get deeply engaged in a task when it provides a challenge in line with your skills – not too hard (which leads to frustration), not too easy (which leads to boredom).

· As your skills improve, you will get out of the flow because the task will move from “challenging” to “boring”. Tasks that increase in difficulty along with your skills will keep you in the flow for longer.

· Raph Koster’s Theory of Fun: Games are fun because they’re really, really good at keeping players in the flow.

· Also: flow is fun in the first place because you’re learning.

· What you learn from games may or may not be useful.

· Shooting hordes of aliens isn’t useful.

· Learning leadership, teamwork and large-scale coordination skills by leading a raid in World of Warcraft is immensely useful.

· Noah Falstein’s Natural Funativity: The reason learning is fun is that it’s biologically beneficial. The things that helped our ancestors survive in the wild are the same things we find “fun” today.
· LeBlanc et al: The word “fun” is not useful because it is neither descriptive nor proscriptive. 

· There are actually many kinds of fun, and it’s more useful to talk about specific kinds:

· Exploration

· Social experience

· Physical sensation

· Competition

· Advancement

· Collection

· Puzzle solving

· …and many others.

· These kinds of fun are not “either/or” propositions; they exist to greater or lesser degrees in different games.

Three ways to use games in class:

· Play games in class. Very effective, but there are several difficulties:

· Games are great at teaching concepts, especially system models, processes and cause-and-effect relationships. Games are not that great at teaching content. So, games are more suitable for some course topics than others.

· Most games are designed for 1 to 4 players; they do not scale well to a 30-student class.

· Requires a great deal of game literacy on the part of the teacher.

· Discuss games that students have played in relation to course materials: “Has anyone played a game that has ____?”. Also effective, but again with several key limitations:
· Not all students are avid gamers, so the discussion may leave some people out.

· Still requires some game literacy on the part of the teacher, especially if students can’t come up with a game example and you need to provide one.

· Modify your teaching style to be more “game-like” by adding elements to your class that make them just as engaging and interesting as games, for the same reasons.

· This is the hardest thing to do, but also the most rewarding.

Four goals of game-like teaching:

· Include interesting decisions.

· Scale the difficulty of the class so that students of differing skill levels can each gain something from the experience.

· Focus on the student experience before considering the teacher experience, or the content.

· Include many kinds of fun.

Appendix: Useful Resources and Further Reading
http://jenovachen.com/flowingames/flowtheory.htm

Flow Theory as applied to games. Other sections of this website (particularly the Thesis section) go into greater detail about using flow from the perspective of a game designer; substitute the word “class” for “game” and see how appropriate it is to teaching.
http://www.gamasutra.com/features/20041110/falstein_01.shtml

“Natural Funativity” as referenced in the notes above. Site may require free registration; in spite of appearances, you do not need to be a game industry professional to register.

http://www.cs.northwestern.edu/~hunicke/MDA.pdf

“MDA: A Formal Approach to Game Design and Game Research” as referenced in the notes above. The relevant discussion on different kinds of fun begins about halfway down the right side of page 2, so skip to that if you find the intro boring.
http://www.igda.org/columns/ivorytower/ivory_Sep04.php

“Playing the Final”, an example of a collaborative game-like final exam.
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