
ABSTRACT 

KAMPE, CHRISTOPHER WILLIAM. Complex Games and Game Design as a Vehicle for 
Technical & Critical Learning. (Under the direction of: Dr. Nick Taylor). 
 

The work of this dissertation moves along theoretical and practical trajectories: building 

upon the decade’s worth of scholarship that has examined connections between learning, 

gameplay, and game design, in both formal (e.g. in the classroom) or informal (e.g. as a part of 

recreation or creativity) contexts. In this vein, it elaborates upon the educational merits of 

specific forms of game play and specific forms of game design.  

In a an exercise of theory production, the dissertation elaborates upon assertions that 

certain modes of gaming/design are themselves embedded in larger constellations of knowledge 

building and communicative practices, which I refer to as Complex Play. Though prior research 

has identified and documented instances of this and gestured at their pedagogical value, the 

existing scholarship has not yet provided a holistic and systematic accounting of these activities, 

and how the possibility space for these activities evolves over the lifecycle of a game. Extending 

this work, I provide a detailed accounting of how socially-realist games operate (as a form of 

complex play) as well as the basic, mechanical features that facilitate this mode of engagement: 

specifically, one that is structurally driving by feminist standpoint theory.  

Beyond theory building, my dissertation attends to the more pragmatic work of design: 

the programmatic components required for generating contrastable standpoints, designed with 

deliberate omissions so as to allow for the integration of lived experiences into gamic action. 

Furthermore, this dissertation provides methodological insights into how these adjacent activities 

(i.e. Complex Play) can be integrated into classroom activities concerned with specific patterns 

of play or design. 



Finally, this dissertation reviews three iterations of a humanities course on game design, 

in a qualitative effort to provide a deep, holistic description of the specific circumstances under 

which notable student learning occurred.  This analysis gradually culminates in the delineation of 

a pedagogic scaffolding designed to encourage multiliteracy development (i.e. functional, 

rhetorical, & critical) and expansive learning.  This work terminates with the development of an 

experimental syllabus, built around centralized notions of complex play and virtual placemaking. 
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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

This dissertation moves down three distinct paths, converging at many points but not all: 

first, it offers a up theoretical framework with which to describe gameplay; second, it, by way of 

exemplars, describes an approach to the production of socially critical games; third, it conducts 

an empirical analysis of classroom data, examining the activities (and reported skill 

development) of humanities students working to design games.  

As an object, I developed this dissertation over the span of six years, with the classroom 

experiments being carried out in the years prior to the theoretical development. Rather than 

coming into the classroom experiments with a fully formed theory that I could test, my work was 

one of iterative analysis and reconceptualization, as I gradually came to understand what I was 

seeing, and how it behaved. Through this process, I started developing the framework for 

complex play (a concept that I will define at length), and in the development of that theory, I 

looked beyond the classroom data.  There remains a thread of reasoning that runs through this 

dissertation, but it does not all move towards a singular objective — with only a few salient 

pieces of the earlier chapters finding their way into later chapters. In an effort to visualize this, 

I’ve developed a map of sorts (figure 1) that appears at the end of this chapter.  

Furthermore, a number of the chapters draw upon work that I conducted during my 

doctoral program, but published before this dissertation was complete. As such, parts of these 

chapters function as self-contained objects: exploring concepts within the field of game studies, 

relevant to the work of game design and the use of games in formal, classroom settings. Though 

the beast is of a single body, it is perhaps a hydra or a chimera. With these guideposts (and 

warning signs) laid out, I will now explain the context and exigence for my project.  
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Game Studies is the interdisciplinary field of scholarship, concerned with the discussion 

of games. The focus of these discussions vary (e.g. mechanical analysis, social import) but 

generally recognize games as social and communicative objects that can be historically situated. 

As a field it draws on sociology, literary analysis, film studies, psychology, education, media 

studies, computer science, and political economy, while also developing its own praxis, 

methodology, terminology and scholarly conversations.  

 

Focus (Within Game Studies) 

What exactly Game Studies should entail has been the subject of heated discussion since 

its nominal inception more than two decades ago (Aarseth, 1997; Murray, 1997), and while there 

have been prominent efforts to advance ways of understanding games as both formal and situated 

objects (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004), their remain notable divisions between a Computer Science 

conceptualization of games, which readily attends to the programmatic elements that allow for 

the simulation of effects (Nystrom, 2014) and modes of humanities/social science driven analysis 

which more readily attends to construction of meaning within, the social activities surrounding, 

and the affects created by the interaction between players and games (Harrigan & Wardrip-Fruin, 

2004; 2007; 2009). This ideological separation still lingers in academic circles, evidenced by the 

DiGRA (2015-16) “Teaching Game Studies Workshops'' that sought to create a compendium of 

Game Studies syllabi and assignments while excluding courses focused on game production1. 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
1 In the interests of clarification, they did not preclude any discussion of game design, rather they excluded courses 
where design/development was a core component: “courses should NOT focus on game design or on development. 
While creating a game may be one element of a game studies course it should not be the central focus of the 
course)” (Consalvo & Paul, 2016) 
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This is not to suggest something so reductive as a binary level of inclusion/exclusion, but rather 

it speaks to a tendency to separate conversations focusing on formal/technical elements from 

those discussing socio-critical elements of games. Without suggesting either this chasm is too 

vast to cross, or that prior scholars have not made efforts to cross it, my dissertation will attempt 

to bring some of this gap: explaining how a generalizable set of mechanics and production 

techniques can be applied to create (entry level games) then lend themselves to socio-critical 

inquiry. 

In critical terms, I am interested in the manner by which the design games can facilitate 

feminist standpoint theory (Harding, 2004): giving the player the capacity to vicariously 

experience the world from a different perspective possessing its own distinctive capacities to 

interact with a simulated world and the power structures operating within this. In mechanical 

terms, I view this approach as a sort of antidote to the notion of a world that can be perceived 

from a single objective perspective. This leads us towards the problem of social-realism, wherein 

the experience of “realism” is immensely subjective, dependent in part upon the extent to which 

there is “congruence” between the rules of the gamic reality and those known by the player 

(Galloway, 2006). I argue that the design of some games, by virtue of the dynamics that emerge 

within them and the aesthetics they invoke, create a space that is ripe for this interrogation, 

serving as a vehicle both to explore subjectivity and probe at the limits of simulations (Bogost, 

2007). My dissertation will provide a detailed accounting of this effect, so that it might be 

replicated in other settings. This leads into a third theme of interest for me, a more granular 

examination of the types of gameplay that exist and the extent to which they can be leveraged 

pedagogically.  
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While much of the educational literature on games approached them as a more-or-less 

direct vehicle for teaching and evaluating the efficacy of the approach (Vogel, et al., 2006; 

Young et al., 2013); however,  the results of said studies are often ambivalent due to 

questionable classifications (e.g. defining a laboratory simulation as a game) or non-general 

testing criteria. Other researchers sought to examine how we could learn from game-design as a 

way of refining classroom pedagogy (Dickey, 2005; Colby, 2016). Regarding learning while we 

play games, while some authors have made compelling arguments about exactly what and how 

we can learn from games (Gee, 2003) others have readily pointed out that, due to abstraction and 

automation, much of the representational substance (e.g. treating an injury) is effectively 

automated down to the push of a button — teaching the player comparatively little as an end 

result (Linderoth, 2012), However, a third branch of scholarship as looked at gaming 

communities in more ecological terms, considering the peripheral skills and competencies that 

develop as component of gaming culture, ranging from: knowledge secrets or optimal strategies 

(Consalvo, 2009), hardware expertise (Simon, 2007), inferential and systems based reasoning 

(Stienkueler & Duncan, 2008), which can extend technical discussion and theorization of novel 

strategies in public forums (Paul, 2011). This dissertation will focus on this third branch: 

examining not games (in and of themselves) as a vehicle for learning, but the varied activities 

with which they are connected as an object of educational interest. 

Although the statement is, on its surface, obvious, we must note that “gameplay” has 

never meant one thing. It is not the qualities of “games” that creates a circumstance of 

observation, rigorous documentation, model-based reasoning, and public discussion; rather, there 

are a constellation of effects ranging from the sophistication of a given game, the dynamics of 

play, the extent informational resources, and the liveliness of a community, which together gave 
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rise to the effect. The core theoretical work of my dissertation probes this issue: an understanding 

of “gameplay” as a degree complex object, drawing between multiple entangled processes and 

activities. I provide a robust, descriptive framework that can be used to categorize and analyze 

exceedingly different modes of engagement, while providing a general explanation of what 

drives players towards these, more complex modes of play. Though this work has been carried 

out in part by previous authors, I offer a much more exhaustive and systematized framework that 

may of use to a broad variety of educators. 

Methodologically, these theory building chapters will rely upon a combination of 

techniques, ranging from: micro-ethnographic data consisting to recorded gameplay sessions and 

participant interviews (Giddings, 2009); auto-ethnographic accounts drawn from my own 

journaled gameplay experiences (Giddings & Kennedy,  2008); rigorous textual analysis of 

games (Carr, 2009) with an emphasis on the interplay between their mechanics, dynamics, and 

aesthetics (Hunicke, LeBlanc, & Zuberic), while also examining paratexts and partextual 

activities that surround the play of specific games (Consalvo, 2009). Taken together, these 

chapters will cultivate an understanding of complex play that will provide a systematized 

account of the internal/external activities that drive some forms of gameplay, while also 

delineating a set of strategies and generalizable design decisions that could inform the future 

development of socially-critical games. 

 

Towards Game Design 

In her forward to Connected Gaming (Kafai & Burke, 2016), Constance Steinkuehler said 

“Games are a communicative medium. To make a game is not only to decompose a system, 

understand its structure and parts... to express an idea intentionally for others... so share a 
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viewpoint from the other side” (xii). This succinctly summarizes some of the pedagogically 

seductive promises of game design as a vector for teaching technical literacies such as coding, 

while also holding promise for intimate self-expression (Annthropy, 2012). However, game-

design is neither a silver bullet, nor does the word itself offer much in the way of a guidepost. 

The design of a 2D side scroller (though potentially event driven) has little to do with text 

adventure or an RPG for that matter. Although we might conceive of these as possessing a 

common order, they are at best different species (if not genus) of game. This gives rise to a more 

fundamental question within the domain of classroom game design: “under what circumstances 

do students learn what?” Focusing on outcomes, we must then consider the issue of 

transferability “to what extent are we teaching game design skills or general skills?” In asking 

these questions, I move away from the prospect of a single, general answer, towards the 

expression of multiple, highly specific answers.  

In the latter third of this dissertation, I will examine classroom data taken from three 

sequential iterations of an upper-division Game Studies classroom, for which the design of a 

game was a core component. In service of the questions above, we (Dr. Taylor and I) decided to 

structure the development of the game around a number of formal planning, development, and 

reflection exercises so that we could create a detailed portrait of the work performed by students. 

This, coupled with pre/post survey data regarding technical competency and more general 

planning skills, will allow me to identify cases where learning is reported and trace this learning 

back to the specific contexts and activities with which it was entangled. Here explicitly, my 

interest was divided between the games themselves as end products, and the varied activities that 

lead up to their creation some of which were simple, while others proved intriguingly complex 

(as I will later clarify). 
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The classroom experiment itself is designed according to the principles of Design-based 

Research (Brown, 1992), a mode of production/research that has been intensively in tandem with 

the educational study of games and work of game-design in the classroom setting (Barab, et al. 

2005; Barab & Squire, 2004). To this end, I will draw on a broad variety of classroom data: 

ranging from pre/post surveys, assignments, planning documents, game prototypes, reflective 

documents, and observational notes). The classroom data I will examine is quasi-experimental in 

nature, and the underlying treatment (e.g. course syllabus, production assignments, prompts, 

required tools) varies from iteration to iteration. Though I rigorously document and justify each 

of these changes (as prescribed by DBR) the data cannot be used to make empirical 

generalizations; rather, they are the results of a pilot study that culminated in the production of 

standardized course scaffolding that has been published (see Appendix I), so that it may be 

replicated elsewhere and validated. 

With reference to learning objectives, respecting the aforementioned, interdisciplinary of 

the field, the formal/critical dichotomies within many Game Studies classrooms, and enduring 

problem of transferability — I will examine reported learning and work produced across three 

general 3* general criteria:  

1. Multiliteracies* is a term coined by Stuart Selber (2004) to describe the multi-

dimensional, moving targets related to modern, digital literacies. He argues that we live 

in a time of constant change, where the: media consumer is changing, as is the manner by 

which it is brought to us, as are the tools available to produce it, as are the social contexts 

into which it will be deployed. To address this, he divides the (nebulous) concept of 

literacy into three broad categories: 
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• Functional: an awareness of the tools available, as well as the affordances and 

constraints each provided, etc.) 

• Critical: understanding communication as a set of historically situated practices 

aimed at reaching/representing some and often excluding others 

• Rhetorical: how a given media/interface can be used to persuade audiences, 

generic expectations, etc.). 

2. Expansive Learning2 refers to the process by which a practitioner identifies a problem 

(within their activity) that cannot be addressed by the skills possessed by their current 

workgroup. Following analysis of the problem, the practitioner reaches outside of the 

workgroup, identifies a viable solution, implements the solution successfully, and then 

brings the solution back into their workgroup — in effect changing the “activity” for the 

group, as they now leverage a new tool/practice. 

3. Planning & Coordination here refers to the manner in which students apprehend the 

challenges of a (complicated, digital) project, identify (and later modify) workable 

solutions, divide the labor, plan the development process, communicate their progress to 

each other, and coordinate their efforts so that the project is completed before a deadline.  

Although the multiliteracies can be said to neatly correspond interests within humanities 

curricula, my interest in “expansive learning” is an effort to track both an content-agnostic ability 

and a catalyst for transferability. This process describes the progression whereby the learner 

identifies a problem that cannot be readily solved with the tools/techniques at hand; 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
2 This framework has been developed and popularized by Engeström (1987, 2001) & Sannino (2001), who drew 
upon the much earlier work of Vygotsky & Leont'ev. 
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consequently, they explore the work of other communities of practitioners in order to discover 

viable tools techniques, which they can then bring back to their own work and/or community 

(Engeström, 2001). By their nature, instances of “expansion” speak to some form of 

transferability; furthermore, they are heartily encouraged by educational paradigms, such as 

Connectivism which “view learning as a networked phenomenon influenced by technology and 

socialization,” wherein learning itself is said to emerge from “networks of connections formed 

from experience and interactions between individuals, societies, organizations, and the 

technologies that link them”  (Goldie, 2016, pp. 4-5). Finally, I argue that the work of Planning 

& Coordination is almost universally perceived as a prerequisite skill for the production of 

complicated digital products (especially when teamwork is involved), and thus broadly relevant 

to many fields.   In line with DBR, the ultimate goal of this classroom data is threefold: 

1. Developing new educational theory as it pertains to the teaching of game design in the 

humanities classroom. 

2. Informing educational praxis regarding the use of game design in the classroom, pursuant 

to the learning objectives articulated above. 

3. Producing a new and detailed framework for instruction (itself an educational 

intervention) that can be subsequently tested in an experimental setting as a way of 

producing generalizable data. 

From the classroom data, I will extract key lessons we can derive regarding gamic 

mechanics that facilitate critical inquiry, and design/distribution models that complement these 

concerns. This work will involve the development of qualitative codes which describe activities 

and themes within heterogeneous activities (i.e. the design of very different game prototypes, 

under different conditions). Here, I will make use of survey data as a way of spotting general 
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trends and locating individual cases that warrant closer analysis (i.e. survey as map). Here my 

efforts will be directed at isolating the specific conditions that surround cases of success and 

failure in an effort to develop pedagogic heuristics and approaches to course scaffolding 

designed to mitigate learning obstacles and cultivate multiliteracy development and expansive 

learning practices — a revised syllabus presented in the Appendix I. 

 

Chapter Summary  

Nominally, this dissertation will consist of 8 chapters (including the introduction and 

conclusion) as well in addition to a significant appendix. In the later stages of DBR, after theory 

has been gathered and theory developed, the practitioner is supposed to generate a form of the 

intervention (in my case, a robustly annotated syllabus: Appendix I) so that its efficacy can be 

tested in circumstances beyond her control. Aside from this, the substance of the following 

chapters is as follows: 

2. A theoretical analysis of gameplay, wherein I review existing perspectives as to what 

gameplay consists of and where its limits extend to. In this section I will introduce the 

core idea of complex play and describe its interaction with the thread as a means of 

categorically defining its limits. 

3. A delineation and analysis of the intrinsic elements of complex play: this chapter 

illustrates the extent to which personal knowledge can make it exceedingly difficult to 

play a simple game (i.e. one that is played without external reference), while also 

illustrating the different forces (called attractors) which continuously shape human 

gameplay. This theorization is illustrated by way of micro-ethnographic gameplay 

sessions based around Telltale’s The Walking Dead (2012-2013). 
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4. A delineation and analysis of the extrinsic elements of complex play: this chapter 

contextualizes certain forms of gameplay as being connected to different flavors of 

activity, some of which have the capacity to diverge from gameplay (terminating the 

thread) into parallel activities. Furthermore, this chapter describes mechanisms by which 

specific forms of complex gameplay itself can be co-opted into complementary, parallel 

activities via extension. For data, this chapter leverages the historical progression of 

community activity surrounding a given game, while also digging into auto-ethnographic 

accounts. 

5. A detailing and formal analysis of a subset of socially-critical games, predicated on 

aspects of lived, human experiences, and the work creating a standpoint through which 

the player may subjectively perceive a world. This is the largest chapter, composed of 

two parts: 

a. Through an analysis of This War of Mine (2014), I provide a forensic analysis of 

how developers were able to subvert the wargame genre as a means of 

engendering empathy and making visible oft ignored perspectives. While also 

detailing the production and engagement techniques employed by the developers, 

so as to stimulate real-world action in line with the game’s ethos. 

b. Through an analysis of Disco Elysium (2019), I explain how the formal 

mechanics of the game function, such that they are able to better approximate (in 

a programmatic way) the behavior of a standpoint and the interplay of 

intersectional forces in a manner that is replicable. Beyond this, I discuss how a 

specific game’s design and interior goals can be productively co-opted (via 
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extension) to facilitate pseudo-qualitative/ethnographic research and intersectional 

analysis.  

6. An accounting of how the DBR methodology was implemented over three iterations of 

the Game Studies Course. This chapter identifies problems that were encountered in 

earlier iterations, modifications that were made, and judgements about the efficacy of 

these modifications. Interspersed throughout this chapter are pedagogic insights derived 

from course data. 

7. A mixed methods analysis of classroom data consisting of survey results, class 

assignments, student planning / reflection documents, and instructor observations. In this 

chapter, I leverage patterns and anomalies found in the course data to identify sites for 

qualitative inquiry. Here examine game design as a complex activity and consider the 

value of inadequacy as a means of expanded inquiry. Finally, I look at the difficulty 

associated with the classroom production of socially critical games, while identifying a 

pattern for successful production that came from an exemplar group. 

  

Figure 1.1: Thematic Chapter Mapping 
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CHAPTER 2 

A Theory of Complex Play 

This chapter will begin a literature review concerning games and play, principally via the 

interactions between humans, machines, and contextual factors. From here I will lay out the 

formal notion of complex play, building off the work of prior scholarship. As complex play 

inherently concerns interactions with forces external to the gameworld. I develop the concept of 

the thread as a means of demarcating the boundary between complex play and parallel (or what I 

will later call, divergent) activities. This basic understanding will serve as the grounding point 

for the following two chapters that will articulate specific forces/factors that shape complex play.  

 

What Encompasses Gameplay? 

Gameplay does not get to exist as a universal constant, rather it is an inherently subjective 

phenomena that emerges from the interaction between several black boxes (e.g. humans, 

machines) each of which is itself a more-or-less stabilized collection of black boxes. It will not 

be possible for me to articulate complex play without situating it beside the act of gameplay. In 

this section I will review scholarly notions of gameplay: what the active elements are and how 

they interact. I will begin with some better known, but flawed, definitions; piecing them together 

until I have something that serves my purposes. Still somewhat of a mystic, if I am to summon a 

new term, I must first draw a circle. 

The earliest (most commonly cited) work that laid the groundwork for Game Studies was 

that of Dutch historian Johan in his work Homo Ludens (1938). He is often credited with coining 

the term “magic circle” in reference to the act of gameplay; however, the reality is that the term 

was developed and popularized, much later, in the Rules of Play (Salen, et al, 2004). The 
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prevailing critiques of magic circle analogy focus on its assertion of (almost) definite boundaries 

that demarcate the world of the videogame from the actual world. This demarcation emerges as 

an effort to explain how gamic, symbolic actions (e.g. rolling dice, moving to soldiers) stand in 

for literal/physical actions (e.g. ordering troops, waging wars) with victory, loss, and all 

permissible action being decided by an artificial rules (e.g. the game ends when a king is lost). 

While the symbolic actions taken in a game do not impart the same physical consequences as 

equivalent physical actions (e.g. killing a character does not kill the player), it is an 

oversimplification to suggest that the consequences of the gameplay do not impact the outside 

world. After all, the loss (or victory) of the football game might lead to riots in a city’s streets, 

just as the hunt for a Pokémon might (physically) lead a player down a path in a park.  

In response to the magic circle and its popularity among many early Game Studies 

scholars (in the early 2000’s), Markus Montola argues that some games are pervasive: “bleeding 

of the domain of the game [into] the domain of the ordinary” (2009, p12). Taken to an extreme, 

this bleed might appear as deep play: the condition where the player invests so much physical 

and social capital in the game itself, that the game can be (almost objectively) said to occupy a 

space of personal and cultural significance — if only among communities of players (Geertz, 

2000). The magic circle is a useful heuristic, but it is overly simplistic: discounting social (and 

inevitably material) aspects of gameplay as a situated activity. 

Though I agree with the perspectives advanced by Montola and Geertz, my interests are 

ultimately, inverse to theirs. I view the bleed, this phenomena of permeability, as allowing 

bidirectional flows of force that then translate into physical or simulated behavior. For my own 

part, I am less interested in how games regularly interact with the “outside world” and more 

interested in cases where a game’s play (i.e. the actions that the player is taking in the 
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gameworld) is substantially influenced by forces external to the simulation itself (e.g. when the 

player consults a walkthrough, rather than trying to independently solve a game’s riddle; or when 

the they use personal experience to direct gameplay actions). As Mia Consalvo asserts “players 

never play a [truly] new game or fail to bring outside knowledge about games into and gameplay 

into their gaming situations (2009, p. 415). Respecting the existence of these external influences, 

we can productively distinguish two varieties of gameplay:  

● Simple wherein the play of the game is driven by observations derived from within the 

gameworld. 

● Complex wherein the play of the game is (in some, non-trivial way) influenced by 

factors external (e.g. resources, inferences) to the gameworld. 

These definitions are minimal (heuristic at best); however, before I can expand upon 

them, I must first explain what I mean when using the term gameplay: game, as played, through 

system, by user, in context, with strategy or intent. 

 

Game, as Played… 

Admittedly, we have the capacity to talk about internal elements in narrative (e.g. story), 

representational (e.g. depictions), or procedural (e.g. system behavior) terms. In these ways, we 

can talk about the game as a semi-static text. One does not (strictly, speaking) need to play a 

game in order to experience it: one might watch an annotated play through, where they will 

experience all the sounds and visuals of the game — if the player/streamer adopts a think aloud 

protocol, the vicarious player might even come to understand the underlying strategy or tactics 

that are governing the actual player’s actions. This tradition is enduring, tracing back to arcade 

spectatorship (Newman 2012), and back further towards fully analog systems (e.g. dice games, 
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card games). In short, there are both direct and indirect means by which one can experience the 

playing of a game; however, the specifics of each experience, and the analysis one could derive 

from it, might vary a good deal according to the individual’s manner(s) of engagement with the 

media (Aarseth, 2003). Before I elaborate on this, I will need to clarify what this underlying act 

of “video gameplay” consists of.   

In the same way that the experience of a film is predicated on one’s capacity to view it 

(via the aid of technology), conventional videogames are designed to be played, and the 

narrative/representations within them only become accessible as one traverses their game space. 

This act requires a non-trivial exertion of effort. In an early conception of Game Studies, Aarseth 

coined the term ergodic (work + path) as a way of emphasizing the labor that goes into playing a 

video game (1997). Alexander Galloway developed this idea further when he asserted “video 

games are actions3 ... without the active participation of players and machines, video games exist 

only as static computer code [and assets]” (2006, p.2). He classifies them as an action-based 

medium, in the sense that their “very materiality moves and restructures itself — pixels turning 

on and off, bits shifting in hardware registers, disks spinning up and down” as the machine 

registers and responds to player input (p.4). Though useful as a heuristic, he argues that in the 

context of gameplay, the distinctions we can make between the work of the player versus that of 

the machine are ultimately artificial — Rather, gameplay emerges from the “cybernetic 

relationship” between player and machine.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
3 While Galloway does a diligent job describing the assemblage that produces the experience of gameplay, his text 
(somewhat) conflates the “game” with the experience of “gameplay”. As I do not conceive this “quirk” as essential 
to his argument, I’ve paraphrased his argument so that this distinction remains clear. 
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Galloway alone does not tell us everything we need to know about gameplay, but he 

provides us with a responsible starting point and a set of useful terms for classifying what sorts 

of actions can happen, at any given moment, within a gameworld (2006). Within his schema, all 

gamic action is classified by way of two mutually exclusive sets: diegetic/non-diegetic, which 

expresses how the action is conveyed; operator/machine, which attributes ownership to the 

(digitally mediated) action4. 

● Diegetic actions occur within the narrative world of the game.  E.g. a character stabs an 

enemy, deals damage, and the enemy dies on screen 

Here, a “visible” action happens in the game world and can be said to have a “visible” 

effect. 

● Non-diegetic actions occur outside of the narrative world of the game. E.g. a character 

gains a level, a new menu pops up, and the character reallocates their skill points.  

Here, though the effect of the action will impact gameplay, the menu itself is not 

presumed to exist within the narrative world of the game. 

● Operator actions issue from the player and have some effect in the gameworld (however 

minor) e.g. The player presses a button and the character jumps 

Here, the expression of the action (visual/aural) will be rendered by the machine, 

according to the code it's running; however, we can still understand the genesis of the 

action as originating in the player. 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
4 These terms are equally useful for describing elements in a game and or the actors controlling those elements. 
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● Machine actions are issued from the machine and have some effect in the gameworld 

(however minor).  E.g. A group of bandits encircle the player and attack. 

Here, the action originates from some script/protocol that the machine possesses. These 

actions will (inevitably) come in response to player actions, but their genesis lies in the 

code itself.   

Admittedly, this model (like all models) is reductive, in so far as it only recognizes the player (in 

a general sense) as a component within a cybernetic relationship – centralizing this moment of 

interaction, I accept it as a general reference point, which will help us demarcate inherently 

uncertain territory, later on.   

Galloway orients this vocabulary towards gamic action; however, it is equally useful for 

referencing gamic elements. For instance: a character picks up a healing potion (diegetic object) 

then uses it (diegetic action) it changes their health point total (non-diegetic object); assuming 

the code specifies that a potion heal 50 hp, the machine takes that value and applies it (machine 

action) to the player’s current life total (non-diegetic object); with their health restored, the 

avatar changes its posture — standing upright rather the slouched over (diegetic object). While 

one might use this vocabulary to single out a specific element for discussion, these terms are 

designed to be used together to describe the multiplicity of operations that occur during any 

given moment of gameplay, with only a subset of these operations being represented in a manner 

that the player can perceive (without the assistance of some external tool). From here, we can 

talk more about gameplay as a phenomena. 

Arsenault and Perron (2009) describe gameplay as an ongoing, cybernetic interaction that 

requires player input and interpretation, as well as machine instructions and output. They 

describe the gameplay loop as a four step process: 
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1. From the game’s database, the game’s algorithm draws the 3-D objects and textures, and 

plays animations, sound files, and finds everything else that it needs to represent the 

game. 

2. The game outputs these to the screen, speakers, or other peripherals. The gamer uses 

[their] perceptual skills (bottom-up) to see, hear, and or feel what is happening. 

3. The gamer analyzes the data at hand through his broader anterior knowledge (in top-

down fashion) of narrative conventions, generic competence, gaming repertoire, etc. to 

make a decision. 

4. The gamer uses his implementation skills (such as hand-eye coordination) to react to the 

game event, and the game recognizes this input and factors it into the change of the game 

state (pp. 120-121).  

Within this ongoing loop, they note three varieties of spiral: internal, player-driven cycles 

that happen in real time, changing overtime — that occur as the players attempt to “answer 

gameplay, narrative, and interpretive questions” (p. 115) They elect to call these spirals rather 

than cycles (or oft bemoaned circles) in an effort to capture the ongoing movement implied by a 

spiraling5 vector — one that begins when the game engages with the operator (i.e. is turned on 

and played) and terminates when it disengages from the operator (i.e. is turned off and 

abandoned). Furthermore, they use the orbit/radius of each cycle to represent the sophistication 

of the action/interpretation that the player engages with at that specific moment in time (pp. 112 - 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
5 While not indebted to, this sort of visualization is analogous to the helical model of our solar system, which is 
useful insofar as it conveys the spiral as a virtual line produced by spatial movement; see: 
https://www.universetoday.com/107322/is-the-solar-system-really-a-vortex/. 
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116), asserting that as the player’s experience with the game increases, their repertoire of action 

grows6.  

 

Figure 2.1: Magic Spiral Visualization 

The three varieties of spiral (perhaps, more rightly, helices) that they classify are as follows: 

● Heuristic Spiral of Gameplay encompasses the possible actions that the player can take 

at a given moment in the game. As many games adhere to the strategy of progressive 

disclosure, in early gameplay players tend to command fewer abilities (i.e. gamic 

affordances) while simultaneously being tasked with simpler problems to solve; in later 

gameplay, players tend to possess more abilities, but are required to strategically use 

them to solve more difficult problems.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
6 They suggest that players never (though rarely is more accurate) develop a perfect understanding of the non-
diegetic elements of the game — “the player’s activity should be understood as a piercing of  
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● Heuristic Spiral of Narrative encompasses the player’s perception of the “narrative 

events that unfold through the game” and their understanding of the diegetic forces at 

play within the game world (e.g. armies, spirits, and uprisings) and the motives/interest 

behind key agents (e.g. the will of a general, the curse of a ghost). Admittedly, this spiral 

is (as labeled by the authors) only applicable to games that possess at least some “basic 

framing narrative” (pp. 116-117) 

● Hermeneutic Spiral describes the fuzzy process by which elements and behaviors of the 

game become connected to a meaning-making process external to the game itself. This 

meaning may be highly limited (applicable to the game itself or games like it) or 

expansive (relating to the lived world) in its application. 

The underlying assertion here is that: as the player plays, all three of these spirals exist as 

a part of what we can productively call gameplay. This heuristic is useful in-so-far as it alerts us 

to the fact that gameplay is an ongoing, dynamic phenomena that emerges from interplay 

between operator and machine; moreover, the work of the operator cannot be neatly 

circumscribed to a single process; rather, the player engages in multiple parallel processes as 

they interact with the gameworld. However, I am not quite satisfied with their set of terms, as 

they restrict and omit some aspects of (what I understand to be) gameplay.  

 
Spiraling Problems 

As Burke famously argues, 

If any [set of terms] is a reflection of reality, by its very nature as a terminology it 
must be a selection of reality; and to this extent it must also function as a 
deflection of reality…  A textbook on physics, for instance, turns [our] attention in 
a different direction from a textbook on law or psychology…  In brief, much that 
we take as observations about ‘reality’ may be but the spinning out of possibilities 
implicit in our particular choice of terms (1966, pp. 45-46).  
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There is something of a universal truth to this assertion. It is not my intention to abandon the 

spirals, but in order to rehabilitate them, we need to better understand their limitations and 

omissions. My own efforts will, of course, remain imperfect approximations, but they will draw 

attention to a different set of elements. 

The most problematic of the three spirals is narrative, which will be discussed first and 

contextualized beside gameplay in terms provided by activity theory. After this point, we will be 

able to open up and retool the hermeneutic spiral. To do this, we will need a better understanding 

of gameplay as a situated activity, that will by that nature, become influenced by forces external 

to the gameworld (e.g. tools, paratexts). From here, we will revise the spirals before re-engaging 

with the concept of complex play and discussing a subset of its forms (i.e. those pertinent to this 

dissertation). 

To frame a spiral in terms of narrative is to dispose it towards explaining a subset of 

games that are driven by character interactions and scripted plot events. Certainly, if a game 

simulates some sort of fantasy epic, then the player will likely be served (i.e. advantaged in play) 

by developing a working familiarity with the realm’s history, while also recognizing the role 

they (as player) occupy in this historical moment, and how their actions are (if at all) changing 

the gameworld. However, such an understanding needn’t be restricted to scripted narratives (i.e. 

those directly composed by the game’s authors). For instance, when one plays a game of 

Civilization, the progress of actions through the game creates a fictional timeline of events with 

actors. Yet the specifics of this history arise from the actions of ingame agents (e.g. players, A.I., 

procedural events). In this sense, simulation-driven games (like Civilization) can be said to 

possess emergent narratives (Salen, et al, 2004) insofar as these narratives arise from 
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interactions between player(s) and simulation engine. At a first approximation, we need to 

rethink this spiral such that it accommodates emergent narratives as well.  

With this objective in mind, we might say that the narrative spiral pertains to any 

gameplay experience whereby a player is able to produce: a rough timeline of events, a sense of 

their own position within that timeline, a set of inferences about the behaviors of agents, and 

some (however tenuous) plan for future action. For the time being, this revised definition will 

serve us, but let us hold off on any name change until we consider this spiral beside its partner: 

the spiral of gameplay. We begin with something of a minor distinction: while one can describe 

the overarching story in an RPG, we tend to describe the gameplay embedded within that RPG in 

terms of moments and trends/tendencies — let us begin discussion with the former and return to 

it in the next paragraph. 

In any given moment of gameplay, the player will likely work through some task, be it 

the: parsing of text, exploration of map, combatting some adversary, overcoming some barrier, 

or otherwise solving a problem (as the game allows). It’s tempting to think we could classify this 

aspect of play as “reactive” insofar as the player will react to gamic output, but such a term 

undercuts player agency and is not (by itself) adequately descriptive. If we think of gameplay as 

“a problem solving activity approached with a playful attitude” (Schell, 2008, p. 37) then we 

recognize that play cannot be neatly divorced from the act of reasoning — specifically, abductive 

reasoning: “the process by which hypotheses are formed and evaluated” in light on one’s 

ongoing experiences. Thus experience serves as a basis for largely experimental reasoning: 

oriented more towards functional explanation rather than absolute/certain deductive logic 

(Thagard & Shelly, 1997). For example, I might attack a newly encountered enemy with a 

weapon, observe the ineffectiveness of said attack, and then change the nature of my attacks until 
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I perceive one as being more effective than the others. This process would leave me with a 

workable (but unverified) heuristic for action; this heuristic  that will likely influence my tactics 

the next time I encounter an enemy that “looks” similar, by way of a specialized form of 

semantic learning (Gee, 2003). 

This brings us to something of a problem — if we acknowledge that players react in some 

cases and abduce in others, then — how is it accurate to speak of all such instances 

interchangeably: as the same gameplay, but in different degrees (i.e. the widening radius of a 

singular spiral)? For my own part, I think there may be many more spirals than the three they’ve 

accounted for; furthermore, I believe there is some common thread that the spirals “tug” at — 

such that we can only infer the spirals’ existence because of the measurable force they exert upon 

this thread, discernible as vibrations. With this in mind, I think we need to abandon the metaphor 

of the spiral in search of something more descriptively accurate. We will get there soon enough, 

but first I will need to provide a more detailed description of what can happen in a few scattered 

moments of gameplay — from there I will be able to provide a working discussion of simple and 

complex play.  

 

A Hypothetical Moment of Gameplay 

I will begin by adding a few more details to the “moment of gameplay” that I described 

above. Here I will work through three hypothetical instances, where the player combats an 

enemy. The first two (simple) cases will highlight structural differences in superficially similar 

moments of gameplay. The third case will be discussed at greater length; ultimately leading into 

our discussion of complex play. 
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Let us start with a single instance of gameplay (T1):  the player encounters a “Red Imp”, 

which is a creature she has never encountered before. In the combat that follows, this sequence 

of actions occurs: 

1. The player strikes Imp1 with a sword; this proves ineffective. 

2. The player throws a “fireball” at the imp; this proves ineffective 

3. The player throws a “lightning bolt” at the imp; this seems effective. 

4. The player casts “shocking blade” on his sword 

5. The player attacks the target with his “shocking blade” repeatedly. 

6. Imp1 dies.  

We can assume there were other actions taken in this hypothetical encounter, but for our 

discussion they are irrelevant. In steps 1-4, the player is actively employing abductive reasoning: 

he encounters an unexpected result, he tests a number of approaches, he makes a causal 

inference, and he commits to a course of action based upon that inference. 

Let us assume a new encounter, which will be influenced by the information gathered 

from the prior one. It is now a different time (T2) and the player encounters an identical 

adversary: Imp2  

1. The player remembers his experience from T1 

2. The player casts “shocking blade” on his sword. 

3. The player attacks the target with his “shocking blade” repeatedly. 

4. Imp2 dies.  

In this second instance, the player leverages his prior reasoning in order to effect a 

desired result; he performs (partially) similar operations; however, he no longer actively attends 

to the abductive process; rather, he leverages prior conclusions. We can note that from an input 
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based-perspective (a thread we will return to shortly) that operations [T1:4-6] and [T2:2-4] could 

be identical, but in the former case the player is experimenting with the affordances he has at his 

disposal, while the latter case involves no conscious experimentation, working instead upon the 

evidence of prior experience. 

Now let us consider a third encounter, which is (again) influenced by the information 

gathered from prior encounters. In T3 the player encounters a Yellow Imp3. Let us assume for a 

moment that the player perceives this variation as aesthetic. 

1. The player remembers his prior encounters with imps. 

2. The player casts “shocking blade” on his sword. 

3. The player attacks the target with his “shocking blade”; this proves ineffective 

4. The player withdraws and processes the situation. 

5. The player throws a “fireball” at the imp; this seems effective. 

6. The player casts “flaming blade” on his sword. 

7. The player attacks the imp with his “flaming blade” repeatedly. 

8. Imp3 dies. 

In this third instance, during steps 1-3 the player relies upon prior information, to the 

extent that he disregards new visual information. In steps 3-6, pivots: once again, this becomes 

an action driven by abductive reasoning; however the scope of that reasoning is unclear to us — 

I can posit three, equally real lines of reasoning, which I will refer to as Cases: 

1. The player’s choice strategy is random and unconscious. They recognize a failed attack 

and attempt a new attack, without considering why one form of attack might be more 

beneficial than another. 
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2. The player’s choice is based on their own perceived strengths and by extension habits. 

Perhaps the player’s fire attacks are generally stronger and effective, such that the player 

defaults to these attacks on the basis that they are regularly used. In this sense an 

unexpected result might trigger a “default action” selected by virtue of its intrinsically 

perceived qualities (i.e. this works in most cases). 

3. The player’s choice is based on a fresh interpretation of gaming symbols which have 

been ingrained in the player during this and other games. The player may now realize that 

all imps have a type (e.g. fire, electric, etc.) and then their color suggests the type of 

energy that they are immune to (e.g. fire -> red, yellow -> electricity). 

Referring only to T3, the chief distinction between Cases 1 & 2 is abductive reasoning: in 

the former it is present, in the latter it is absent. Unpacking that further, in Case 2 we’re seeing 

some sort of reflection whereby the player considers what they’ve done in the past and how the 

lessons they’ve learned from the past ought to impact the decisions they will make in the present 

and, by extension, actions they might make in the future There reasoning is pragmatic, seeking 

out what works without developing a systematic understanding of why it works.  

We’re observing a form of active learning as it occurs in a specific semiotic domain (Gee 

2003, pp 14-24), whereby one’s experience playing the game gives them an understanding of a 

specific set of symbols, and this literacy ultimately informs the strategies we will employ in 

gameplay going forward. In this case, the game teaches me to associate a color with an element, 

such that I learn to interpret objects as being color encoded (i.e. color dictates elemental affinity 

and by extension elemental weakness). However, in saying this I’ve accidentally bridged the gap 

between Case 2 & 3. The salient difference between these cases is two-fold. In case 2, the player 

aduces a solution to a momentary problem, but doesn’t systematize the observation (i.e. they see 
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the application to the specific case rather than all general cases). The unspoken reasoning that 

occurs in case 3 is as follows in 6 stages:  

1. The player had a working system in which all Imps were the same 

2. The player encounters a piece of evidence that challenges that basic assumption 

3. The player rethinks their approach, such that color itself has semiotic meaning (within the 

game) 

4. The player experiments (selecting a color informed attack) and succeeds 

5. As a result of this experiment, the player reviews their understanding of Imps, such that 

they now see Imps as color-coded entities. 

6. They used this revised, systematized understanding to inform future gameplay. 

Stage 6 of this reasoning process describes the essential distinction between cases 2 & 3; 

furthermore, it will provide the gateway to our impending discussion of complex play.  

Let us begin with a simple outcome, one where we enforce simplicity by restricting the 

scope of effect. In this instance (what we will call 6a), the systematization of this encoded 

knowledge extends no further than the gameworld: the player understands his experience, only 

by way of what he sees in the gameworld, and what he understands about it. Though the scope of 

his reasoning might vary (e.g. this knowledge applies only to creatures recognized as “Imps”, or 

it extends to all creatures with colored-variants) we would call it simple because its applicability 

is constrained to this specific gameworld (or instance thereof). We might relax these constraints 

somewhat, allowing the player prior knowledge derived from (quasi)analogous-games. We may 

refer to this phenomena as intertextuality, generic awareness, etc. — and we universally 

recognize that game developers borrow from prior art, and players come to learn and expect 

certain mechanical/narrative/simulative conventions in the games they play. In this sense we 
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might expect that one more familiar with a given “sort” of game, might be more likely to possess 

externally applicable knowledge.   

In the case of a hypothetical “new” player, perhaps this experience with multi-colored 

imps with varying defenses allowed her to recognize an  “internal design grammar”: an 

awareness of the principles and conventions that exist within a specific semiotic domain, be it a 

single game, or games of a type (Gee, 2003, pp. 28-31). Now, as she goes on to play other 

games, she possesses some latent reservoir of abductively arrived at or externally verified “facts” 

that may impact her in game decisions. Let us assume this wisdom: this player (a) is passed on to 

a hypothetical second player (b). Let us say the knowledge is tenuous at best: its veracity not yet 

tested. 

This gives us a third, parallel case (T3b) which will possess a degree of complexity. Let us 

now formulate, using the prior hypotheticals, an instance of play that is unambiguously complex. 

Here is an alternate sequence of events (the encounter with the Yellow Imp of T3):  

1. The player remembers her encounters with prior imps in this gameworld, 

2. The player considers the conventions of color -> elemental affinity/vulnerability that she 

has observed in (quasi-) analogous gameworlds. 

3. The player reasons, based on known conventions, that this Imp will be immune to 

electricity and, by extension, vulnerable to water based attacks. 

4. The player throws a “water ball” at the Imp. 

5. The imp takes critical damage and dies. 

This hypothetical is an instance “of” complex play, and it should not be taken as 

descriptive of the many forms that complex play can take, some of which, I will argue, have the 
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capacity to become externally productive (i.e. leading to the production of physical/digital 

objects that exist outside of the gameworld. Now, let us fully clarify the terms. 

 

Simple and Complex Forms of Play 

Simple and Complex forms of Play 

Reiterating, let us accept that games are:  

1. Played by users (who have immediate intentions/desires, and memories of past 

experience)  

2. Through systems (which take and process input within their capacities),  

3. In situated contexts (which determine the resources they have access to, elements 

competing for their attention, etc.). 

We can now talk about “games as they are played by people” existing in a spectrum that 

ranges from almost simple to increasingly complex.    

● Simple play refers to the play of games wherein the impact of exterior forces is 

minimized (approaching total absence). Hypothetically, when a player is engaged in 

simple play, the act of “player processing” occurs only/primarily in relation to the output 

(diegetic or non) of the game (by way of system outputs).  

● Complex play refers to the play of games in which external forces, often those driven by 

knowable external objects (e.g. paratexts, guides, discussions, activities) significantly 

mediate the act of “player processing”. For instance, I am playing an RPG while referring 

to a guide for developing a particularly strong ranger (character option). 

One end of the spectrum describes “self-contained” games while the other end describes 

“externally driven” games, relative to a specific instance of play (i.e. a given: player, game, 
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system, paratext, and context). It is not productive to apply these terms as a binary: to think of an 

instance of play as being either simple or complex7. The operative question becomes: in what 

ways can gameplay be said to possess complexity? 

Perhaps all the gameplay that any human ever experiences will be complex. I do not 

believe it is possible for the human brain to engage with utterly simple gameplay: to play a game 

without any memory of / interaction with the non-gameworld. To do this would require us to 

selectively ignore a number of interconnected parts in our brain, and absent cyborg interventions, 

we lack that filtering capacity. This is not to say there aren’t edge-cases where a human being 

has been so thoroughly trained/conditioned by the game that they play in a trancelike state that 

approaches utterly simple gameplay. However, these will not be the focus of this dissertation. As 

a parallel, it’s worth recognizing that there are non-human intelligences capable of utterly simple 

play.   

As an example: the artificial intelligence AlphaGo Zero, learned to play Go by itself 

(against itself). The AI was given rules for the game, was instructed to play the game against 

itself, then, via reinforcement learning, it came to master the game. It is probable that no human 

will ever beat this AI (in a competitive series of matches) ever again. Furthermore, in the process 

of its self-directed mastery, it developed entirely novel strategies, in addition to independently 

discovering all moves that were developed by man in the past two-and-a-half millennia (Silver, 

et al. 2016 ). In this special case, we can speak of an intelligence, grown inside the black box of a 

gameworld; interpreting only the input from that world; expressing itself only through the 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
7 In either case, we can refer to a simple/complex game as an instantiation of this phenomena (i.e. how a person is 
playing a game). 
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dynamics allowable by the game of Go, without any knowledge of prior, human gameplay. This 

is an example of utterly simple gameplay: a virtual actor, engaged with a virtual engine, playing 

with itself in isolation. This variety of gameplay should seem alien to the forms we know/engage 

with; none-the-less, it is still gameplay.  

Discussion from this point onward will veer away from simple games into complex 

territory, and in that space we will, like nomads, wander between activities and activity systems. 

This territory will be, by its very nature, ill-defined (i.e. it is entirely possible for us to leave the 

territory of gameplay altogether). For the time being, we don’t mean to leave the territory of 

gameplay. In order to remain within it, we will need to first discover its boundaries, which are 

also its substance. In the midst of all this abstraction, the thread is something more concrete — 

easier to grasp if we first consider it from a machine perspective. Let us begin with this over-

simplified diagram of gameplay as thread — or as the archaic machine would perceive it: tape.  

 

Figure 2.2: Two-way Signal as Thread 

Video gameplay is predicated on this ongoing cybernetic exchange between at least two 

actors. These actors needn’t be sentient, they simply need to be entangled: one alien black-box 

sending an encoded message to another alien, black-box. We recognize that each of these 

interpreters/actors (IA) may receive external input (relative to gameplay) of some form, 
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represented as the dotted vectors on either side of the diagram. We shall leave [processing] as a 

black box for now, instead focusing on the two signal vectors that are being exchanged between 

the IAs. As a gestalt, they represent the cybernetic exchange that is gameplay: wherein each 

responds to information given to it by the other. I refer to the signal, sent by the player, to the 

machine and back again, as the thread. In order to more fully understand the thread, how player 

intentions are encoded on it, and how it relates to complex forms of video-gameplay, we must 

first discuss what gameplay input looks like from the perspective of the machine. 

The Thread as seen by the Machine 

Let us consider a game where all inputs originate from a modern, mechanical keyboard. 

As the player depresses a key, it compresses a spring, which, when sufficiently compressed, 

actuates the click-bar beneath that completes a circuit immediately below itself, sending a 

specific signal to the computer. When the key is released, the spring relaxes and the click bar 

raises. Taken together, these are the physical actions (i.e. pressing and releasing) that trigger 

keystroke events, e.g. key-down (‘x’), key-up (‘x’), and/or keypress (‘x’). These keystroke 

events are logged (and timestamped) in a buffer of some sort, which is then registered/processed 

by an algorithm8 (e.g. computer game engine). From the perspective of the machine, the input is 

an n-dimensional worldline, in which each dimension holds a value (that was effected by the 

striking of a key). This is an oversimplification9, but it will serve our needs for now.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
8 For more detailed discussion of the following features see: mechanical functions, keyboard buffers, and  see:  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keyboard_technology#Mechanical-switch_keyboard 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keyboard_buffer 
9 Only high end keyboards scan for every key independently. In general use (i.e. typing) the user rarely strikes more 
than two keys at once; as such, the signal transmitted is not n-dimensional in the sense of all possible keystroke, by 
n-dimensional with regards to a number of regions (on the physical keyboard) that are capable of registering 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keyboard_technology#Mechanical-switch_keyboard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Keyboard_buffer
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The term worldline is used by physicists to describe an object’s movement through space 

and time; this form is notoriously difficult to visualize in 3D space, but somewhat easier in 2D 

space. Imagine that you are controlling a 2D character in a small square room. If you consider 

that character’s spatial location at a given moment, it neatly corresponds to a point on a 2D 

graph. Let us imagine that at once every 10ms, an algorithm takes an abstract snapshot of the 

character’s location (simply a point on a 2D grid), which it then prints onto a clear (1mm thick) 

sheet of plastic — such that only the point is visible. Assume the sheets are perfectly identical in 

size, and that they are stacked, such that one sheet always sits upon the sheet that preceded it. 

After 10 seconds have elapsed, the program terminates. We are left with a mostly transparent 

cube (100 mm thick), that has what appears to be a 3D line moving through it. This object would 

faithfully (though constrained by matters of latency and resolution) produce a segment of the 

worldline for that 2D character: its locations over this 10 second period of time, as captured by 

the sampling method (i.e. 10 Hz, or 1 per 100ms)10. 

Having clarified this idea of the input worldline and its temporal segmentation, we now 

need to discuss the information that is encoded into it (at any/every given moment), and how we 

can represent that information. While there are ways to encode higher dimensions of information 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
independently of one another. For a more detailed discussion of this, see 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rollover_(key) 
10 To be precise, the machine can only be said to interact with the input worldline over a period of time; at defined, 
regular instants, the machine receives and processes a single snapshot of encoded information. The exact (temporal) 
interval between sampling will vary according to the specifics of hardware (i.e. the maximum rate at which input 
can be registered and output can be processed) and software (i.e. the intentional rate at which causality transpires 
within the game). What is important to note is that time in games is not constrained by Zeno's dichotomy paradoxes 
(leading to infinite subdivision). Rather, games can be said to possess (within the constraints described above) 
strictly defined units of time — commonly spoken of as “tick rates'' the quasi-arbitrary quantum of time that strictly 
defines the rate at which simulated casualty propagates.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rollover_(key)
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on the surfaces of lower dimensional objects, it inherently over-taxes the brain. Let us instead 

collapse each dimension, or degree of freedom, into a set of data values. Instead of a point on the 

grid, we receive an x-value and a y-value; such that by processing those values we could recreate 

the spatial coordinate. Recalling the metaphor of the plastic worldline, instead of a point, we 

have a set of values (e.g. upper right, becomes x: 50, Y:50). We can now imagine more values 

being added to the plastic sheet: z-coordinates, momentum, health, mass, etc. We can think of 

each encoded, plastic slip as a phase portrait, a momentary snapshot of the states in a changing 

system (DeLanda, 2013: see pp. 28-29), capturing all the information that the machine is getting 

from the operator. If each of these slips were aligned, placed all along a single plane, such that 

the left slip is the one that temporally precedes the slip to the right (like the film reel of a 

cartoon), we could compress the information into a smaller dimension, the tape. This tape will be 

long (undoubtedly) long, but it is not infinite. Consequently, we could compress it one dimension 

further: slicing the tape with long, horizontal strokes, such that we had very long strings of 

(perhaps binary) data. This is a crass metaphor for the more complicated process of 

vectorization... but when those strings are artfully spliced together, we have, at last, the thread. 

As far as the machine is concerned (in simple cases) our consummate contribution to 

gameplay is understood in terms of perturbations along this thread: changes in the input values 

that the operator sends to the machine, with the qualification that these inputs must be 

intelligible to the machine (i.e. corresponding to gamic operations). The game’s engine then 

interprets these inputs as commands, modifying the gameworld (its simulation) in the process. 

Within the black boxed gameworld, there will be other artificial actors that pass instructions to 

the engine (i.e. the enemy AIs), and we might conceive of these instructions as internal threads, 

which are present, but not, relevant to our inquiry. Closing that black box, we (the player) see 
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only the output signal that the game sends to us (a very rich signal compared to the pittance of 

our own input).  

As players, we contribute to gameplay (as understood by the machine) only insofar as we 

perturb the thread. Though from our perspective, our contribution could be easier to describe in 

terms of: the actions we took, the strategies we employed, the equipment or techniques we used, 

etc. — what we could refer to as an emergent narrative. This is the thread: a virtual object, that 

the machine perceives as an instructional roll of tape to be processed, which we perceive as a 

record of our emergent narrative experience... to such an extent that, were we to describe what 

happened, we would likely put it in terms of the symbolic actions (e.g. running, fighting) rather 

than input actions (e.g. button pressing).  

As one such object, the utility of the thread is that it allows us to demarcate the edges of 

complex gameplay, when it becomes appropriate to talk about entangled activities (e.g. exploring 

the game world leads to cartography project, as gamic resource) or parallel activities (e.g. as the 

cartography project turns into an unrelated exercise in world building). Put simply, without the 

thread as a reference, the idea of complex play, by virtue of external activities that have become 

entangled with it, has the potential to become too vague to be of analytic use: as players become 

so preoccupied with external activities, that it stops being productive to call them players at all in 

that moment — they are more accurately practitioners of another activity that has a tenuous 

connection to a game played. With that justification, let us recap and move forward.  

In summary, to play a videogame is to produce a thread. Complex play occurs when 

forces outside of the gameworld trigger perturbations in the thread. These perturbations can be 

classified according to two basic sets: 
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● Intrinsic: deriving from the interaction between our minds, bodies, and the accessible 

gameworld. 

● Extrinsic: deriving from parallel activities that have become somehow entangled with the 

thread.    

It is through the thread that we communicate our virtual intentions, encoding them in the 

grammars/inputs (that we know) and sending them to our machine playmate.  In turn, we expect 

some degree of agency: to control some (small) part of the simulated gameworld. By convention, 

we expect to encounter some expressions of problems that can be solved with a combination of 

agency and abductive reasoning. Intrinsically, the feedback the game gives us (i.e. the 

gameworld it shows us) will shape our (abductive) reasoning, and in many cases, we leverage 

(almost) exclusively that ingame knowledge. By the same token, we regularly invoke externally 

derived knowledge (e.g. lessons from other games, basic assumptions about how things work) in 

our play, and that makes our play complex. Perhaps that knowledge is derived from (relevant) 

experiences, or perhaps it is taken from some external resource (e.g. guide, discussion), or the 

state of sleep deprived player. The more that these resources can be said to inform our gameplay 

(i.e. in game decision making process), the more we can consider the play to be complex. Let us 

table discussions of extrinsic forces for now; focusing first on the intrinsic, attractive forces that 

influence our gameplay.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Intrinsic Forces in Complex Gameplay 

In this chapter, I present simple play as an essentially abstract concept, to be conceived of 

as the one end of a spectrum of activity which humans can likely never engage with. Justifying 

this assertion, I account for intrinsic forces that shape human play (perturbing the thread), which 

I refer to as attractors.  In an effort to describe how “what we know” influences “how we play” 

on a more granular level, I will need to reference a few terms that European continental 

philosophers (e.g. Deleuze, Guattari, DeLanda) borrowed from physics: vectors, attractors, and 

(by extension) fields of attraction. Leveraging qualitative research data gathered in collaboration 

with two of my colleagues, I will exemplify each of four attractive forces in the actions and 

reflections of players we observed. From here, I will more closely scrutinize the lived attractor, 

wherein players utilize judgements derived from lived experiences as a way of informing 

gameplay decisions. This is essential, because I will argue that engagement with this attractor is 

an essential component of socially-critical game design. 

 

Attractive Forces 

In the parlance of physics, a vector refers to a quantity that possesses both magnitude and 

direction (commonly represented as an arrow with a number beside it11). In an abstract space 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
11 As a point of clarification: a line is not a vector, though both may be represented with an arrow. Within 2D space, 
a line segment describes a joinder between two points on an XY grid; a line differs insofar as its length is infinite, 
but remains similar in-so-far as its location (i.e. the 1D space it occupies on the 2D grid) is known. When speaking 
about a line segment, we refer to the length of the line as its “magnitude”. A vector does not intrinsically possess 
location, and a vector’s magnitude refers to qualities it possesses (e.g. velocity, force) rather than simple length.  
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with no gravity or atmosphere, we might use a vector to describe the path of a cannonball fired 

off into the ether, recording the velocity of the ball as a quantity of said vector. In this case, a 

perfect ball, fired out of a perfect tube, with a perfect force, into a perfect vacuum, might well 

travel in a perfectly straight trajectory. However, Were the cannon fired in some place other than 

this abstract ether, for instance, on this Earth, external forces would change that trajectory. Just 

as some elements of the fired cannonball could be represented by a vector, so too could the force 

of gravity, pulling down on the cannonball. However, it might be more prudent to describe that 

gravitational force by way of another term: attractor.  

An attractor does not represent a single, knowable thing; rather, it represents the 

“inherent or intrinsic long-term tendencies of a system: the states which the system will 

spontaneously tend to adopt in the long run, as long as it is not constrained by different forces” 

(DeLanda, 2011: 14). In their most abstract sense, attractors are the indefinite origin of a force 

that explains the tendencies in observed processes to move toward predictable states. In this 

capacity, it is less productive to think of a single, physical object as the attractor; instead we 

should conceive of a field or basin of attraction that is able to affect the trajectories of objects as 

they pass through it. In a physical sense, the singularity within a black hole is hypothesized to 

occupy zero spatial volume, while still possessing a massive, attractive field (i.e. gravitational) 

that warps space time around it, radically curving it, so as to draw matter inwards towards the 

singularity. Here my goal is not to equate attraction to gravity; I am merely using the 

gravitational field as an illustration of how an attractive field behaves, and how we might come 

to recognize the presence of an attractive field — in its tendency to affect tendencies in an 

observable system. 
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Returning the discussion to complex gameplay, we can understand the various forces at 

play in terms of attractors in-so-far as they seem to shape gameplay (i.e. tugging on the thread). 

More precisely, these attractors seem to act as tacit heuristics that meaningfully inform the 

player’s moment to moment decisions as she plays the game. The force of attraction they exert 

doesn’t have a spatial analog, rather, it pulls the player towards “solutions to” or 

“conceptualizations of” problems that she has encountered before in either an actual (e.g. 

firsthand experience in life or gameplay) or symbolic (e.g. a story she’d heard, a guide she’d 

read) capacity. Calling this force of attraction a “pull” is a crude approximation of effect; more 

precisely, it influences the player’s abductive reasoning process, so that she attempts to enact 

solutions (through gameplay) based on “wisdom” external to the game itself. So long as these 

attractive forces effect some measurable impact on the thread, they are of complex play.  

 

Qualitative Study: Playing the Walking Dead 

My involvement with this study12 was peripheral and serendipitous; my advisor (Dr 

Taylor) was working with a colleague of mine (Dr Bell) on her dissertation project, which would 

ultimately examine portrayals of fatherhood (Bell, 2018). In a general sense, we were interested 

in “player identification” during gameplay: who they saw themselves as, what agency they felt 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
12 This work was initially published in the online journal Game Studies (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). In order to 
explain why we took the approach that we did, I will draw upon some of the literature review, which was primarily 
built by Dr. Taylor, though Dr. Bell and I each provided input. The meat of this section will be based on the 
qualitative analysis of the observations, for which I was primarily responsible. In a few instances, I will pull text 
directly from the article; in all such cases, I will cite the article, but I will forgo italics or external quotation marks, 
as they would make the already complicated text, increasingly difficult to parse. I will quote text that I didn’t write, 
though it should be assumed that my colleagues may have made small edits or clarification to some of these 
sections. 



  41 

 

they possessed, and, by extension, which characters they identified with, and how they 

empathized with them (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). My own interests were rather granular: I 

wanted to understand the generalizable processes that were co-occurring with play, and 

how/where these processes connected to (perceived) player agency. Dr Taylor set the scaffolding 

for the study’s design, a microethnographic approach (Giddings & Kennedy, 2008; Schnier & 

Taylor, 2018) in which we observed players as they traversed a chapter in the gameworld, which 

we recorded, edited (the work of Dr. Bell), and then invited participants to describe their own 

thought processes in retrospect; following this, we held individual debriefing sessions, a group 

exit interview, and finally member checking based on our findings. My own contributions to the 

process were to record gameplay footage, conducting a portion of the observation/interviews, 

and providing the core analysis of the 2015 publication.  

In this section, I will revisit and expand upon these findings: synthesizing them my 

notion of complex play; furthermore, I will leverage a set of data that we previously did not 

explore, in an effort to clarify the possible reach of complex play, into what Galloway called 

gamic social realism, itself predicated on what he termed the congruence requirement. This will 

allow me to articulate, while also identifying one specific attractor (lived), that I hold to be 

essential for the production of critical games (detailed in a future chapter).  

 

Group A:  Group Observations 

The first hints of complex play appeared when we scrutinized how the players’ perceived 

themselves while playing: they did not seem grounded in a single perspective, nor did they speak 

from a singular point of empathy. When recounting their experiences (e.g. what they did, what 

their intentions were, and what they felt afterwards), their identification remained fluid: shifting 
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between player, character, and external observer. As documentation of this, we’ll turn to one of 

our participants’ reflections regarding a particularly harrowing experience in Episode 2 of TWD. 

In order to understand her response, we need to understand the salient elements of the 

gameworld she was traversing (at that moment).  

Lee and his party are all locked in a room when Larry, the antagonistic father of 
another party member (Lilly), appears to suffer a heart attack and falls to the 
ground. If Larry dies, he will rise as a zombie — putting the group in danger. In 
the moments that follow, Lee is asked to make a decision: Lilly wants Lee to give 
him CPR; Kenny (another survivor, and head of a small family), wants Lee to 
help smash Larry’s head before he can rise as a zombie. 
 
At first appearing, this may seem a complicated situation to which there might be any 

number of outcomes; while one binary decision lurks below the skin, traveling along a single 

rail. The reality is simple: Larry will die. Lee will be the cause of his death or Kenny will be the 

cause of his death — that is the only gamic variable that can be altered. This binary will, to some 

extent, change the future behavior of the characters (lines of dialogue delivered) but it will not 

fundamentally reshape events. Of course, our participants did not know this beforehand, so their 

understanding of the moment becomes immensely more nuanced, touching on idea(l)s of 

morality and human response — aspects of the complex which extend beyond the game’s limited 

programming.  

Focusing on two of our participants: Jane and Jill; Jane (through the protagonist Lee) 

chose not to kill Larry; Jill decided to kill Larry (crushing his head with a salt block). For now, 

let us examine Jane’s decision, and the rationale she supplied for it. This explanation came 

weeks after the fact, as we showed her an edited clip of this specific gamic moment and asked 

her to talk us through it.  

Clementine was there, and I'm not going to kill anybody if Clem—I mean, I had 
this set principle, very clichéd—that there's a kid and there is like a way to save a 
life or kill a life I'm going to take... save a life at all costs… I knew that it was 
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taking Lilly's side or taking Kenny's side, but… if he survives Kenny will not have 
a grudge because he survived, but if he dies then Lilly would have—I mean—that 
grudge that you did not try to save him. So that was the best way to try to keep the 
group cohesive at all points… for me it was like Lilly was still upset because 
Larry gets killed by Kenny, but it left Lee in a very good position in a way because 
Lilly came and saved me later and Kenny was fine. 
 
In her first sentence, “I’m not going to kill anybody [in front of Clementine]”, she speaks 

as Lee within the context of the game’s reality; it is impossible to grammatically separate the 

perspective of the player from the inferred perspective of the character. Embedded in that same 

sentence there is a momentary departure in which the player frames her identity differently: “I 

mean, I had this set principle, very clichéd”. The player speaks from outside of the game world, 

critically appraising the value system she chooses to employ while making decisions in the 

game. Within one syntactic unit, Jane expresses her perspective as though it was held by Lee, but 

then references her own values as though she were consciously applying them to Lee, enacting a 

similar affiliative fluidity Linderoth (2005) notes in his account of children’s Super Smash Bros. 

Melee play. Her final description further emphasizes this fluidity:  

“For me it was like Lilly was still upset because Larry gets killed by Kenny, but it 
left Lee in a very good position in a way because Lilly came and saved me later 
and Kenny was fine”.  
 
In the first movement the player again refers to this more removed perspective as an 

observer of what transpired. Following the description of events, she refers to the decision as 

leaving Lee in a good position to manage group dynamics — here Lee is referred to as a separate 

entity. However, following that statement, Jane describes an outcome —“Lilly came and saved 

me”— wherein she (player) and Lee (avatar) are conflated. She slips from what Banks and 

Bowman (2013) call “avatar-as-Me” to “avatar-as-other” — seen here not as expressions of 

discrete player “types”, but as different modes available to the player even within a single 

moment of gameplay (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). 
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Jane does not seem to confine her perspective to that of the avatar, but there are moments 

in which she takes up his perspective intimately, just as there are moments where she applies her 

will upon the situation, without suggesting that this belief is embedded in Lee’s character. In this 

close reading, we can recognize that an incredibly simple decision (literally binary), was being 

shaped by a confluence of interpretive factors. Although we can root some of these factors in 

pragmatic reasoning of the gameworld (based on the simulated evidence available), we can also 

recognize that it is being shaped by sensibilities that are fundamentally external to the 

gameworld, but intrinsic to the player. Sensibilities ranging from perceived norms of behavior, 

generic understandings of media, and even the player’s own bodily awareness.  

This recognition requires an epistemological shift, from trying to understand the way 

certain players identify with certain avatars, towards trying to understand the common attractors 

(DeLanda, 2011) that influence and shape a given expression of this process (Taylor, Kampe, & 

Bell, 2015). I argue that the presence of these attractors (to be delineated shortly), provide 

evidence of complex play; however, though all the attractors can be said to belong to play, only 

a subset should be thought of as belonging to complex play. 

 

Intrinsic Forces of Attraction 

The simulated attractor derives from textual, visual, audible, mechanical, and procedural 

cues given by the specific game being played. This force becomes apparent when players act in 

response to or justify actions with reference to diegetic elements of the game world (e.g. the 

argument made by a character for a specific course of action, or visual cues taken to indicate 

weakness in a monster). Although these have a semiotic link to the gameworld, the influence 
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comes from the player’s interpretations of the game world. Were this attractor to appear in utter 

isolation, it could arguably facilitate simple play.   

In order to illustrate this force, consider this evaluation offered by Jill: “Lily kind of 

comes off as more abrasive [than Carly], however as... kind of mean as she can be... I really 

admire her loyalty to her father”. The participant responds to the diegetic rendering of a 

character, but that does not appear to be the only force guiding her response. She expands to say, 

“you can't choose your family, and not everyone in your family is going to be the most likable 

person all the time but like, she loves her dad.” The participant personalizes the experience, 

suggesting a second force of attraction: that of her own, lived experiences. 

The lived attractor derives from understandings of life outside of the diegetic gameworld: 

understandings of how people, systems, and processes tend to behave. This force derives from 

behaviors that have been observed or are believed to exist in players’ every-day and/or 

experiences. Participants invoke lived experience because they perceive it as having bearing on 

the decisions made in the simulated moment; in this sense, it serves as a mediator that informs 

their decision making and or reasoning processes.  

Turning to a reflection from Jane, when explaining why she chose not to kill Larry: “I 

can take the ‘morally right’ choice; that can be justified [to the group] later... because I was 

trying to save a life. I mean people won't be pissed off at you because you were trying to save a 

life”. Here, the player couches her decision (to try to save Larry) in an estimation of peoples’ 

responses to it — effectively asserting that she knows how these simulated characters will 

respond because she knows how real people would respond (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). This 

is noteworthy, in part, because it is inaccurate — the game is ultimately ruled by binary logics 

that do not reflect the nuance of human justification. While the player may select a number of 
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dialogue options along the way, only a subset of these will be remembered by the “memory” of 

the game, and they will be remembered as binary values. This effect is consistently relayed to the 

player by way of character responses, and more explicitly through non-diegetic text e.g. (“Kenny 

will remember this”). In this specific instance, the player’s estimation of human reactions 

actively outweighed the information that the game gave her, signaling that an external conviction 

was sufficiently stronger than gamic instruction/message.  

In a related capacity, the conventional attractor derives from past experiences with 

conventions established by other forms of media (i.e. game, narrative, mythos), but 

acknowledged by the player as not neatly corresponding to lived experiences. While still 

deriving from prior experiences, evidence of this attractor (as distinct from lived) occurs with 

references to observations made about rules/conventions that govern fiction (e.g. stories, games), 

which are considered to be relevant as a data point in the current moment. This is exemplified by 

instances in which meaning or (predicted) behavior is inferred/deduced on the basis 

patterns/expectations established by previous media forms (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). 

When accounting for her “risky” decision to try to save Larry rather than killing him, 

Jane asserts: “There is always this presumption that somebody will save Lee at least and 

Clementine is probably not gonna die... [because] they had to keep the story going.” In this 

instance, the player informs her decision with generalized, external understanding of ‘how 

zombie narratives work’; in a single moment, her choices are influenced by the specific 

constraints of the game, her understanding of this game genre, and her understanding of this type 

of story — thus it is a more critical, but (perhaps) less personal, affective force (Taylor, Kampe, 

& Bell, 2015). In all such cases, the conventional attractor(s) behave as a force capable of 

moderating the force of the simulated attractors: the signs/messages/signals sent by the games 
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are interpreted differently by virtue of prior experiences, what Gee refers to as existing “semiotic 

domains”.  

Finally, we can recognize the presence of a situated attractor, one that derives from 

mental or bodily responses “resulting from” or “concurrent with” the physical act of play as it 

occurs in a context. The forces come from a subject’s embodied awareness that she is engaging 

with an interface within a specific situation (e.g. making a decision quickly because you need to 

go to the bathroom). This is exemplified by ingame actions which are purposed towards 

achieving out-game effects (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). A pronounced example of this force 

came from an exchange between the interviewers and Jill. As a point of context, she participated 

in two play sessions, held on different days, and she was reflecting on the differences between 

those two experiences. 

Jill: The two episodes when we were playing, like one I was playing on a 
Saturday afternoon when I was relaxed, the other I was playing after working for 
about nine hours. 
INT: So you probably played differently? 
Jill: Definitely — so it was like, as soon as I can finish it. 
 
Here, Jill indicates that her bodily state (fatigue) caused her to play Episodes 1 and 2 in a 

fundamentally different manner: she admits to rushing through events in Episode 2 quickly so 

that she could get home and rest. The situated attractor can be inferred when external factors 

present in a play-space (noise, observation, etc.) or known internal responses to stimuli (fatigue, 

fear, etc.) affect play. It serves as a complicating reminder that immersion in a gameworld can 

never truly be complete, such that the physicality will always have the capacity to perturb gamic 

action. 

Each of these attractors operate on an inherently complex process, such that it is not 

productive to account for one’s isolated influence. A given player response might demonstrate 
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the effects of a single attractor as more/most pronounced, but, in each instance, there are multiple 

attractors affecting action/reflection. The interplay between these forces of attraction will vary 

from case to case: in some instances one force appears to amplify another, in other instances one 

force seems to dampen or attenuate other forces (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). In the next 

section, we will look more closely at the interplay between these forces as they (are reported by 

the participant to) shape (our record of) a thread. 

 

Interplay among the Forces 

In this section, we will scrutinize two threads, each referencing the same gamic moment: 

the player’s reasoning through their decision to kill/spare Larry, following his apparent heart 

attack. Again, Jill decided to kill Larry; Jane decided to try to save him; this decision was 

mechanically reduced to a binary, which impacted NPC dispositions towards the player; in all 

cases, Larry would ultimately die, regardless of the players’ decisions. As we compare these two, 

we will develop a more nuanced understanding of how complex play functions, at least with 

reference to the intrinsic elements. We will then examine the interdependence of these elements: 

understanding which elements must always fundamentally co-occur when humans play video 

games, and which have the tendency to appear only in specific circumstances. From here, we 

will sketch a heuristic for how an understanding of these elements might inform the development 

of critical games.   

In the middle of our interview, we asked Jill which of the female figures she identified 

with the most; she responded: “[Lilly] comes off as more abrasive, however...I really admire her 

loyalty to her father, and I don't think that ever really came out in any way in the game, but just 

me personally like you know you can't choose your family... she loves her dad, don't mess with 
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her about it.” Here, she demonstrates a capacity to empathize with a non-playable character due 

to some unspoken, shared experience; suggesting the presence of the lived attractor. This 

empathy did not, however, stop her from crushing Larry’s head with a salt-brick; an action for 

which she was immensely remorseful. Despite this remorse, she never indicated a desire to go 

back and change what happened (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). At first glance, we might say 

that “though there is some external influence” we cannot reasonably assert that this influence 

perturbed the thread, thus this doesn’t, in any game-measurable way, qualify as complex play. 

However, we must remember that there is never just one attractive force present in isolation, so 

it warrants probing further.  

When we asked Jill why she killed Larry, she said, while curling up slightly, “because I 

didn’t want to kill him as a zombie... I get scared very easily”. In this case, it is her reflection 

upon her bodily responses to audio/visual stimuli that informed her decisions. In this, the situated 

attractor (i.e. player body response/need) appears to be moderating the force of the lived attractor 

(i.e. her capacity to empathize with a character because of unspoken, common experiences). But 

here again, these were not the only forces at play. She goes on to say, “my worry was Kenny’s 

worry... Larry was gonna rise as a zombie and we all realized that Larry was stronger than pretty 

much all of us and we’re in an enclosed space and we have a kid with us and… and I don’t like 

scary... it seemed ruthless of course and horrible but... we may be helpless trapped in this tiny 

enclosed space with this zombie monster if we don't do something”. This vivid description 

speaks to her assessment of the simulated properties in the room, such that she is reasoning a 

course of action relative to the resources, constraints, and predictions based on prior experiences 

(i.e. of the gameworld, perhaps other media as well).  
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Examining this moment closely, it is clear that her decisions (her performance of Lee in 

this situation) are not the result of a single coherent desire, rather they are an entanglement of 

conflicting forces. Simulated factors clearly affect her decision: she has taken a number of cues 

from the virtual environment (small room, limited options,) the processes that occur in the game 

(zombies rising, possibility of death,) in addition to cues from the different characters (Larry’s 

physical strength, Clementine’s need for protection). At the same time, the emphasis that she 

gives to certain diegetic elements may be affected by her bodily responses (a situational set of 

attractors). She stresses earlier “I get scared easily” and later “I don’t like scary”, both of which 

suggest an awareness of a physiological response her body has to certain stimuli. She ascribes 

many motives to Lee, including concern for the well-being of others, but she does not ascribe 

fear.  

The player’s bodily responses explicitly affect her ingame decision-making process: 

leading her to take ingame actions (killing Larry) to avoid out-of-game consequences 

(experiencing fear). However, it is impossible to fully know the extent to which each attractor 

affects how she engages the scenario, because of interactions between them. In this case, the 

player’s justification (to kill Larry) falls in line with Kenny’s justification — while his argument 

may have been persuasive, that persuasiveness was likely enhanced by the player’s emotional 

state: she doesn’t say “Lee’s worry,” she says “my worry” demonstrating an affective connection 

to the moment. Rather than each existing abstractly, the force of the situated attractor amplifies 

the force of the simulated attractor, while weakening the influence exerted by the lived attractor 

(Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015). By sussing out this conflict and supplementing it with player 

commentary, we can note that the thread itself is clearly the product of complex play (i.e. 
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external values, lived experiences), that play just also aligns with “selectively weighted” 

simulated data points (i.e. the game internal properties belonging to simple play). 

As she goes on, we realize that she’s created something of a complicated model in her 

head, where she takes stock of the varying justifications for actions and the biases that may 

(conceivably) be present in characters. Here, the player’s own lived experience also influences 

her decision-making process, though not in a uniform manner. When rationalizing her decision, 

she notes: “of course Lilly wants to save her father, but if her father is going to kill her, she's not 

gonna be able to make that decision to kill him even if she has the opportunity... you have to just 

sort of take that decision out of her hands”. While this assertion has some basis in the narrative 

of the game, the player is clearly making predictions about what will happen based on her 

previous interactions with people (or potential characters of other fictional narratives) — not out 

of a definite knowledge of the game’s behavior. However, her descriptions of the act as 

“ruthless” and “horrible” combined with her multiple references to remorse (“I felt really bad 

about it”) point to an opposing force, though one still coming from prior lived experience 

(Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 2015).  

This conflict demonstrates that even within every phase portrait, there may be multiple 

(potentially oppositional) sources of attraction perturbing the thread. At the same time, it speaks 

to a sort of echo that persists well after the player disconnects from the thread (i.e. her lingering 

judgments about the nature of her action). We cannot speak to the strength or significance of this 

echo, as the very work of our interview was to drudge up such things, only to note that, as a 

memory, it appeared to speak to a connection between gamic action and personal morals. This is 

the sort of bridge we ought to care about, if it is our desire to build critical games. 
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Turning to our second participant (Jane) we see a different orientation to the phenomena, 

but we see the same confluence of forces — here, shaped more by prior experience with prior 

media (e.g. games, zombie narratives). When asked about her decision to try to save Larry (i.e. 

refusing to deliver the coup de grace, attempting to administer CPR) she invokes, in her own 

words, “set principle, very clichéd”, which is “[if] there is a way to save a life or kill a life I'm 

going to take save a life at all costs”. Here we can see a system of moral valuation, not unlike 

that of Jill, who killed Larry but felt bad about it; the difference that emerges is one, not simply 

of conviction, but by way of her externally-derived reasoning process. Jane went on to say, “in 

all my zombie experience they take a little time to get up” suggesting that she would have time to 

react if the situation went sour — at least, that was her understanding of “how zombies work” 

relative to the collective body of media she’d been exposed to.  

She went on to remark on the structural constraints and conventions of the media itself, 

using these as further evidence that she was justified in adhering to her moral convictions, 

regardless of simulated information (i.e. risk) as suggested by the characters in the gameworld:  

“for me it was like, basically, we're not gonna all die if he comes back as a zombie…. obviously 

there was this presumption in my head that they had to keep the story going — at least Lee and 

Clementine will be safe.” This “presumption in [her] head” derived from prior experiences with 

zombie games and movies effectively legitimizes her decision to try saving Larry; conventional 

knowledge eliminates doubt that would undermine the application of lived experience. 

Consequently, she is able to adhere to a moral principle to always try to save a life “at all costs”, 

without concern that such actions would lead to the deaths of all the characters (Taylor, Kampe, 

& Bell, 2015). In her cases it was not the strength of a lived attractor above all others; it was the 



  53 

 

interaction between that force and the force exerted by the conventional, without significant 

moderation from the situated attractor (e.g. a body’s fear response).   

Despite Jill’s confidence, derived in no small part from external knowledge (i.e. 

conventional and lived attractors), it is worth noting that, in purely mechanical terms, she was 

incorrect. For instance, she admits to being surprised when, despite her choice to save Larry, 

Kenny kills him regardless: “I did not think that while I was trying to resuscitate him that Kenny 

would come... throw the brick at his face or something”. Here (as well as in other instances 

throughout TWD) a particular outcome is produced regardless of the player’s choice. 

Furthermore, Jane’s belief that Kenny will remain loyal to her/Lee regardless of her decision to 

save Larry (in her words, “even if he survives Kenny will not have a grudge”) proves inaccurate 

— if the player sides with Lilly and Larry in this instance, Kenny will continue to make life 

difficult for the player/Lee as the narrative progresses. Lily, for her part, will abandon the party 

in the next chapter. The implication here is that while Jane may have partaken of a wider array of 

attractors shaping her play - specifically, a moral principle derived from real life conviction, 

supported by an understanding of the ways zombie narratives “should” unfold - the game itself 

disrupted and undermined this moral (and conventional) certainty (Taylor, Kampe, & Bell, 

2015).  

Respecting that simple and complex play exist along a spectrum, where the extreme of 

the former relies on game-internal information, while the latter relies on game-external 

information, we cannot assume that either approach, in and of itself, produces any kind of gamic 

advantage. However, we can say that as more force appears to be coming from the lived 

attractor, we see a tendency in players to emotionally relate to the game, and to try to bring their 

own understandings of human behavior into their play. Furthermore, we must recognize that the 
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players are choosing to leverage this knowledge because the game gives them imperfect 

information, where they are required to use their own judgments (derived from their own 

experiences) in order to advance the thread. A certain danger here is that I may be making a 

mountain of a mole-hill. Perhaps, the experiences referenced by Jill, though influenced by moral 

conviction, were still arrived at rather abstractly; the virtual situation she engaged with was 

unlike anything approaching lived experience (as far as I know, she never had to make an 

analogous life or death decision) even if it was derived from real life values. In an effort to reach 

towards what Galloway termed, “social congruence” or the span of play where the gamic events 

are perceived as possessing a some degree of social-realism by the player, because of her own 

background and experience, we will need to look to a second example; part of the same study, 

but conducted under different circumstances, and not referenced in the Game Studies article.  

 

Group B:  Participant Observation 

While gathering data for the “Me and Lee” paper, I conducted two guided playthroughs 

under different circumstances: using a vignette-based addenda to Tell Tale’s Franchise. Titled 

400 days, the game followed the same basic formula and mechanics of TWD; however, the 

gameplay did not persistently follow a single character over an extended period of time, rather 

gameplay was divided among five chapters, each running ~20 minutes long and seen from a 

different characters’ perspective. I followed the same procedure for the micro-ethnographies, but 

the setting and population was different. The participants were old friends of mine, the game was 

played at my house, and the debriefing happened on the same day as the playthrough, using the 

full length video of the playthrough (~2.5 hours) rather than an edited selection of clips. 

Furthermore, the play sessions and the debriefs occurred in isolation, rather than pairs. Because 
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of my prior familiarity with the participants (who signed consent forms and were compensated 

for their time), I had a working knowledge of their past.  

One of my two participants, who I will refer to as Jake, was an avid gamer. As he played 

through each level, I noticed that he adopted a “right-hand rule” : tracing around the entirety of 

the accessible map in one direction so that he could be sure to access every object/entity that 

could be interacted with (i.e. items that had a white circle beside them, as opposed the countless 

“inert” objects analogous to mise-en-scène). This practice was exhaustive, in-so-far as every 

level was fully explored, while also being strangely time efficient, as he never needed to 

backtrack for something he thought he may have missed. In a similar capacity, he performed 

every “quicktime event” flawlessly13... all but one, which I will discuss presently. In our 

debriefing, I asked him about the “right-hand rule” and he confirmed my suspicions that it was a 

tactic to ensure that everything was explored, but he hadn’t been familiar with that exact 

terminology. For me the term/tactic came from a fireman friend (ensuring that all parts of a 

building were checked) and a strategy for getting out of mazes, Jake learned it from prior games 

of all walks (adventure, RPG, action). His “quicktime reflexes” could likewise be attributed to 

reflexive conditioning from prior games. Intrigued, I asked him about the one time that he didn’t 

act, where he let the time run out. In order to discuss this moment, I must first explain a little 

about what was happening in the game.      

                                                 
 
 
 
 
13 Quicktime events are scripted video sequences where the player must perform a specific sequence of inputs (e.g. a 
combination of buttons, the rapid pressing of a single button) in order to execute the event successfully. In some 
cases, failure leads to death (e.g. Lee was unable to fight off the zombie) in other cases, inaction defaults as though 
some other action were performed (e.g. not standing up for a character becomes the equivalent of siding against the 
character). 
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In the vignette, the player controls a middle aged woman named Bonnie; in the first 

sequence, she is casually, flirtatiously, talking to a fellow named Leland (roughly her age). The 

chemistry between the two is apparent, and after a few minutes, another woman, Dee (Leland’s 

wife) disrupts the scene. Dee’s animosity toward our avatar (Bonnie) is immediately apparent: 

she understands exactly what’s going on, and she disapproves of it. After a segue sequence 

(irrelevant to our concerns), the group of three are split up in a corn field, hunted by fellow 

scavengers, who seek to kill our party. Bonnie rushes through the corn field, evading the 

flashlights behind her and the obstacles she encounters in the field. The sequence resolves in a 

quicktime sequence, where a shadowy assailant comes up behind Bonnie as she cowers behind a 

tractor. In the sequence, Bonnie must find an improvised weapon (a piece of rebar), and strike 

the assailant as it rounds the corner, or she will die14, or so the player is led to believe. After 

striking, Bonnie realizes it was Dee whom she’s attacked. Dee, fatally wounded (head trauma) 

stammers out a question “why?” as Bonnie stammers, it was an accident. Dee asserts that it was 

not, curses Bonnie, and then succumbs to her injuries.  At this point, Leland enters the scene, 

finds his dead wife, and asks Bonnie to explain what happened. 

While everything prior to this point was unidirectional, in-so-far as the player could only 

advance the narrative along, without being able to alter the course events beyond delay (i.e. not 

triggering the next events) or failure (i.e. dying, and restarting the sequence), the player now can 

perform an action that meaningfully affects a future outcome (i.e. will Leland continue to travel 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
14 The game cheats here. If the player doesn’t react in time (i.e. attack the assailant) then it turns out to be one of the 
enemy scavengers, in which case Bonnie dies. If the player reacts in time, it is Dee that she assaults. The narrative 
outcome is effectively forced by the game. 
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with Bonnie, or will Bonnie be on her own). There are five, timed, narrative response sequences 

where Bonnie has the opportunity to explain what happened. Mechanically, the player has four 

dialogue options, and a time limit. Each dialogue option moves the sequence along (affecting 

Leland’s sequential responses, to some extent). Illustrating this, the options in the first sequence 

are: 1) “I found her like this [Lie]”. 2) “I had to do it.”, 3) “It doesn’t matter.”, 4) “...”. 15 These 

early options establish a trajectory: Bonnie can fabricate a false narrative, account for actions, 

evade the issue, or remain silent. The subsequent dialogue options build on these decisions, 

finalizing them to some extent, leading to an outcome. Ultimately, if Leland thinks Bonnie killed 

Dee, regardless of her justifications, he will abandon her; in order for him to stay with her, 

Bonnie cannot remain silent, she must lie.  

When playing through this sequence, Jake did nothing. He selected no option, not even 

the silent option (“...”) for each of the five interactions; he just let the clock run out. This was 

uncharacteristic of anything I had seen. Previously, as a player he had been a completionist — 

ensuring that he’d interacted with every available object; furthermore, his reflexes allowed him 

to traverse every quicktime sequence without error, and never before had he remained passive 

during a conversation. His actions were perplexingly intentional. After the game, during our 

debriefing, I asked him about his actions during this sequence. He said to me: 

When someone... when they’ve just lost someone... who they loved—you can’t, you 
can’t say anything to make it better. They’re gonna go through what they’re 
gonna go through, and nothing you say will change that. You just gotta let them... 
let them go through it on their own. 
  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
15 To see the scene play out, see https://youtu.be/0DuCrsI-mDs?t=667 . 

https://youtu.be/0DuCrsI-mDs?t=667
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I didn’t ask him where that came from because I didn’t need to. I knew him. I knew that 

his father had died a year (or so) earlier. Outside the context of the study, he had spoken to me 

about withdrawing from the world for a while after it happened. Taken together with this 

assumption, I read his gamic response as immensely personal: informed by his own experiences 

dealing with grief, and dealing with how the outside world tends to engage with the bereaved. As 

a form of input, his response was nothing more than hesitation, but the rationale behind that 

hesitation was deep and emotional. In a random (yet so highly specific) moment of gameplay, he 

empathized with another character, and let his own sense of truth dictate his actions. Though he 

had never been in that exact situation, there was a moment where he allowed his empathy and 

personal experience to dictate gamic behavior. In programmatic terms, the game didn’t classify 

the action as such — omitting a response (in this instance) leads to a failed outcome — but this is 

immaterial to our inquiry, beyond revealing an imaginative deficiency on the part of the Tell 

Tale’s design staff, something which we, as educators can learn from, if it is our intention to 

develop critical games.  

This is all to say, the types of lived experiences that can be leveraged during complex 

play can range from more abstract principles (i.e. these are the basic values that use to constrain 

my virtual decision making process), to immensely personal (i.e. as a result of some striking 

similarities between my own experiences and simulated experiences, I am able to leverage 

personal knowledge that I arrived at in order to inform ingame decisions). In an abstract sense, 

whether or not this personal, external knowledge leads to desirable, simulated outcomes is 

largely immaterial (i.e. the force exists, regardless of the advantage/disadvantage afforded by it). 

Echoing Galloway’s discussion of the “congruence principle” as a requisite for the perceptions 

of “social realism”, I argue that unless a game provides the players with the opportunity to gain 
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advantage by leveraging external, lived experiences, then whatever reasoning occurs within the 

gameworld will remain bound to the gameworld, rather than having any conceivable connection 

to the real world. I argue that it is the province of critical games (as humans play them) to co-

produce an interpretive space whose scope exceeds the gameworld — thus they must, to some 

extent, leverage complex play.  

 

Discussion 

To a certain extent, as a game develops more representational depth (e.g. as the pixelated 

avatar becomes a more realistic face capable of expression, with a voice carrying emotion and 

tension), it becomes more inherently complex — meaning that in order to play the game at all, a 

person must have some basic knowledge of the outside world. We can use the idea of inherently 

complexity, as a baseline against which we can determine the extent to which a complex game 

requires/encourages a player to leverage externally derived knowledge. Though I argue that each 

of the four attractors (i.e. simulated, conventional, situated, and lived) has the potential to be 

present when a person plays a video game, only a subset of these attractors meaningfully align 

with complex play. To this point I would argue that the simulated and situated attractors are 

inherent to all video games, because the game must convey encoded information to the player, 

who (if we assume they are human) must possess a body. By extension, the lived and 

conventional attractors belong to complex play, as they (by definition) demonstrate instances 

where the player is leveraging externally derived evidence/experience to inform the gamic 

decision making process.   

If the simulated information is utterly abstract (i.e. tic-tac-toe) then it remains possible for 

a player to interpret that data without referencing external knowledge. If we turn to games with 
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abstract representational conventions (e.g. poker, chess) we can recognize that even though there 

is some, very loose connection to existing power structures (e.g. the relative value of the queen 

and king), that it would be entirely possible for one to master the game without needing to 

leverage external knowledge: i.e. one could still master the game while viewing all the symbols 

as arbitrary. As a game becomes representationally sophisticated, the player’s externally derived 

knowledge has more of a potential to offer ingame advantages, but at the same time, it may 

produce distraction. When speaking of these simulated elements, we can meaningfully divide 

them into four categories:  

1. Assertive: information that informs the player about the mechanically significant 

elements of play, present at any given instance, within the gameworld.  

2. Instructive: information the machine gives the player, with regards to the actions she can 

take, tasks she will need to complete in order to advance the game, and any constraints 

under which she must operate. 

3. Illustrative: information that flavors the game world, provides backstory, and or presents 

details which make the player experience more intense/pleasurable, without inherently 

altering the dynamics of play. 

4. Correlative: information that indicates to the player that an action she has taken has had 

an effect in the game world. (Kampe, 2010)  

For example, in TWD, the sets are very detailed, but only certain parts of the set can be 

interacted with — the rest are purely illustrative (i.e. they can be seen but they are mechanically 

inert). In my observation of player who rarely played games (James) he spent significantly more 

time to figure out what he could interact with than Jake (a more seasoned player), understood the 

game’s signals better (i.e. simulated information), so he only attempted to interact with objects 
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when prompted by an instructive element (e.g. a white bubble appears over an interactive object 

when the player gets close to it). When the player kills/tries to save Larry, there is a diegetic 

sequence where their action correlates to some effect (diegetic verbal rebuke from Kenny/Lily; 

non-diegetic text indicating that each character “will remember this”). Thus the simulated 

attractor will be present in all games, in a number of forms. In games that are inherently “more 

representational”, we can expect this attractor to be increasingly moderated by more external 

attractors (i.e. lived and conventional). 

Every person who plays has a body, that body can experience anxiety, pleasure, fear, 

hunger, fatigue, etc. It is not physically possible for a human to play again without some degree 

of bodily response to that experience. In this sense, all video games that are played by humans 

must be affected by the situated attractor. This attractor itself can be productively divided into 

two forces: personal and environmental. When speaking of former, imagine how a person’s 

physical and mental states could influence their play; When speaking of the latter, we can 

imagine how issues of privacy (e.g. playing alone, playing observed) and setting (e.g. at home, in 

a private space, in a public space) would all color a player’s ingame decision making process. 

Without meaning to be dismissive of this, or the body of scholarship discussing performative 

play (Fernández-Vara, 2009), I assert that these attractive forces will be present in all forms of 

play, but they are only of relevance to complex play in very select instances. If we return to 

Jake’s decision to remain silent, we can recognize that when lived experience is leveraged, that 

experience may very well coincide with physical/mental sensations, the intensity of which will 

vary depending on the individual and the nature of the experience. 

The conventional attractors, like the situated attractor, can be presented in any number of 

forms, two of which are especially relevant when discussing both complex and critical games: 
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narrative and mechanical. The former refers to trans-medial representations of the 

representational or thematic content in game (e.g. Jill’s assertion that after a person dies, a few 

minutes elapse before they rise again as a zombie).  The latter refers to programmatic 

conventions that have been established by videogames. As an example, when a character in 

TWD said to Lee (paraphrased) “quickly search for supplies,” Jill interpreted that as “video-

game speak” that meant she could search around and expect the plot to remain (more-or-less) 

frozen until she returned to the character, at which point the game would advance. In some cases, 

this knowledge will amplify the effect of a simulated attractor or potentially even the situated 

attractor. Referring to the killing of Larry again, Lily’s simulated request for aid, interacting with 

Jill’s conventional knowledge of both zombie narrative and gamic, mechanical conceits, leads 

her to enact something she views as morally justifiable (i.e. she tries to save Larry). As 

researchers/designers, we have to acknowledge this as something of a double-edged sword: on 

the one hand, a critical awareness of conventions leads to the possibility of design subversion 

(e.g. Underworld’s use of the familiar, Final-Fantasy style combat system towards non-violent 

ends, subverting the very basic idea of heroic action must be linked to physical violence,) but it 

might also lead to instances where the core content of the game is ignored because players are 

engaging with the perceived mechanical features rather than the simulated information. As an 

example, the players of a historical-mod (i.e. one that recreates a historical moment) for 

Civilization III, can effectively play the game, using their basic knowledge of the game, while 
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bypassing all illustrative text that links the events in the game to those in history (Moshirnia, 

2007). 16 

The lived attractors are perhaps the hardest to pin-down; in a practical sense, they seem 

analogous to the conventional attractors, in the sense that they provide the player external data 

points that they can leverage when making ingame decisions. In as much as they can be used as 

vaguely assertive facts, they also suggest self-adopted, vaguely instructive goals and standards 

for behavior (i.e. personally adopted constraints). Jane spoke of a higher moral prerogative “try 

to save life” which informed her actions, when she saw that goal as something which could be 

realized without putting others at risk. We can take Jake’s silence following the accidental 

murder of Leland as an instance where deeply personal knowledge informed a gamic decision: 

nothing you can say will help them get through their grief, so be with them in silence. In this 

case, highly specific knowledge about the human condition gives the player access to an implicit, 

virtual fact — one which may or may not be true within the logics of the gameworld, but remains 

utterly factual in the mind of the player. Focusing now on these virtual facts, we can interrogate 

possible sources for their derivation: 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
16  I do not mean to discount the simulated elements which remain essential to the play itself. The mod would still 
convey instructive information (i.e. what were the objectives), assertive information (i.e. where did this happen, 
what was the composition of the armies), even abductively arrived at correlative information (i.e. what strategies 
would lead to victory or defeat). However, illustrative information that does not directly inform player dynamics and 
strategy, can be bypassed without affecting gameplay 
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1. General values - speaking to standards that one wishes to hold true to. These values can 

align closely with the morals of the player, or they may speak to a performative set of 

values that the player takes up when she enacts the character17. 

2. General observation - speaking, in a non-specific sense, to observations about human 

behavior and reaction (arguably animal, even environmental, as well). When a player 

intuits a meaning that is not explicit within a game, and uses an externally derived fact as 

(partial) justification for an action18. 

3. Personal observation — when a player uses direct, personal experience as a fact which 

can be used to support an ingame decision. 

Taken together, we can say that conventional and lived attractors are more present in 

complex play, while the simulated and situated attractors are present in both simple and complex 

play. To a certain extent, both the conventional and lived attractors speak to the same 

phenomena, whereby external knowledge is leveraged in an assertive manner or as an implicit 

form of instruction — with the difference having everything to do with the pedigree of the 

wisdom (i.e. artificial conventions vs perceived truths about the world). In either case, we would 

expect the forces exerted to shape the thread in some verifiable manner. In a later chapter, we 

will discuss how the lived and conventional attractors feed into socially-critical gameplay, and 

how they might inform critical game design. Now, however, our discussion turns to the extrinsic 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
17 Because some games lock mechanical possibilities behind character alignment or behavior, it is important to note 
that in such systems, it remains entirely possible for goal-based behavior to be heavily (if not entirely) influenced by 
simulated attractors. 
18 Here again, it is difficult to cleanly demarcate the conventional from the lived. If a media depiction of a character 
resonates with my own lived experience, it is possible that I could base general decision upon fictional information 
which I regarded as possessing lived, factual relevance. 
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forces of complex play: whereby players leverage external resources, and find themselves 

entangled in activities which are themselves parallel to gameplay.  
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CHAPTER 4 

Extrinsic Forces in Complex Gameplay 

This chapter will examine extrinsic elements of complex play, be they resources or 

situationally entangled activities. Using Activity Theory as a starting point, I will explain how 

gamic inadequacies catalyze extrinsically complex play, and then delineate the different forms 

that this can take. From here I will examine complex play as a vehicle for production, divergence 

(whereby the thread is abandoned for an external activity), and expansion. To this end, I will 

argue for an understanding of games (and the paratext, activities) surrounding them, not as fixed 

objects but unfolding sequences; such that, the prospect of expansion (i.e. developing tools and 

techniques that impact community play/action) are temporally constrained. In the later section of 

this chapter, I discuss the prospect of extension (co-opting gameplay in support of a resonant, 

parallel activity), illustrating the technique by way of an anecdote. Within the larger work of this 

dissertation, the concepts of inadequacy, divergence, and extension will become important to the 

later chapters (concerning classroom data and game design activities). 

Recalling Montola’s assertion that games pervade, “bleeding the domain of the game to 

the domain of the ordinary” (2009, p. 12), either by happening in physical spaces or by becoming 

parts of our social lives, we can recognize that, under certain, specific circumstances, the “play” 

of the game cannot be productively constrained to the diegetic gameworld. As a point of fact, the 

play of games, by virtue of the situated attractor will always, in some way, interact with the 

outside world — as we must eat, drink, dispose of waste, sleep, and interact with the outside 

world. Though it’s a reductive turn of phrase, we might call this influence incidental insofar as it 

happens more as a byproduct than as an intentional (perhaps even tactical) decision.  
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To the other extreme, we have evidence that among certain games, utter mastery cannot 

occur without the player reaching outside of the game itself. For example, researchers examining 

the MMORPG EVE Online note that some masters of the game rely on “real-world” actions, 

including player coordination, subterfuge (e.g. infiltrating other factions) and ingame theft (either 

through piracy or fraud).  Furthermore, these players invest non-trivial time and money into the 

game, such that ingame assets have comparable real world prices — leading to the saying among 

players, “EVE is real” (Carter et al. 2015). For my own part, I would say that EVE, by its nature 

and by the external practices associated with it, is a complex game.  

The work of this chapter will be to explain the phenomena of extrinsic complexity in 

games, the factors that cause it and to explain the process by which complex play can lead into 

parallel activities, some of which can be understood as wholly external to the gameworld, though 

still attractively bound to its basin of influence. Towards this discussion, we will need to 

leverage the language of activity theory in order to describe, in a more granular manner, the 

complicated work of gameplay. In order to do this work, leverage the work of prior game studies 

scholars who are concerned with specific types of play that leverage external resources (e.g. 

paratexts, modeling, software/hardware manipulation tools). However, we will conceptualize this 

in the language of Activity Theory in order to provide a richer taxonomy for describing extrinsic 

forms of complex play. 

As a practical matter, this chapter will leverage some of the literature and analysis from a 

paper previously published with my colleague, Brad Mehlenbacher: “Expansive genres of play: 

Getting serious about game genres for the design of future learning environment” (2017). In the 

interests of readability, I will quote and paraphrase pertinent sections of the literature review 
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without indirect citation, but I will cite sections that leverage the analysis performed within the 

chapter — I will not quote/italicize large sections of lifted text, though I will cite them. 

 

Activities of Gameplay 

Activity Theory (AT) has been used as means to study Human Computer Interaction 

(HCI) for more than half a century (Kuutti, 1996) and has been taken up by numerous scholars as 

a means of understanding the role of technology classroom environments (Issroff & Scanlon, 

2002) including the manner in which students interact with digital games (Carvalho, et al., 2015 

). Within AT, the basic unit of analysis is an “activity system” which can be said to consist of: 

participants, rules, technological instruments, divisions of labor, normative guidelines, and 

objectives. In an ‘ideal’ system, participants work towards common goals, using common 

technologies, and abiding by common rules. (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).  

One school of activity theory asserts that actions (however larger or small), when 

performed in  the service of some goal/objective, can be productively classified within a 

hierarchy. At the top of this hierarchy, you have the activity, “a multilayer system of sub-units” 

(later called actions) that is oriented towards the achievement of some objective (e.g. securing a 

driver’s license). The next unit, actions, are “conscious processes directed at goals which must 

be taken to fulfill the [objective]” (e.g. enrolling in driving school, is an action taken towards 

securing a driver’s license). The lowest unit in the hierarch, operations are “routine processes 

providing an adjustment of an action to the ongoing situations” (e.g. the driver turns on the car, 

disengages the break) Operations emerge in two distinctive categories: when a task becomes 

automated, whether by mechanization or habituated routine (e.g. the pilot ignites to stove after 

I’ve opened the valve all the way); alternatively some of the conditions underpinning an action 
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might change so as to require some immediate response. These improvisations address a 

momentary problem (e.g. taking the eggs of the heat so they don’t overcook). The key difference 

between actions and operations can be understood in their relative complexity, and the extent to 

which the agent performing them has to actively consider what they are doing. Under normal 

circumstances, an operation might be performed unconsciously, but should difficulties or 

irregularities emerge, the requisite engagement would turn it into an action. (Kaptelinin, 2014, 

section 16.3.2.2).  

As a practical framework, Activity Theory can be used to identify problems (within 

systems of work) that come about by way of contradictions (e.g. when a technology cannot be 

used by participants, a rule goes against a common goal, etc.) which impede the work/production 

of the activity. As these contradictions aggregate, practitioners begin to “question and deviate 

from [the] established norms. In some cases this escalates into collaborative envisioning and 

deliberate collective change efforts” (Engeström, 2001, p. 136). As a rational response to this 

sort of moment, a practitioner might interrogate and modify some component of the activity (i.e. 

opening up a black box19), using their extant knowledge and skill; or, they might look beyond 

the scope of their activity system (e.g. the work done by others on similar projects). In these 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
19 In the parlance of Actor Network Theory, and STS in general, a black box refers to an abstract, engineering 
construct: an object that performs some operation (e.g. modifying data, changing output) while leaving its exact 
methods occluded to the user. For example, as I compose this document using GoogleDocs, it might easily make a 
text selection bold by highlighting it and clicking a button. Absent a word processor, I would have to append 
formatting tags before and after the selection to get the same effect, and absent a keyboard I would have to send a 
sequence of 8-bit values to the computer’s memory.  In the very act of writing, I am interacting with numerous black 
boxes, which because they are so stable, I can readily rely upon them and largely forget their existence. As Spinuzzi 
puts it, “relationally speaking, any actant is a black box that has resulted in the stabilization of relations among other 
actants. The more stable a black box becomes, the more we can forget about the actants that compose it. But... black 
boxing is entirely reversible. Any settlement can be undone, any black box can be opened, and any composition can 
unravel” (Spinuzzi, 2008, p. 91) 

https://www.interaction-design.org/literature/book/the-encyclopedia-of-human-computer-interaction-2nd-ed/activity-theory
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cases, tools are often taken in wholly or in part from other activity systems and purposefully 

integrated; this integration requires not only the modification of the tool, but also the 

development of practices that reconcile the new affordances of the tool, with the extant 

requirements and practices of the activity; however, this integration also has the opportunity to 

radically change (i.e. expand) the scope, method, and output of the activity itself (Sannino & 

Engeström, 2017). 

Engeström (2001) elucidates upon the process of “expansive learning” within his “ideal-

typical expansive cycle of epistemic learning actions” stages that include questioning, analysis, 

(collaboratively) modeling new solutions, examining the model, implementing it, and then 

reflecting on the process (p. 152). As no human activity can fully happen within a vacuum, it 

remains possible for a practitioner to reach beyond their own work in order to discover new tools 

and techniques (used by others in similar or perhaps wildly different activities) which they can 

then seek to integrate into their own activity, thereby ‘expanding’ it.  However, because no 

activity can exist in a vacuum, it remains possible for the practitioner to share any 

tools/technique they have developed with the larger community of practitioners. Should these 

new approaches become integrated (by others) into the recurrent activity, then the activity itself 

begins to change. This is hardly exceptional in the modern era, with the natural, changing context 

of work, we can expect a regular expansion of our professional activities as contexts surrounding 

the activity shift and practitioners begin to integrate new technological approaches into day-to-

day work they are performing (Beighton, 2016).  

Perhaps also, we should consider the inverse: whereby a contradiction in an activity leads 

a practitioner to external resources and techniques, but the practitioner never returns to their 

native activity. In this case, what was a digression has become something of a radical departure: 
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wherein the energies  bonded to the activity propel the practitioner to migrate towards something 

new — a line of flight, wherein the energies invested in one system of arrangements break free, 

such that they may relate to other arrangements..   

With the pertinent features of Activity Theory laid out, we can return to our discussion of 

complex gameplay. Scaffolding play in the terms of an activity, where the “object” can be more 

playfully considered an objective; we can see the mechanics of gameplay as a set of tools, and 

the emergent dynamics a set of practices, all of which become bound up by 

constraints/guidelines of the virtual world. In a productive sense, each player produces their own 

thread, aware that this work of thread production is common amongst players. Things become a 

bit messier as we try to suss out contradictions — and here we fall into a quagmire of sorts, 

because a contradiction must speak to a problem that cannot be overcome with an improvisation. 

The work of thread making is the work of problem solving, so long as the problem can, in some 

practical sense, be solved using the tools afforded by the game, we have only encountered a 

feature of the activity (the circumstances that lead to playful, abductive reasoning), rather than a 

contradiction. As it so often requires a contradiction to trigger the work of expansion, it becomes 

our task to unravel that within gameplay that gives rise to the contradiction, creating the 

circumstances for (extrinsically) complex play. 

  

Navigating a Complicated Gameworld: Mapmaking 

 First and foremost, we need to consider what gives rise to complex play (and note, for 

the duration of this chapter, I will use the term complex as a shorthand for extrinsically complex). 

For aesthetic reasons, I think it fitting to explore this by way of one of the earliest video games: 
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Adventure (1975)20. Adventure is a (text-based) interactive fiction game; the gameworld 

describes a massive, interconnected cave complex. In a material sense, the complex is composed 

of nodes contained in an array21. Each node holds a description, and potentially a number of 

objects (e.g. Lamp, Bird, Snake) that the player can interact with by way of a very simple 

vocabulary driven by the verbs “GO” and “GET” along with an enumerated list of objects (e.g. 

GET LAMP, which is the first action of the game). Because the various nodes are linked, they 

create a sprawling gameworld with various puzzle pieces (i.e. locked doors and the keys that 

open them) scattered throughout. And now the interesting part, despite the sprawling world, there 

is no representational map of the cave-system; yet, in order to traverse said system, the player 

would need a map — more precisely, they would need to make a map as they played the game, 

so that they would have some external reference by which they could orient themselves within 

the gameworld (Get Lamp, 2010).  

Viewing the Adventure as a historical object, we can recognize that the lack of any 

diegetic (or even-non diegetic) map was, in part, the result of hardware and software limitations. 

The game was initially developed in Fortran in the primeval days of interactive fiction, so there 

was little to no prior art in terms of digital artifacts, for the developer (Will Crowthers) to draw 

upon; though there were pen-and-paper RPG analogs (e.g. Dungeons and Dragons, 1974). This 

is to say: physical memory limitations, a differently specialized programming language, and the 

absence of exemplary game interfaces to draw upon, all contributed to this omission; however, 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
20 This title is a commonly accepted shorthand for the game’s full name Colossal Cave Adventure.   
21 This can be discerned from the comments in the game’s source code; see: adven.f4, lines 371-377. 

http://www.icynic.com/%7Edon/jerz/
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we should also recognize that a non-trivial part of the game was designed to exist outside of the 

diegetic gameworld.  

Adventure’s game world was modeled after a physical location in Kentucky: Colossal 

Cave. Put more precisely, the arrangement of locational nodes, and many of their (non-fantastic) 

descriptions correspond with much of the physical structures of Colossal Cave, which were 

themselves informed by maps that Crowthers either made or referenced (Jeerz, 2007). If we view 

Adventure in the context of spelunking, we ought to recognize some of the pleasures that come 

with the hobby. As a cave system becomes larger and more complex, it becomes more difficult 

for one to navigate it from memory alone. Thus, the activity of exploring large cave systems, 

especially those which have not been previously documented, is operationally tethered to the act 

of map making. In a practical sense, map-making is a requisite of exploration; but it need not be 

perfunctory or joyless. Just as many spelunkers take joy in the mapping of caverns, so too have 

the players of Adventure, who mapped the various nodes as they traversed them (Get Lamp, 

2010).   

Using the parlance of Activity Theory, we can describe the tension that exists between 

the playable objective (i.e. navigating a vast, virtual space) and the rudimentary interface as a 

contradiction. This contradiction creates the need for expansion: the player must identify tools or 

techniques external to the game itself in order to progress — even if only in a timelier manner. 

This brings us to a useful moment, the substance of what provokes complex play: a gamic 

inadequacy: a technological or evidentiary void that drives the player to external inquiry (e.g. a 

search for answers) or technique (e.g. the drawing of a map).  

Moving beyond technological necessity, we must recognize mapmaking as a companion 

pleasure to exploration that has, in some capacity, endured amongst gamers for more than half a 
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century. Perhaps the majority of modern adventure/exploration games populate maps for the 

player as they move or allow them to find diegetic map objects22 (e.g. Resident Evil), which 

allows the player to see where her character is within the gameworld, or viewpoints23 (e.g. 

Assassin’s Creed), which populates regions of the map for the player, so that she becomes aware 

of nearby objects of interest. In the most automated of cases (functionally) perfect maps become 

visible at the touch of a button. In these cases, the scope of the gameworld is sufficiently 

large/detailed so as to require deliberate navigation on the part of the player — thus remaining as 

a sort of enduring problem the player must deal with, according to the tools at her disposal. 

However, the work of orienteering (i.e. of using landmarks, distances, etc. to determine one’s 

location for the purpose of travel) and map notation get folded into a black box, becoming 

automated and accessible by simple operation.  

There remains an enduring subset of games where virtual orienteering is a more active 

process. Firewatch (2016) provides the player with a map, compass, and gameworld replete with 

identifiable landmarks. A more experimental game, Miasmata (2012) took orienteering24 to a 

different extreme: requiring players to triangulate their position relative to three known objects 

before the map could be expanded.  In this case, mapmaking is no longer a simple operation, 

rather it is an ongoing activity requiring deliberate actions which mirror the strategies of 

cartographers prior to satellite maps and GPS. In each of these cases, the game presents a 

navigational problem that the player can resolve using tools that exist within the gameworld. The 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
22 For diegetic map objects in Resident Evil 7 (2017), see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdIRfJRS1FI 
23 For viewpoints & synchronization in Assassin’s Creed Origins (2017), see: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aaIplojCqeI 
24 For orienteering and triangulation in Miasmata (2012), see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdIRfJRS1FI 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdIRfJRS1FI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aaIplojCqeI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdIRfJRS1FI
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core differences here can be described in terms of operations vs actions. In cases where the work 

of orienteering is fully automated, what could have been a string of conscious actions collapses 

into the automated black box of the game’s mapping system, now accessible through a single 

operation: commonly the pressing of a button. This collapse stabilizes other elements of play in 

the sense that work of orienteering no longer demands attention from the player, and at the same 

time it deprives the player of a potential avenue for action25. In the case of Miasmata, and other 

games where mapping is less automated, the work of orienteering is itself a component activity 

within the greater dynamics of gameplay. In these cases, the activities of orienteering and 

cartography are complicated, insofar as they require deliberate, methodical action on the part of 

the player, but unlike their less sophisticated predecessors (e.g. Adventure), they are not 

complex.     

As a bookend to this cartographic discussion, we will turn to a final game, which 

intentionally lends itself to both simple and complex play. The Legend of Grimrock II (2014) 

offers one of the more sophisticated map annotation tools I’ve seen in a game, and it warrants a 

more detailed description. In the default mode, the map has the following features:  

1. Automatically filling in grid square adjacent to where the player moves 

2. Synthesizing other maps that the player finds in the world (i.e. adding them as unknown 

spaces) 

3. Automatically adding symbols and descriptors to special locations on the map 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
25  To be clear, this is neither a good nor a bad thing. Using the MDA framework, the question would become, does 
the inclusion/exclusion of said mechanic produce a dynamic of play that complements or clashes with the aesthetics 
of the gameworld. 
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4. Allowing the player to manually add symbols and notes to any location in the map (e.g. 

riddles, details about missing objects, warnings, etc.). 

As a player, I have a tremendous fondness for this interface. It allowed me to note every 

detail, every point of concern; as a cartography tool, I felt it was entirely adequate. With all that 

said, the game offered a second mode: an “Old School” mode which completely disabled the 

cartography features, so that if the player wanted to navigate the game’s sprawling beast of a 

world, she would need to craft her own map, through pen and paper or some digital means. I 

regard such a mode as a love letter to the bygone era of tile-based dungeon crawlers (e.g. 

Dungeon Master, 1987) that existed without automated maps; they, like Adventure, were 

designed to be played as complex games. Yet, while those cases were arguably complex by 

technical necessity (or absent prior art), the options for inadequacy in Grimrock is intentional: an 

exercise of player agency that is fundamentally consensual.  

In this sense, we must not conceive of gamic inadequacy as fundamentally undesirable. 

While it is often the goal of a well-designed interface or tool, to guide the user towards their 

intended effect with minimal confusion, games remain, as Schell describes them, “problem 

solving activities, approached in a playful manner.” The thread may well detail the player’s work 

towards some constellation of objectives, simulated in the gameworld, but it would be reductive 

to conflate those virtual objectives with the objective the player has for engaging with the game 

and producing the thread. Such motives might range from narrative engagement, to the vicarious 

satisfaction of enacting through a virtual form, digital-social activities, the pleasures of design, or 

the more abstract joys of analysis. In each case, the player works through the 

mechanics/dynamics of the game world, towards purposes, ephemeral, distal, capricious, and 

calculated. This activity of gameplay encompasses the thread, with the thread itself existing as 

https://www.oldgames.sk/docs/grimrock/2/map-world-0.php
https://www.oldgames.sk/docs/grimrock/2/map-world-0.php
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dungeon_Master_(video_game)
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an emergent product of that activity — gamic inadequacy does not (inherently) derail the activity 

of gameplay — it merely catalyzes expansion on the part of the player.  Though it may emerge 

as a result of deficient design, so may it emerge as a product of deliberate design, and so often 

will it be the byproduct of a sufficiently complicated gameworld. 

 

Complex Responses to Gamic Inadequacy 

Revisiting the idea of inadequacy (the subjective quality that calls extrinsic forces 

towards the thread), we should not think of it, inherently as a defect — as there may be a 

deliberate and potentially productive reason for a designer to invite (extrinsically) complex 

play.  Recalling Schell’s definition of play as a “problem solving” activity, we must accept that 

the challenge of navigation (within the gameworld) must be construed as a component of 

gameplay, existing in parallel to other components (e.g. advancing plot, fighting enemies, 

solving puzzles). This raises a question, “what differentiates a problem from an inadequacy?”  

Problems to some extent will resemble inadequacies; with the difference being that a 

problem could be solved by the unexceptional player under ideal circumstances (i.e. one 

physically able to respond at the speeds required by the game, given adequate time to ruminate) 

using only the affordances provided by the game, whereas an inadequacy could not.  In the case 

of Adventure, because the gameworld is sufficiently complicated, an “average” player would 

need to rely on some form of external documentation to navigate the vast, virtual cavern. By the 

same token, we could imagine a seasoned, exceptional player who has crafted a detailed mental 

map of the cavern, bypassing the need for this external documentation. Thus while the 

unexceptional player must play adventure in an extrinsically complex manner, the exceptional 

player can play Adventure as an (extrinsically) simple game, albeit intrinsically complex. Here 
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we must not conflate a given playthrough (a single thread) with the abstract sum of all 

playthroughs (let’s playfully call it a cable). We can imagine that the exceptional player may 

have been an average player once, leveraging external maps or even walkthroughs; her memories 

of these past experiences (i.e. prior threads) are what make the game adequate with regards to 

her own subjective needs. However, what presents as a reasonable problem to her would be so 

unreasonable to the average player, that we can comfortably say that Adventure’s lack of an 

ingame map is a gamic inadequacy.  

In this regard, we can conceive of problem and inadequacy as poles of a continuum, 

defined as much by the capacities of the player as the assertives (i.e. information the game gives) 

of the gameworld, inclusive of interface. For a player operating under a time constraint, less 

experienced with gamic convention, or unable to grasp some instructive element previously 

presented by the gameworld — there may well be the perception of inadequacy. Within the 

scope of their personal experience, the inadequacy is real insofar as it has the capacity to either 

terminate the thread (abandoning play) or expand the activity of gameplay (towards externally 

complex play). Here now our interest pivots from inadequacy to these external activities. 

 
Externalities: Paratexts, Discussion, & Production 

Mia Consalvo’s book Cheating (2007) examines video game culture, the sorts of social 

capital within it, and the forces which mediate or facilitate access to said capital. Her argument 

attends to this idea of “gaming capital” which she describes in terms the cultural valuation of 

one’s knowledge of games and their ability to play them (p. 18), while also providing a historical 

account of how industry capitalized on, what we can term: embedded, gamic-inadequacies. In 

simplified terms, within social cultures of gaming, a player’s competency within a pertinent 

game is often the object of respect or admiration — an assertion proved all too true among 
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streamers and professional players. She argues that, while game-specific knowledge can be 

organically derived from gameplay (i.e. the exploration, experimentation, and abductive 

reasoning implied by it), players often leverage external resources that allow players to bypass 

this personal discovery. She argues, “Although possessing gaming capital is supposed to be 

about game players’ superior playing abilities and knowledge about games, it is often through 

the consumption of paratexts —not actual games— [that] this knowledge can be gained” 

(Consalvo, 2007, p. 38).  

Consalvo borrows the term paratext from literary theory, wherein it refers to “a zone not 

only of transition but of transaction... at the service of a better reception for the text and a more 

pertinent reading of it” (1987, p.2). When spoken of in relation to a book, paratext would include 

the front/back matter, a table of contents, etc., as well any marginalia, afterwards, notes, or 

commentary surrounding the text itself — it is the supplemental material that has the capacity to 

shape the manner in which the book is read or interpreted. Applying this to games, Consalvo 

connects the terms paratext to the diverse forms of media that surround individual games, 

ranging from: articles, guides, videos, advertisements, and forum discussions, to fan art, fan 

fiction, and even game mods. While she differentiates between these sorts of objects, they all 

exist as paratexts in her argument, and they are all scrutinized in the context of “gaming capital” 

in the context of the question ‘when and how do we define the use of these paratexts as 

cheating?’  While the social concept of cheating is largely irrelevant, the activity of searching 

out, interrogating, leveraging, and even producing these paratexts is of profound interest.  

In Video Games and Learning, Squire describes the participatory nature of complicated 

video games (e.g. Civilization IV, World of Warcraft, etc.). This subset of games requires an 

intense initial investment from players (40+ hours play time) before “basic” competency can be 
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developed. In response to this complexity, communities develop in virtual spaces, producing 

guides, recorded discussions, and other paratexts. Players enter into these communities as n00bs, 

with little understanding of the game or how the community plays it; through experience and 

research, the players develop competency and a “systemic” understanding of the game. Upon 

developing this expertise, the player develops certain social capacities within the communities of 

players: she can offer up advice to newcomers, develop guides, or modding the game itself 

(Squire, 2011, pp. 31-35). Beyond expanding one’s mastery over the game, through the active 

work of research and discussion, Squire suggests that one’s beneficial interactions within a 

community (e.g. asking questions and discovering resources) helps to foster a connection to that 

community; the participatory nature of these communities encourages one to contribute (2011), 

so long as one is still playing the game. Such practices are by no means unique to games; Lave & 

Wenger, in their discussion of communities of practice, suggest that newcomers must undergo a 

period of “legitimate peripheral participation” in which they develop competencies, observe 

community practices, and infer standards of meaningful participation within said community 

(1991). 

In this vein, a number of scholars have entered into robust discussions about the quasi-

parallel activities that accompany specific forms of gameplay. In games with complicated and 

nuanced mechanical systems, players engage in “theorycrafting” work of inferential and 

deductive reasoning as players work to optimize strategies or builds (e.g. character, team, base) 

(Paul 2011). Among a subset of these games and their communities, the mechanics/dynamics 

create incentives for players to engage in systems-based or model-based reasoning, where they 

must articulate the rules of a (at times, partially hidden) system, hypothesize about techniques or 

configurations that could be implemented, validating them through in game experimentation, and 
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finally reporting them to the interested community (Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2008).  Among 

competitive games that require teamwork, some players engage in quasi-forensic examination of 

playthroughs, which, together with reflection, lead to strategic refinement and an evolution of 

(team internal) communicative habits (Taylor, 2012).  Finally, in activities that utterly depart 

from the thread but remain within the game’s field of attraction, scholars have noted how subsets 

of players who engage in games that purport some relationship to the real world (e.g. 

Civilization) interrogate the simulated mechanics of the game against historical observations26 

(Owens, 2011). 

Returning to our discussion of complex games, we can now recognize a wide spectrum of 

activities that may well accompany play, a subset of which arrive (in part) because of the thread 

but ultimately depart from it as a line of flight (e.g. discussions about incongruence between 

game rules and observable reality). So as to delimit the term, preventing it from becoming a 

messy catch-all, I assert that complex play becomes a parallel or divergent activity at the point 

when it loses contact with the thread. This divergence is of great interest to us, for it is the 

mechanism by which game bound activities become unbounded (i.e. lines of flight). However, 

we must first take stock of the various forms complex play can take, from which we can identify 

those leading to expansion and potentially escape.  

 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
26 This interrogation is, for me, the most intriguing inadequacy: not a missing interface or a vague instruction, but a 
challenge against the rules of the simulation. The case where the player departs from the thread in search of an 
action that the rules of the game will not allow, such that the player is pulled into reflection and discussion about 
limits of the game. This is a fringe form of complex play, one that runs the risk of losing the thread altogether and 
slipping into a divergent activity. 
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Extrinsic Forces/Activities 

The trick of these forces (in the sense of attractive force, i.e. a force capable of affecting 

the thread) is that they are each wrapped up in an activity of sorts, with some activities requiring 

more attention than others. Whereas an intrinsic force might affect the thread without any 

disruption in the experience of gameplay (e.g. the player stares at a switch puzzle while 

reflecting on prior experiences Boolean algebra, before then solving the puzzle), extrinsic forces 

overwhelmingly rely on some form of parallel activity.  

These parallel activities (almost exclusively) require the player to perform some action 

external to the gameworld (e.g. the player pauses the game to read a guide or watch a 

playthrough) — though in rare cases, it remains an extrinsic force can affect gameplay with 

minimal interruption (e.g. a pair of players engaging with a puzzle, the one issuing suggestions 

while the other plays).  With this clarification outlined, I will now make a statement that has 

more to do with educational praxis than formalized theories of gameplay. As educators, we 

should fundamentally embrace these interruptions, as they (while in service to the thread) are 

largely driven by parallel activities that leverage more generic (as opposed to game-centric) skill 

sets.  These terms are designed to be used in aggregation, rather than exclusion (e.g. inquisitive, 

supplemental play).  With this in mind, we must recognize that only a subset of these extrinsic 

attractors possess the capacity to drive the player towards divergent and potentially expansive 

activities.  
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I will now demarcate the six extrinsic forces27: supplemental, inquisitive, discursive, 

manipulative, productive, and extensive — while noting their capacities for divergence and/or 

expansion. In order to better capture how these new attractors modify the activity of gameplay, I 

will produce several diagrams, expanding on the work of Chapter 2. In these diagrams, the red 

arrow marks the connection between some external resource and the thread, a green line marks 

an implicit modification (e.g. a mod that changes gamic objectives will implicitly change player 

action). 

 

Figure 4.1: Complex Play (Left) & Simple Play (Right)  

The supplemental action is the least complex of the six, describing the stable interaction 

between the player and a paratextual resource that is ready at hand. As such, the player needs 

merely to reference the appropriate section of the resource, discern its meaning, and then apply 

its import to her play of the game (i.e. her thread). Leveraging the Legend of Grimrock II (LG2) 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
27 As a point of clarification, in Deleuzian terms, an attractor is a basin of attraction capable of affecting external 
forces that pass within its basin of influence. In this sense, all attractors create a virtual force that can and will 
become realized under the right circumstances (e.g. the guide on the floor does nothing* until the player picks it up 
and uses it, whereupon the player synthesizes the guide’s information with gamic action). We must note that this 
‘influence’ is not utterly generic (e.g. as gravity is to known matter and energy); rather, it is exceedingly regime 
dependent (e.g. the guide for one game will have little to no impact on the thread derived for another game). Though 
each is housed in an action or activity, this ‘work’ can be thought of as an attractor in its capacity to affect the 
thread. 
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as an example, imagine a player traversing the game while leveraging annotated maps  or 

solutions posted in a game forum on an adjacent browser page.   

 

Figure 4.2: Supplemental Play 

The inquisitive action is both a companion and a gateway to the supplemental act, 

describing the murkier process of exploration, whereby the player identifies an inadequacy (for 

her) and seeks out some form of external resource (commonly a paratext, occasionally a 

manipulative tool) that will allow her to address that perceived inadequacy. This activity does 

not inherently cease once a paratext has been identified — as that paratext itself might be 

partially (e.g. an incomplete guide) or wholly inadequate (e.g. a technical malfunction that 

requires a specialized fix) relative to the player’s need/problem. Furthermore, unlike the 

supplemental, this activity has a second-order/indirect effect on the thread, as a parallel activity 

(i.e. the act of searching and inquiring).  

As an illustration, imagine an LG2 player native to Russia who speaks little English. 

Assume that her inquiry first leads her to the same annotated maps, which proves inadequate as a 

resource (for her needs). Consequently, she begins her search anew and finds this guide written 

in her native tongue, which serves as a more adequate resource. 

https://guides.gamepressure.com/grimrock2/guide.asp?ID=28200
https://steamcommunity.com/app/251730/discussions/0/619568794023254180/
https://steamcommunity.com/sharedfiles/filedetails/?id=330272981
https://steamcommunity.com/sharedfiles/filedetails/?id=330272981
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Figure 4.3: Inquisitive, Supplemental Play 

The discursive action refers to the work of asking questions and/or discussing dynamics 

that could affect the thread. This action is implicitly preceded by an inquisitive action, through 

the search for adequate paratexts, or failing that, locating a community (e.g. player forum) 

capable of responding to the question. This work of asking questions, and hopefully eliciting 

answers (itself a productive action, which will be discussed later), if done in some less-

ephemeral form28, leads to the production of a new paratext: the record of the question and the 

answers it received.   

As an illustration, imagine an LG2 player who is unable to progress beyond a point in the 

game because of some technical defect (e.g. the corruption of a game file). From the player’s 

perspective, she defeats a boss, but cannot progress any further; examining a guide, she sees that 

the boss was supposed to drop a key; she checks the area but finds no key. She goes to a forum, 

reports her circumstance, and asks the community how best to proceed. Assume that, a 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
28 Strictly speaking, some variants of this act will not produce a literal paratext. For instance, if the player were to 
call a friend or send them a private message, these actions would create a virtual reference point that would still have 
an effect on the thread — only without the production of a stable paratext. 
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community member advises her to “validate the integrity of the games cache” — which is itself, 

a separate, manipulative action, which solves her problem. 

 

Figure 4.4: Discursive, Inquisitive, Supplemental Play 

The manipulative action is unlike any we’ve discussed so far, in that it modifies data 

values within the game, either through the use of embedded tools (e.g. console commands29) or 

external applications (e.g. notepad++, cheat engine).  Here the player takes an external action 

that modifies the internal states reported in a game world (e.g. the XP or money that a character 

has). In this sense, the action is aimed not at the thread but the data of the game itself — 

circumventing work that would otherwise need to be done through the thread, allowing different 

freedoms of action (e.g. overcoming the need to grind XP).  

As an illustration, consider an LG2 player whose party is lost in a dungeon, gradually 

starving to death. At the point of her most current saves, she is fundamentally unable to 

overcome the challenges put forth by the game. In order to overcome them, she would need to 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
29 One might argue that the use of console commands constitutes an internal, non-diegetic action, which is 
manipulative in nature but not inherently extrinsic. Accepting this, I would argue that most players would need to 
engage with some external resource in order to discern the commands that can be issued to the console and other 
rules of its operations. 
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abandon the current run, or revert to a save-state that would negate hours of work.  Instead, she 

loads Cheat Engine, isolates Grimrock2.exe, and proceeds to split and merge stacks of food until 

she identifies the address of memory storing them, at which point she modifies the value held in 

that memory address30  — ensuring that her party has enough food to survive the dungeon, 

preserving the integrity of her current thread.  

 

Figure 4.5: Manipulative Play 

The productive action creates a functional paratext that can inform the play of the game. 

By nature, this paratext can take any media form (e.g. informal notes, maps, detailed 

walkthroughs, video playthroughs). The action requires is composed of three elements: 

The player...   

1. Directly/indirectly observes gamic phenomena (e.g. the size of an area, a missing clue)  

2. Records aspects of those observations on external media (e.g. paper, a GoogleDoc, a web 

page). 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
30 In terms of data, stacks of inventory items (e.g. 15 potions) must possess a numeric value.  Cheat Engine allows 
the operator to scan the memory associated with an application for a specific number. The player can then perform 
an action (e.g. drinking a potion, or splitting the stack in two) that will modify the number. At this point the operator 
can then filter their previous scan, identifying only addresses which now hold the new number. By repeating this 
two part work (i.e. in-game and in-tool actions) again and again, the player can eventually isolate the memory 
addresses that holds the value of said items (e.g. potions). By using Cheat Engine to modify those memory values, 
the player effectively changes that data’s state within the game (e.g. 15 potions -> 99 potions). 

https://www.cheatengine.org/
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3. Positions the newly created paratext in a manner that is ready at hand (for herself and 

potentially others). 

As an illustration, consider a LG2 player who elects to play the game in “old school 

mode,” thereby forfeiting their access to any of the game’s built-in cartography tools. Instead, 

she takes out a quadrille pad, diligently sketching and annotating her own map as she plays. This 

decision causes the gameplay to become fundamentally entangled with a second recurrent action, 

parallel to gameplay, but still capable of affecting the thread. 

The most interesting feature of the productive action lies in two, latent capacities that it 

possesses. First, it can lead to divergence: the point at which an action formerly connected to the 

thread loses connection to it, becoming a fundamentally distinctive activity, albeit one still 

occurring within the attractive field of the game. Second, when productive action yields an object 

that is accessible to a community of players, it facilitates playful expansion: becoming a tool/set 

of techniques that can be leveraged by other members of the community as a paratext, thereby 

affecting others’ threads. 

As an illustration, consider the player who painstakingly maps out all the areas of LG2: 

making use of all the walkthroughs she can find, taking screen caps of her ingame maps, then 

carefully annotating them with some third party software, and finally hosting them online.  We 

can note a transition whereby the action tethered to the thread becomes untethered: she no longer 

plays the game, rather she uses information gathered within the game as the factual underpinning 

of instructional documentation. When this paratext stops interacting with her thread (probably, 

terminated) it stops being a productive action, becoming a distinct, productive activity. This 

activity is still caught within the game’s basin of attraction, but it has diverged (i.e. a line of 

flight) and is no longer of complex play. We will discuss this phenomena in greater detail later.  
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Figure 4.6: Productive Play (Left) and Productive Extensive Play (Right) 

Finally, we have the extensive action, which changes gamic objectives (either 

programmatically in-game, or electively on the part of the user), modifies underlying mechanics, 

and/or  alters the simulated elements of the gameworld. Alternatively, it modifies some 

fundamental element of how the player engages with the gameworld. This first capacity will be 

of special interest when we begin to consider entangling parallel activities (of educational merit) 

with games that possess appropriate qualities and sophistication. Of the complex actions, 

extension is by far the most varied and complicated, appearing in many distinct flavors, relative 

to the types of activities that it is bound up in.  

As a most basic distinction, we can identify the object of effect as either: act- (affecting 

the priorities of the player, without modifying the gameworld) or game/act- (affecting the 

composition of the gameworld and implicitly, the priorities of the player). In this regard an act-
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extensive action involves the player adopting a parallel set of instructions/priorities31 that is not 

explicitly endorsed by the diegetic gameworld (e.g. optional achievements). Whereas a 

game/play-extensive is predicated upon the modification of the game world, such that new 

priorities or modes of engagement will be taken up by the player as a consequence. 

 

Figure 4.7: Act-Extensive Play & Game/Act-Extensive Play 

At a second level of distinction, we can consider the relationship of the player to the 

extension, and how that relationship changes over time. Up until now, we’ve made little mention 

of time, but we must respect that these diagrams are best suited to describe phase portraits (i.e. 

momentary arrangements that appear within a dynamic system). I hinted at this in our discussion 

of the productive action’s capacity to become a divergent activity, and now we will return to this 

idea of divergence, as we examine extensive, productive play.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
31 Note that in Fig 7b, the objectives become integrated into the feedback given to the player by the game. As a point 
of philosophical distinction, when the player engages with the loaded mod, the play is no longer, by itself, complex. 
Once the objectives/assets are loaded into the game, “text” rather than “paratext” — albeit a different text. 
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By way of illustration, let us say that a player perceives a gamic inadequacy, or failing 

that, an unrealized, gamic opportunity. From here, they can take one of two potentially 

productive actions, each of which has the capacity to culminate in some form of extension. In 

broad terms, the player can engage in either manipulative-extensive production (MEP) (i.e. 

formally modifying game data) or discursive-extensive production (DEP) (i.e. communicating 

details about the current game state and hypothetical solutions it could undergo)32.  

We must appreciate that each of these actions is by its nature, divergent as they require 

the player to take up fundamentally different tools and work towards action well outside the 

gameworld. However, through extension, these activities have the potential to subsequently 

become convergent (i.e. culminating in modification to the gameworld itself), and therefore 

expansive (i.e. changing the nature of subsequent play for the community). With that said, I will 

now present illustrative examples of MEP & DEP. 

 

Figure 4.8: Manipulative-Extensive Production (Lt) & Discursive Extensive Production (R) 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
32  Note that in all extensive cases, there is some capacity for expansion, wherein the extension influences the play of 
alternative players; however, for the sake of simplicity, I have not diagramed these cases. 
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Assume two hypothetical players of LG2, named Marcy and Diane. Marcy particularly 

enjoyed the Desert Maps of LG2 and wished for more content. Though still (abstractly) caught 

within the game’s attractive basin, her desires trigger a line of flight (divergence), whereby her 

attention/energy shifts away from the gameworld and towards a collection of modding resources. 

Through her productive, manipulative work, she eventually develops a functional mod that she 

could playtest in the game itself (convergence). After fixing a number of bugs and refining the 

content she has developed, she decides to socialize the mod by sharing it with the community 

and soliciting feedback (expansion).  We can classify this broader movement as a form of 

Manipulative-Extensive Production (Fig. 7c). 

From this point, another pattern of complex play emerges. Diane is a (hypothetical) 

member of this community. She downloads the mod, loads it into the game (extension) and then 

proceeds to play it. While playing it, she encounters a few bugs — noting them on a piece of 

paper beside her (productive). After completing the modded-gameworld, she decides to construct 

a formal response (productive, divergent) detailing problems, possible fixes, and even some 

thematically relevant ideas for future development, which she then shares (via forum thread) 

with Marcy (productive, discursive).   

Marcy reviews Diane’s write-up, and is impressed by her assessments, proposed 

solutions, and even a few of her suggested additions. Because Marcy is still actively working on 

her mod, she is in a good position to integrate Diane’s suggestions into the future developments. 

As these suggestions get implemented and integrated into the game mod, Diane’s work becomes 

extensive. And when Diane decides to replay the mod, so that she can experience the changes — 

that prior work becomes convergent, indirectly affecting the thread by dint of the modified 

http://www.grimrock.net/modding/
https://www.nexusmods.com/legendofgrimrock2
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gameworld. Furthermore, Diane’s discursive contribution has become indirectly expansive, 

having modified the play activity of other players who are engaging with the mod.  

At a surface level, game-extensive actions bear some similarity to manipulative actions, 

in-so-far as they are changing the terms of the game. Respecting this, we should consider 

manipulative and game-extensive actions as co-existing along a 3D spectrum, whose axes 

express:   

1. Sophistication (how complicated are new modifications/operations);  

2. Stability (how persistent are the changes); 

3. Transferability (how easy would it be for another user to implement these 

modifications).   

If each of these axes are expressed to a minimal extent, the complex action is more akin 

to manipulation. As an example, in the earlier mentioned instance where the player modified the 

amount of food her party carried in LG2, we can evaluate the act/impact a low transferability 

(i.e. a single variable is changed), moderate stability (i.e. the value is changed once and only 

once), and low transferability (i.e. absent instructions, players wishing to replicate the effects 

would need to start from scratch). By contrast, the mod created by (our hypothetical) Marcy 

possesses high sophistication (i.e. new areas, encounters, and items have been generated), high 

stability (i.e. the new changes are persistent within the gameworld), and high transferability (i.e. 

the mod has been uploaded to a server where it remain accessible to any who wish to use it). We 

can also recognize intermediate states: for instance, if a player using cheat engine took the time 

to identify pertinent variables (e.g. health, mana, food, XP, ammo), accurately label them, 

generate and export the table they have created, and then link to said table in a forum — then this 

https://web.archive.org/web/20160114054827/http:/forum.cheatengine.org/viewtopic.php?t=572465
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work that began is largely manipulative, would become both productive and extensive (albeit to a 

lesser extent than the modding example).  

Beyond classification, this latter example illustrates the extent to which a complex 

process can become both additive (e.g. a manipulative work becomes extensive) and expansive 

(i.e. as private modifications become public). Furthermore, to some extent, the higher levels of 

complex play (e.g. extensive) do not become available to the player, until many of the lower 

levels have been engaged with, and they are predicated on some degree of divergence, wherein a 

parallel, complementary activity is taken up. Notwithstanding this, we must recognize that these 

modes of complex play must not be understood as some unidirectional sequence, or even one 

that can be neatly self-contained. An inherent component of (public) modding is the socialization 

of the technology, wherein players interact with it and provide feedback, which the mod-

developer might interrogate and integrate.  

This brings us to a second issue — by occupying a more text driven perspective, we fall 

into the trap of thinking of the game only as a finished object. During the era of cartridges and 

optical disks, individual releases of games produced them as fixed objects, the idea of game as 

static object made sense. However, the ubiquity of high-speed internet and online marketplaces 

have given rise to practices whereby a game is released in “early access,” where it begins to 

socialize with players.  A game in a non-ossified state, a state of becoming, is susceptible to 

discursive-extensive production (i.e. developers responding to player feedback) — but this state 

only exists for a time. To a similar extent, a player’s capacity to engage in forms of productive, 

expansive play (i.e. developing materials that impact how others play and may well generate 

feedback) are likewise bound up in the life cycle of each game, and its (active) community.    
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A Game in Phase Portraits 

Let us33 begin with Squire’s illustration of a player’s learning process as she in engages 

with a specific species of game: “In [open-ended] games, learning resembles a process of coming 

to understand a system, experimenting with multiple ways of being within that system, and then 

using that system for creative expression, usually enacted within communities of other players. 

The game structure is less about reproducing a particular way of thinking and more about 

creating spaces for knowledge creation and discovery” (2008 p. 171). Later he documents 

participatory culture associated with play: as novices, players look to experts (via walkthroughs, 

discussion forums, wikis, and videos) in order to learn how to play; gradually these novices 

become experts themselves, with some producing the same type of resources that they initially 

consumed (Squire, 2011). We must understand this process as both abstract (in the sense that it is 

recurrent among games) and historical (in the sense that will have happened over the life of any 

given game).  

We do not argue that all forms of play are the same, nor that all forms of play lead to 

measurable productivity. However, we argue that, in the pursuit of a goal (e.g., winning the game 

or deriving the experience the player desires) some players engage in highly productive activity 

(i.e., they create new paratexts). When players engage in a level beyond the novice problem-

solving language of their initial experience of the game, after they have become comfortable 

referencing different tools, and enacting different practices, we see a great potential for 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
33 The text that follows is largely taken from a piece I wrote with Brad Mehlenbacher: Mehlenbacher, B., & Kampe, 
C. (2017). Expansive genres of play: Getting serious about game genres for the design of future learning 
environments. In Emerging genres in new media environments (pp. 117-133). Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 
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expansive learning. Through the production of new paratexts, players have the potential to 

contribute to social action within the game’s activity system—effecting a change in how the 

game is played via the introduction of new resources and practices.  

As our concern is not simply the evolution of the game itself, but rather the evolutions 

and transformations of the activity systems surrounding the game, many of which lend 

themselves to distinctive genres of production. Taking as a given that not all games are:  

1. Sufficiently complicated, to the point that they engender (if not require) complex play; 

or  

2. Operationally extensive (i.e. with some frameworks being more conducive to modding 

than others); or 

3. Released with the same degree of completeness (i.e. the extent to which developers 

continue to modify the code/assets of the game as it socializes with players). 

 We can consequently envision different life cycles for both the core text of the game and 

the productive (paratextual/extensive) activities that will surround a game that is sufficient (with 

regards to 1 & 2) and partially complete (3). Just as the state of the game itself serves as a 

limiting factor for the types of complex play that surround it, the relative maturity/liveliness of 

the activity systems surrounding the game will moderate the types of productive, expansive, and 

extensive forms of play that will be engendered by it.  

 

Figure 4.9: Genre Evolution of Game Lifecycle (Mehlenbacher & Kampe, 2017) 



  97 

 

Let us consider the distinctive stages of a games life (see Fig 4.9), which we can then 

correlate to certain paratextual modes/genres of production. Prior to the release of the Beta, little 

is known about the game—this prompts research, conjecture, and speculation. With the release 

of the beta, a new activity forms around the game: players document experiences (e.g., 

playthroughs), start developing strategies (e.g., discussion forums/guides), and begin 

documenting the gameworld (e.g., wikis). Upon the game’s release, much of this activity 

intensifies; a larger audience plays, increasing the demand for paratextual resources, and 

contributing to the social prestige associated with contribution. After this point, if the community 

is strong and the developers are motivated, modding tools are released, allowing the community 

to alter the gameplay to some extent. To accommodate this new activity, new paratextual genres 

emerge: instructions, audio-visual resources, repositories of discussion, in addition to guides and 

reviews surrounding individual mods. Some mods, because of community interest, become 

assimilated by the designers—these mods become expansions or sequels.  

The activity of gameplay is dynamic: it emerges not only from player interaction with a 

procedural world, but from the player’s interaction with the paratexts developed by communities 

of players. These paratexts come into existence in response to a social need, they are modified as 

the community uses them, and they fall out of relevance when the community disperses (drawn 

to a new attraction). If we, as educators, mean to leverage expansive activities associated with 

play—if we mean to involve our students in the production of these paratexts—we must 

recognize their relationship to the life cycle of the game, what factors call paratexts into 

existence, and the limited span of time in which they can shape the activity of play. Many 

authors and educators have spoken about the right types of games for students. We suggest that 

“time,” specifically the moment within a game’s life cycle and the paratextual activities 
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associated with that moment, is of equal if not greater importance because it (by way of 

community need) dictates the productive social activities (i.e., what socially-valued paratexts 

they can create) that students can engage with as they “play” the game.  

 

Case Study: The Expansive Evolution of This War of Mine 

As an illustration of this, we can look at a specific phase portrait within a game’s 

evolution; specifically, what was happening in/around This War of Mine (2014) approximately 

one year after its release. This is a game about the lives of refugees in a war-torn region, and 

there is much to say about its social realism and feminist approaches to game 

design/development — but this will be discussed more fully in the following chapter.  

Produced by 11-bit Studios (a small Warsaw-based developer, who had garnered a 

modicum of success from their inverted, tower-defense game Anomaly), This War of Mine 

(released in summer, 2014 for computers) received a great deal of critical praise and attention 

because of the critical approach it took to rendering the effects of warfare (i.e. focusing on 

civilian perspectives). The game was both complicated (loosely described as exploration, 

scavenging, and resource management) and brutal (i.e. no recoverable save states, easy to die, 

cascading effects of character death). With this in mind, let us consider a few key aspects and 

developments that occurred from 2014-2016.  

1. As a more-or-less gamic constraint, character survival (the details of which will be 

covered in the next chapter) necessitates deep understanding of the rules of the world. 

Consequently, players established a wiki for it (active 2014 - 2020) as well as numerous 

gameplay guides.  

https://this-war-of-mine.fandom.com/wiki/This_War_of_Mine_Wiki
https://steamcommunity.com/app/282070/guides/
https://steamcommunity.com/app/282070/guides/
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2. In 2016, a major expansion (The Little Ones, a DLC that introduced child characters into 

the game), created a new set of mechanics/dynamics, simulating additional wiki and 

guide development.  

3. In 2015, in an effort to allow players to produce their own stories through the games 

engine (i.e. facilitating extension), the developers added the Storyteller (a scenario 

editor), which was later integrated into the steam workshop.   

4. The game’s success put the developers in an awkward position, whereby more and more 

non-English/Polish speaking players wanted to access the game, requiring translation 

services that the studio was ill-equipped to perform — however, numerous players came 

forward indicating a willingness to work on translation/localization efforts. In response, 

the developers created the Babel project (2016), designed to coordinate and streamline 

voluntary translation efforts.  

Now let us analyze each of these aspects, relative to the extrinsic forms of complex play. 

For the sake of simplicity, I will refer to each element of the above list as an “aspect,” using the 

shorthand ‘A’.  

• From A1, we can appreciate the need for supplemental information, which, prior to 

creation, calls for productive (paratextual) actions, whereby guides are produced and 

wikis are populated. Provided these productions are made publicly available, they possess 

expansive capacities: not only will they moderate complex play among other players, but 

if they are embedded in forums that allow for discussion, the developers of these guides 

will have the opportunity to receive feedback which can be addressed.   

• As new content, via A2, is rolled out, these paratexts become inadequate, necessitating 

updates or the development of new paratexts, which likewise have expansive capacities.  

https://store.steampowered.com/app/481090/This_War_of_Mine_The_Little_Ones/
https://www.vg247.com/2015/04/29/this-war-of-mine-update-1-3-adds-scenario-editor/
https://www.kotaku.com.au/2015/12/this-war-of-mines-2-0-update-brings-modding-tools-to-the-game/
https://store.steampowered.com/news/app/282070/view/2880571131804005059
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• With the introduction of A3, itself brought about by a critical volume of player requests 

(an example of discursive-extensive production), this new toolset creates opportunities 

for players to engage in  manipulative-extensive production, through the production of 

new scenarios/mods, which in-turn allow for extensive play (i.e. the community engaging 

with said mods), itself allowing for new rounds of discussion and iteration. Here the work 

of scenario development exists as a parallel activity that will be divergent initially (as the 

work will touch no thread) before becoming convergent again (as the developer, and 

potentially other players engage with it). As a complement to A3, these new tools provide 

the exigence for the development of new tutorials and instructional sets: paratexts that are 

wholly parallel to the playing of the game, but still, like the work of scenario 

development, bound up in the game’s field of influence.  

• Finally, as we move into A4, we see the stimulation of a parallel, extensive activity: the 

volunteer driven, translation effort that once again extends/expands the reach of the 

game, providing pathways for new players/audience. In a recursive effect, this expansion 

catalyzes new development along A1-A3, as translated guides, tutorials, and new 

narratives are needed to accommodate new, non-English speaking players. 

In “playing” the game, one is invited to participate in these activities and, by participating 

in these activities, they have the potential to meaningfully affect the ways in which others play, 

and the future development of the game itself (i.e. extension). As this game advances in its life-

cycle, the community’s demand for paratextual production will gradually lessen, before 

stabilizing, and ultimately ceasing. The exigence will have passed, and the capacity for 

expansive play-learning will no longer exist within this space. This is not to say that a new player 

could not produce redundant paratexts, or novel extensions; rather, we assert that those 
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productions would not possess the same capacities for expansion — as the activity of the game 

dies down, developers stop adding content, and established paratexts command the attention of 

newcomers to the game. 

As a matter of educational praxis, we argue that educators interested in leveraging the 

complex activities that surround gameplay, should focus less on mechanical and content-driven 

genres; instead, they should look to the genres of paratextual development that are currently 

relevant to a given game. Furthermore, these genres of production arise in response to specific 

exigencies (momentary concerns or needs held by a community). These exigencies (and the 

response they elicit) will dissipate once they are addressed or once communities lose concern. 

Once this happens, students (by way of this particular game and this particular community) 

should be able to exercise social action or to engage in expansive play-learning. In this event, 

educators should not lose hope—rather they should listen to discussion boards and developer 

updates, and they should find a new target: a game, still in the pristine middle stages of its life. In 

particular, they should look not to games that are generating procedurally-related paratexts 

(genre systems) or unrelated paratexts (genre sets): they should look to games that afford 

particular exigencies that invite the community-driven production of artifacts and paratexts that 

meet particular needs in particular moments (kairotic contributions). These games present us 

with moments where player-learners can place themselves expansively, beyond the material 

immediacy of the game, in the temporal space that both supports and extends the experience of 

only playing the game.  

 
Complex Play: Sunless Sea & Cultist Simulator  

In this section, I will engage in a more detailed discussion of (extrinsic) complex play, 

based on my own experiences navigating two (staggeringly) complicated games. In this 
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description and subsequent analysis, I mean to characterize how, within specific contexts, the 

organic, iterative expansion of play into complex spaces — approaching points of no return, 

wherein the bonds with external resources become so strong that the strategies of play would 

begin to collapse if those resources were removed. From here I will detail a more rigorous 

accounting of divergence and convergence, placing a specific emphasis on the production of act-

extensive paratexts (paratexts that add objectives to the game without changing the code itself). I 

will argue that these paratexts can exist as quasi-diegetic objects (outside of the gameworld, yet 

bound by its logics and aesthetics), and that they have tremendous potential as a means of 

imbricating critical activities into the complex play of games.  As this description derives from 

my own experiences, I cannot make claims as to the generalizability of my observations — 

however, as numerous scholars have documented similar work, where gameplay is imbricated 

with other, productive activities (Steinkuehler & Duncan, 2008; Consalvo, 2009; Squire, 2011; 

Paul, 2011), I add my own account to provide a richer description of the circumstances and 

sequences that gave rise to the experience.  

 

Sunless Sea: Gradual Complexification 

In the summer of 2015, I played a PC game titled Sunless Sea. Though not fully released 

until February, 2015, the developers provided beta access for backer in May, 2014; while the 

major release signified a certain readiness and polish, the developers continued adding and 

refining content after the fact34. Failbetter Games, at the time, was made up of 15 individuals, 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
34 Historic accounts of the game’s development are all taken from 
https://www.kickstarter.com/projects/failbetter/sunless-sea/updates 
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who were attempting something so ambitious that it became a little unwieldy. In this respect, the 

game (in the phase portrait I am describing), had none of the polish one would expect from a 

AAA title; it offers no tutorials that hold the player’s hand, it is replete with small bugs and 

technical defects. However, these minor, unintentional defects are nothing beside the unflinching 

cruelty programmed into the game35. For the world of the game is vast, and movement through it 

painstakingly slow, and tedious... but the Unterzee is indifferent and deadly, and by the game's 

design, death is permanent. It was, for me, so easy to work so long and so carefully, only to have 

it all lost in a moment — for just as it took Melville's crew over five hundred pages to find the 

White Whale, it took Him little more than a paragraph to kill off all but one of them. My goal 

here is not to characterize Sunless Sea as a hard game (though it is), but rather to say that it is 

what Jesper Juul describes as a “punishing game” — one that makes it hurt to lose. 

At its core, the gameplay of Sunless Sea serves as a vehicle for a vast and sprawling 

interactive narrative. The gameworld consists of a quasi-procedural, hand-drawn, surrealist 

oceanscape — dotted with locals that can be explored through an interface reminiscent of 

interactive fiction. It is very much akin to an RPG, though one based more around exploration, 

trade, and social interaction, than more traditional combat. Although ship-based combat is a core 

feature of the game, it will probably occupy less than 3% of a given player’s experience. In this 

respect, the core actions of the game have more to do with cautious exploration, recognizing 

trade opportunities, planning routes, and effectively managing resources. In practice, though 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
35 Quoting the description, “Sunless Sea is a game of discovery, loneliness, and frequent death” (from 
http://www.failbettergames.com/sunless/). In mechanical terms, death is (effectively) permanent, allowing certain 
good to be passed on to heirs (making the next play through moderately easy). 

http://www.failbettergames.com/sunless/
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death might come from a whirlpool or a pirate cannon, it’s as (if not more) likely to come from 

your ship running out of fuel and your crew starving to death (with some unsavory steps 

omitted).   

Eschewing discussion of the game’s uninteresting combat, the player is tasked with 

fuel/food management, the circumnavigation of environmental obstacles, and the charting of 

unexplored territory. Initially, the player controls a small ship with a small hold, a weak engine, 

and very limited firepower; when she makes money, she will reinvest it in the ship or its cargo. 

Money is made through the arbitrage of goods and the completion of missions — 

requiring specific goods, ample fuel, a reliable map, and time on the part of the player.  A given 

quest might inform you what you need to do (e.g. bring a sleeping idol to a court of clay men) 

but it will do so without telling you where the requisite goods can be procured or even the 

location of their ultimate destination. More often than not, the game is about first finding what 

you can do, then determining how to do it, before equipping your ship for the task; in many 

ways, completing the task, once you understand how to do it, is the easy part.  

Although a primitive journal/log system exists to help the player complete these quests, 

the game does not readily provide “abridged” instructions — rather, tasks and advice are 

embedded in larger bodies of text that the player must take time to digest. Written narrative 

(linear, branching, and randomly triggered) is a core component of the game. At each port, the 

player presented with several possible interactions, some of which lead into detailed, text-based 

adventures that vary: some leverage character statistics (perception, military strength, etc), others 

require certain items (candles, fuel, the dying ember of a false sun), others require the player to 

internalize contextual rules (the customs of a region) and respond to conversational cues 

accordingly. In cases where items are required, their rarity can range from common (available at 
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most ports) to uncommon (available in specific regions) to nearly unique (accessible only after 

completing elaborate missions). Rarer items have simple trade values, but most have highly 

specialized uses that the player must discover for herself.  

In these respects, we can describe dynamics in terms of four distinctive, yet interrelated 

activities:  

1. Exploration: the gradual navigation of a vast ocean map, populated by various locals, 

each of which operates as the starting node for (text-based) interactive fiction (i.e. 

descriptions, opportunities, and events are relayed through text and static image).  

2. Puzzle-Solving: identifying possibilities for action in each region of interest and, through 

a process of inference and experimentation, discovering the actions or resources that are 

required to effect (often, simply advancing) narrative outcomes within said region. In this 

sense the range of what constitutes a puzzle solution (which is not always a desirable 

outcome) could be as simple as a single dialogue choice, or it could require a complex 

feat of logistical planning (e.g. amassing huge quantities of a resource and moving it 

across the map)36. 

3. Survival:  navigating obstacles (e.g. shoals, whirlpools, underwater currents) and 

enemies (e.g. pirates, sea monsters), while maintaining adequate fuel for the ship and 

provisions for the crew. This activity consists of in-moment, tactical decisions, as well as 

general preparation before any given voyage (e.g. selecting an appropriate ship, 

modifying its features, developing a crew with pertinent specialties) 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
36 Note the outcome of solving a puzzle can vary immensely, from a beneficial reward, to an indifferent narrative 
progression, or a dire and deleterious outcome. This is to say, puzzles serve both narrative and gamic purposes. 

https://sunlesssea.fandom.com/wiki/Monsters
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4. Arbitrage: cataloging the buy/sell prices of every port of interest, and identifying 

strategies where goods can be bought cheaply, then sold dearly, while covering all 

overhead expenses (e.g. fuel, provisions, repairs). In general terms, the act of effective 

trade will provide the resources that will facilitate all other diegetic dimensions of play. 

Consequently, to play the game, one must strategize according to each of these distinct 

activities, such that the game becomes figuring out how to devise broad strategies for play that 

satisfy the goals of each (e.g. if I am establishing a trade route between A & G, what ports of 

interest exist along the way, and what narratives can I pursue within each of them. As such the 

thread of gameplay will be shaped by each of these activities, and to this extent we can 

appreciate each of them as a simulated attractor. Interestingly, it was this very pull that drew me 

towards external resources. 

I had to become familiar with each location, its trade needs, the specialized cargo it 

produces, most efficient routes between locations, the dangers associated with each route, and 

the countermeasures required. As my knowledge of the world increased, so did the factors that I 

needed to account for, and as my memory faltered, I started using scratch paper to make abstract 

maps, trade logs accounting for rate disparities, key items of interests,, and rough notes about 

local activities — for as I indicated above, I found the diegetic logs provided by the game to be 

inadequate. So gradually, updating my own, personal paratexts (i.e. productive → supplemental) 

became a substantial part of the game for me, in part because the fear of a(nother) permanent 

death drove me towards cautious and calculating mode planning.  As I traveled further east, my 

notes and tables became scattered across several pages; I started writing summaries, meta-notes 

to myself about how to navigate my own resources. In response to something, (perhaps the 

destruction of my second ship, or my expanding sense of confusion), I decided to seek additional 
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guidance. After searching for “profitable trade routes sunless sea”, I read through a few forums 

(i.e. inquisitive → supplemental), and came across this post37: 

It has come to my attention that it is possible to exchange mushroom wine for 
coffee beans at The Empire of Hands at a 1:1 ratio. Now, you buy wine for 21 
echoes each in London, take a bit of a trip, make your exchange, and upon your 
return sell your coffee for 44 echoes per unit, resulting in a profit of 23 echoes 
per unit minus the cost of your overhead (fuel, supplies, replacement crew, terror 
reduction, etc.) But such is the life of a trader upon the Unterzee. 
 
Scanning through the forum, I found other suggestions, strategies and so forth — each 

novel and clever in its own right — but each of them required a substantial investment in player 

time. Although I found something meditative in the act of moving a ship back and forth across 

dark waters, I was not immediately interested in “grinding” for hours, in order to build a larger 

ship, which I could then “grind” more effectively with. Put simply, I found an inadequacy in 

these techniques as well, for I did not agree with the time investments the proposed. I decided to 

go another route, which better pleased me as a player: to cheat, and so the nature of my search 

shifted. 

The first step in cheating was figuring out how to cheat. I began by searching for save 

game editors, found a few articles on the use of cheat engine, but, after discovering that the saved 

games were simple (albeit long) text files38, I decided to open them and edit their values by hand. 

Constituted by ASCII text, each file is a few thousand lines long and composed in format that is 

machine friendly/user indifferent (sample excerpt39). Through a combination of external 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
37 Taken from steam forums: https://steamcommunity.com/app/304650/discussions/0/606068060836874505/ 
38 First I had to locate the files themselves; the installation platform (e.g. Gog, Steam, etc) affects the destination (as 
does the OS). See http://community.failbettergames.com/topic9090-transferring-saved-games-concerned.aspx 
39A sample excerpt of the text file entry: 
{"Name":null,"EquippedPossession":null,"Relationships":[],"XP":0,"EffectiveLevelModifier":0,"TargetQuality":nul
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research, text-scanning, trial and error, I discovered that each item was assigned a unique ID; 

searching the web, I found a list of Qualities (items, events, conditions, etc.)40. I learned that by 

adjusting the “level” associated with a given item, I could control the quantity of the item in my 

ship’s cargo hold. In order to progress in the game, I no longer need to grind — however, to 

circumvent that activity, I had to perform a number of discrete operations (i.e. inquisitive → 

parallel supplemental → manipulative). At this point, the physical way in which I interfaced with 

the game began to change. 

I played Sunless Sea across two monitors: the game-screen occupied entirety of the right 

monitor; whereas, the left monitor was occupied three (often overlapping) windows: an instance 

of notepad++ containing my most recent save file, a browser window enumerating all the ID 

values of in game qualities, and a more general purpose wiki that detailed each port41. As I 

played, I readily moved between each screen: an in game quest would require an item; I would 

consult the wiki to find a port where I could procure the item; upon reaching that port, if my 

funds were inadequate, I would save the game, open refer to the notepad, adjust the appropriate 

ID, reload the game, and purchase the item in question. Playing the game in this manner required 

constant movement between interfaces, each requiring a different set of skills and operations; 

play became a distributed activity.  When it came to trading, the wiki was my ultimate reference; 

my personal notes became shorthand instructions for my travels/transactions (e.g. buy “X” here, 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
l,"TargetLevel":null,"CompletionMessage":null,"Level":0,"AssociatedQuality":null,"AssociatedQualityId":102027,
"QualityName":null,"QualityDescription":null,"QualityImage":null,"QualityNature":null,"QualityCategory":null,"Q
ualityAllowedOn":null,"Id":0} 
40 For clarification see: http://sunlesssea.gamepedia.com/Raw_Dump_(Qualities) 
 
41 For gamic clarification see: http://sunlesssea.gamepedia.com/Category:Sunless_Sea_ports 
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travel to “Y”, trade “X” for “Z”, then bring “Z” to “A”). I became the pilot within what Edwin 

Hutchins (1995) refers to as a “cognitive system”: one actor, moving through the interface of the 

game, understanding my state through the representations (e.g. fuel, cargo, location), knowing 

my goals from my notes and the wiki — “external representational devices” (p. 284) that had 

become so essential to enactment of my task that I would feel lost without them.  

The thought of gameplay as a phenomena that simply existed between me, the interface, 

and the code of the machine no longer made sense.  The activity system, wherein my objective 

was to trade/travel through the “Unterzee” expanded to the point that the various tools and 

knowledge based that I leveraged became “functional organs'' for me: experienced as a property 

of my “body” to the extent that I became dependent upon the affordances they provided 

(Leontiev, 1981). Gradually, my play became more and more complex, to a point where I was so 

dependent on all of the external notation (e.g. my notes, instructions, simplified maps, game 

forums, the wiki) that I was using, that I found myself altogether departing from the game, and 

drawing up large abstract steps that I would take, moving port to port, so that I could advance 

elements of the story while committing myself to arbitrage. The fear of a permanent death 

compelled me to such protracted planning exercises, that approximately a quarter of “the game” 

was played outside of the interface. 

In the midst of this, as I was trading “crates of souls” to the “Monkey King”, who ruled 

over the “Empire of Hands”, that I encountered an omission in with the wiki — nothing serious, 

just a trade possibility for an rare item: a “A Firkin of Red Honey” could be traded for “A Pot of 
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Violant Ink”42. I had neither the former nor the latter, but I recognized the latter as necessary for 

a mission I meant to complete. I knew that without making some note, I would forget this 

possibility — I decided the best course of action would be to update the entry in the wiki. This 

marked the final evolution of my complex play with Sunless Sea, as my play shifted towards a 

form that was now both productive (in that I was producing an external paratext) and expansive 

(in that my paratextual contributions were now additions to a tool being used by a community of 

players). In this final turn, I found myself interrogating each wiki page as I referenced it: putting 

a modicum of effort into validating the descriptions and ensuring that they matched what I saw in 

the gameworld. In part this was because I as a player needed the wiki to be accurate as a 

resource/tool that I was using; in part it felt like a small social obligation: giving back to a 

resource/community from which I derived benefit. 

 

Complex Play and Cheating: the Reshaping of Experience 

In the case above, what I would call “complex play,” others might well call cheating – 

though the “morality” of the manner varies from community to community.  While the topic of 

cheating in competitive games deserves discussion in moral terms (as it impacts the experiences 

of other players), this dimension of discussion is widely seen as is irrelevant in cases of single 

player games – though some argue that the experience is being spoiled. Furthermore, what we 

understand as cheating is socially constructed, and often highly subjective phenomena. In her 

ethnographic research, Mia Consalvo found disagreement about whether one was cheating when 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
42 For specific entry details see: http://sunlesssea.gamepedia.com/A_Pot_of_Violant_Ink 
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they played alone, or whether use of strategy guides amounted to it, or whether it was best 

understood in the degree to which one relied on external resources (i.e. only cheating a little). 

Furthermore, perspectives on the issue proved highly conditional, asserting that one wasn’t 

cheating if they first beat the game, and afterwards leveraged the aforementioned resources 

(2008). For those of us seeking to analyze games, the question we ought to interrogate is how the 

use of external resources (be they paratexts, manipulations, extensions) affect the experience of 

play. 

Comparing moments of un/guided gameplay, Espen Aarseth (2003) notes two 

fundamentally different experiences: playing Morrowind (2002) unguided, he was compelled by 

discovery and exploration; playing it with a guide, he was able to discover much more of the 

game and appreciate its intricate structures, but lost the thrill of exploration. Julian Kuklich 

(2007) argues that cheating disrupts a “deep reading” of the game by removing the essential 

“frustrations that inevitably materialize as the difficulty curve rises” (p. 359), while expanding 

the player’s capacities to engage with the game and potentially “deepening” her understanding of 

it (p. 365). By scrumming my save files and referencing wikis, I compromised my experience of 

the game as a hermetic object; none-the-less, the existence of these wikis and forum discussions 

suggested that I was not alone in my trespass — which ultimately led me into a new, social 

activity. 

When cheating, the player gains a new capacity to develop and enforce her own rules: 

namely, when does she cheat, to what extent, and under what circumstances should she allow 

frustration and abstain from cheating. In my case the fear of another permanent, gamic death (a 

quality of the game that I kept) was a force that drove my obsessive planning and paratextual 

research. Jesse Schell reminds us, “the game enables the experience, but it is not the experience” 
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(2008, p. 10) in the same way tools enable activities without inherently constituting them (Nardi, 

1996). In this respect, cheating changes the experience; leaving the player to reflect, “what 

do/don’t I want out of this experience?” I wanted to trade, explore, and encounter the various 

narratives present throughout the game — however, I had no interest in grinding (i.e. repeating 

the same task again and again in order to gain resources); I cheated whenever I knew the solution 

to a problem, but considered the work of it to be boring. Still, I derived immeasurable pleasure 

from exploration and arbitrage: constantly scanning the wiki to discover where I could procure 

items cheaply and sell them dearly.  

Still, I was left with a lingering sort of question, playing the game as I did, what positive 

experiences had I cheated myself out of? After rumination, I came to the conclusion that my 

actions, in their own ways, blunted some of the thrill of exploration and discovery. This 

reflection planted a germ in my head, one that I would not be able to realize until December of 

2018, when I played a second game designed by Alexis Kennedy43: Cultist Simulator. 

 

Cultist Simulator: When a Paratext Becomes Extensive 

Derived again from my productive gameplay experiences, this section will articulate the 

elements of an exceedingly complicated game and describe the production of quasi-diegetic 

paratext that, while supplementing gameplay, functions as a playful extension of a game’s core-

loop (i.e. deciphering, experimentation, and abductive reasoning). This latter notion of the quasi-

                                                 
 
 
 
 
43 The lead writer/developer for Sunless Sea, who left Failbetter Games to found Weather Factory. Though this 
discussion is beyond the focus of my dissertation, I feel obligated to note that the personal behavior of this 
individual, in recent history, is deeply problematic. Without defending the person, I feel that the games themselves 
are sophisticated enough to warrant in depth discussion 
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diegetic paratext will become a core component of the later, pedagogic sections of this 

dissertation.     

Cultist Simulator does not have clear gamic analogs, insofar as mechanics go.  In 

narrative terms, the game places the player in the position of cult leader, who has an aspiration 

they seek to attain. Doing so is predicated on a combination of research, exploration, recruitment, 

resource allocation, and general maintenance. The diegetic world of the game is itself an abstract 

representation: a vast, naked table, with dynamically changing cards scattered around it. The core 

mechanics of the game consists of dragging cards (each of which has an image, description, and 

number of tags) onto slots in the table.  This act of moving cards into slots can be best thought of 

as a highly symbolic language, in which the slots are verbs, with the cards themselves behaving 

like nouns (some of which have adjectival qualities) — I will discuss this in greater detail 

shortly. 

As with Sunless Sea, the gamic instructions for Cultist Simulator are intentionally cryptic. 

All diegetic descriptions leverage a highly technical, specialized language that the player is never 

formally taught: such that the affordances available to the player are (almost without exception) 

never explained in a language that the uninitiated could decipher. For instance, when attempting 

to cast a spell (an action that is not explained) the player might see a number of empty slots, and 

after some experimentation find this message 

 “I've found a useful conjunction of aspects, but I need more. With some Winter aspect, a 

little Edge, and a Corpse, I might create a brutal servant... [or]...  To call forth this smoky, 

tricksy entity, I'll need a significant power of Forge, as well as a little Winter and Knock.” 

(Frangiclave: Element: Ritual) 

https://www.frangiclave.net/element/ritual/
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In strictly mechanical terms, these are ambiguous descriptions of a matrix addition 

problem, wherein each card contains a set of matrix values and the solution is reachable when 

specific sums are reached/exceeded — but none of this is ever made explicit to the player; rather 

it is concealed by specialized terminology and alien symbols. 

At some approximation, Cultist Simulator displays qualities that we would associate with 

many games: 

• Roguelite: in that many elements are random, death is permanent, and all logged progress 

overwrites previous save states. 

• RPGs: in that the game is narrative heavy, and the “character” (though never seen) that 

the player controls can develop a large repertoire of abilities over time. 

• Puzzle: in that the player must decipher clues and develop solutions for emergent 

problems in order to progress, almost none-of-which rely on reflexes. 

• Simulation: in that the game represents a dynamic and constantly evolving system that 

the player must carefully manage. 

However, I would argue that at its core, it is a game about exploration, experimentation, 

and discovery. In this capacity, exploration does not neatly correspond to physical space (though 

that element is present in the game), rather it is about exploring a fundamentally occult system, 

and through experimentation, discerning the rules of those systems, so that they may be called 

upon to effect desirable outcomes. Furthermore, the roguelite nature of the game (and the fact 

that a playthrough can take dozens of hours) imparts a non-trivial risk to said exploration, in a 

manner that rewards deliberation and planning over simple reaction. As an example, casting a 

spell can kill you in several different ways, depending on your circumstance.  With these general 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Matrix_addition
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descriptions made, I will now detail the nuances of the game’s mechanics, specifically how it 

represents “action.”     

To some extent, Cultist Simulator presents (potentially) universal grammar for abstract, 

gamic action. This representation is highly abstract, as expressions are made through cards, slots, 

text, and static images; however, it is utterly comprehensive. In this respect, I argue that 

developers who are seeking to create a game, predicated on activities for which there are no 

established, representational grammars, could very likely find a means to prototype their ideas 

through the grammar modeled by Cultist Simulator. As the latter chapters of this dissertation will 

explore the idea of student driven, critical game design, I argue that a mechanical delineation (if 

only to cleanly describe, pertinent, prior art) will be of use. 

 

Mechanical Overview 

As previously indicated, the core gameplay loop (i.e. player action/reaction) is driven by 

phrases. Put another way, the game is phrase driven in that all player action can be reductively 

summarized as: 

Adding the appropriate noun to a verb (that is receiving at the time) creates an 
action that will resolve with a consequence, which consists of nouns. 
 
The generic expression for this is: v(n) = a → c. In these cases, the verb there is no such 

thing as a generic verb, only a specific verb (e.g. travel, work) expressed as a slot that can take 

nouns. In the same sense, there is no such thing as a generic noun, only a specific noun (e.g. 

health, funds, a specific book).  

Keeping this in mind, these specifics in mind, we could use the following expression 

T(h) = c → aqx to express a character using expending energy (i.e. health) in order to travel 

around the city, after which point they meet a random acquaintance. Here, the subscript is used 
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to indicate specific elements within a generic system, the equal sign indicates a wholly 

predictable outcome, and the arrow indicates a possible outcome that may be subject to other 

mitigating factors. To articulate this further, Cultist Simulator operates with the following basic 

structures: 

• Nouns are the most abundant form of card in the game. A noun can: 

o Reference either physical objects (e.g. person, place, or thing) or abstract ideas 

(e.g. imagination, yearning). 

o Express permanent objects or impermanent objects, those with the capacity to 

decay into other nouns or into nothing. These impermanent objects (e.g. 

erudition) often possess some adjectival quality to them, though they exist in a 

noun form. 

o (A subset of nouns can) occupy different states: active (i.e. can be used with 

verbs) and exhausted (i.e. cannot be used with verbs at this point in time) — this 

subset has timers associated with it.  

• Verbs are least in number. Verbs “take” other cards. Thus when a verb card is clicked, it 

produces a hole that can take nouns. Gameplay is driven by noun/verb interactions which 

produce actions and consequences. In this respect the function/outcome of is relative to 

the noun that triggers it.  

o Simple verb phrases terminate after the appropriate noun has been applied.  

E.g. work + physique + health = money + fatigue (he exhausted form of health). 

The rules for simple verbs are:  

 A simple verb can take one or more nouns. 

 After a verb has taken the appropriate nouns it becomes a phrase. 
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 A verb phrase can be triggered manually or automatically. 

 A triggered verb phrase becomes an action. 

• Actions that  come into existence after a verb phrase has been triggered. All actions 

appear with timers, and when the timer elapses, the action terminates and the 

consequences are revealed. Thus all actions can be said to contain: 

 A timer with a descriptive text that indicates what is “happening.” 

 As an action that is happening, there may exist some possibility for disruption. 

This possibility can be expressed as follows: 

• It is not possible to interrupt the action. 

• At any point before the action timer runs out, it is possible for some 

external force (i.e. the player or another action) to reclaim the noun from 

the verb phrase, disabling the action. 

• At any point before the action timer runs out, it is possible for a new noun 

to be added to a verb slot in the action that is happening, and, in doing so, 

change the consequence. 

 A consequence which will manifest as a (possible) change in terms of nouns 

available for play. This change is accompanied by a descriptive text that explains 

what happened. 

• Consequences refers to the release of noun cards following an action. Given that this 

consequence came from a verb phrase (expressed mathematically as n + v, or functionally 

as v(n), it will find expression through any of the following: 

 No noun is returned. 

 The given noun is returned. 
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 A new noun is given. 

 A timer is applied to one of the nouns (given/returned) 

• Timers control the availability of other cards (e.g. when an action is happening, the 

nouns and verbs that compose it are unavailable to the player). In general terms timers 

can be used to express: 

o How long will a verb slot be occupied? Communicating when the player will be 

able to use this verb slot again. 

o How long will a noun be occupied? Communicating when the player will be able 

to use this noun again. 

o How much longer will a temporary noun/verb remain available as an option? 

E.g. how much longer will the hireling work for me? 

E.g. how long until my sickness damages my health (unless I intervene)? 

• Complex varieties of verb phrases/actions. These are nested, such that when one creates 

initiates an action (i.e. composes a legal verb + noun phrase) the consequence of that 

action is the direct creation of a different phrase (i.e. a new verb that invites different 

nouns). 

o As an illustration of this, the narrative act of “the artist using her wild imagination 

to paint a portrait of a follower, using conventional pigments, with a style 

informed by prior notoriety, which is then sold at market for funds, generating 

mystique as a byproduct” can be expressed through the following complex 

phrase:  W(Pw) → W(nsub, nnot...) → W(pf) = n$ + nmyst 

 In the first clause, Wild Imagination (a subset of passion) is added to 

Work (a verb slot), this triggers the... 
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 Second clause, which appears as four empty slots; wherein a person of 

subtype follower is set as the subject and up to three instances of notoriety 

(a subset of reputation) are added; this triggers a timer, which then 

initiates the... 

 Third clause, which prompts the timed appearance of a new slot that will 

take either funds or an exotic pigment; once added (or not), which finally 

triggers a timer, that... 

 Resolves, releasing all the nouns used (except for the pigments), while 

generating a quantity of funds and mystique proportional to the notoriety 

used. 

o In general summary, whereas a simple phrase leads directly into an action and a 

consequence, a complex phrase leads into other phrases (i.e. new verbal 

opportunities that take nouns) which may or may not be time sensitive. 

As the behavior of verbs vary according to the nouns which they are handed, and because 

simple phrases can be opened such that they contain any number of additional clauses, it 

becomes possible to (albeit in a wholly abstract form) describe a highly nuanced action through 

the grammar of the game. Respecting that this language is not inherently intuitive, while being 

abstract rather than (traditionally) representational, there are rhetorical limits to the utility of this 

language. It is nonetheless powerful, and potentially useful.  

 

Towards (Act-)Extensive, Expansive Play  

In many respects, my earlier play of Cultist Simulator mirrored that of Sunless Sea in so 

far as I was playing with several guides open, sheets of my own notes, and the active 



  120 

 

manipulation of save files (.txt). The game’s forums were somewhat more difficult to navigate, 

because, in addition to speaking with a highly technical language, community members were 

intentionally cryptic: often opting to speak in riddles that hinted at solutions, or described how 

they could be implemented in the language of the game. This led to a deeply frustrating case 

where I had been playing the game for ~30 hours without understanding even half of what I was 

doing. Put more precisely, I did not have a functional systemic model of the games behavior, nor 

how the elements of the system interacted with each other. After ~50 hours, I beat the game for 

the first time, having cast only a single spell: the final spell which triggered my ascension. I had 

— through a combination of brute force, external research, file manipulation, save scumming44, 

and confusion — found my way to the end, consummate in my awareness that I didn’t 

understand. And so I started to play again, but this time with a very different agenda: scientific 

documentation. 

In this second playthrough45, the formal objective of the game (ascension), was incidental 

at best; in ecological terms, I wanted to understand all of the affordances the game offered me, so 

that I could begin to understand the strategies it would allow me. I performed actions, noted 

results, and attempted to extrapolate rules from them — play that was formerly abductive, now 

became inferential and deductive. When attempting to write down what I was doing, though I 

could visualize my actions in gamic terms, I had no immediate sense of how to record the action 

in a sensible manner. As an example of this: I knew that by using the study verb in conjunction 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
44 As a term, save scumming refers to the external manipulation (often, preservation) of a game’s save file as a way 
of controlling game-states. For instance, in a roguelike game, death will delete a save file; a player can bypass effect 
by making a backup of the file, then reloading the backup into the game’s directory. 
45 This number is deceptive, because I do not know how many times I died and started anew. My deaths were many. 
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with two instances of the same lore (e.g. edge), when both instances possessed the same 

magnitude (e.g. 4), that those two instances (following some additional steps) could be 

synthesized into a lore of the previous magnitude + 2.  After pages of long form notation, I 

appreciated the need to develop some form of consistent, shorthand expression. In a moment of 

divergence I reached out to colleagues in math and science, to ask them about possible notations 

to express what I was seeing. Eventually, this led me to nuclear notation, which, together with set 

notation and the grammar of programming functions, led me to formulate the following 

expression for the procedure described above:  

S(4Le +4Le) ... = 6Le which I could then expand into the general rule: 

S(iLp +iLp) ... = i+2Lp in which the p of Lp : {m.l,f,e,w,h,g,k} with each corresponding to  

a lore type  

My complex play had become almost divergent, such that the focus of my activity 

gradually shifted from playing the game for its own sake, to using the game as a means of testing 

the inferences that I was making about the system it represented. I realized that, for me, there 

was a profound pleasure in this: the research of it, the struggle to maintain wholly consistent 

notation, and eventually — the aesthetics or representation. I gradually synthesized my loose 

notes (which resembled code tables more than anything else) into coherent pages and then tried 

to play the game using them as references: recipes for effects, grammars for expression. As they 

became more coherent, I thought about sharing them with the community, and in this 

consideration, I realized something. The core pleasure of the game is discovery: the gradual 

piecing together of occult mysteries that become actions the player can take through the grammar 

of the game expression. This felt like something of a contradiction to me: explaining away the 

puzzle consumes much of the pleasure of that puzzle; furthermore, by referencing an external 

http://hyperphysics.phy-astr.gsu.edu/hbase/Nuclear/nucnot.html#:%7E:text=Standard%20nuclear%20notation%20shows%20the,which%20makes%20up%20about%201%25.
https://www.mathsisfun.com/sets/symbols.html
https://www.mathsisfun.com/sets/symbols.html
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object, if that object is not in some approximation diegetic, then the player is taken out of the 

gameworld. This led me to the idea of a quasi-diegetic object.  

I’ll define a quasi-diegetic object as a paratext that exists outside of the gameworld, but 

it, as an object, remains wholly consistent with the gameworld relative to the game’s dynamics 

and aesthetics, while at the same time functioning as an act-extensive object in its capacity to 

meaningfully change the way in which a player engages with the gameworld. I named the object 

that I created “Cryptic Reference.”  

My objective was to create a useful paratext that, in the broader term of aesthetics, could 

belong to the gameworld itself46, simultaneously existing as a puzzle and a guide. To this end, I 

tried to create a document that was exceedingly usable, but largely indecipherable to one that 

didn’t understand the technical language in which it was written. On the first half of the second 

page, “Hermetic Arithmetics” (see Fig. 10) I provide the reader with a very basic operational 

primer, detailing some of the first Study-based phrases that they would be able to articulate in the 

early game.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
46 The diegetic description I gave to paratext was “I pretend these are the words of a madman, caged in the basement 
of a tavern where nothing ever changes: scattered… bordering on incoherent… worth an iron coin at best.” While 
this statement will be largely obscure to players who are not intimately familiar with the game, some keywords there 
indicate exactly where in the game world this object came from and the type of object it is. 

https://steamcommunity.com/app/718670/discussions/0/2521353993640743995/
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Figure 4.10: Cryptic Reference: Hermetic Arithmetics (Primer) 

My goal in this section was not to “teach” players techniques that were unknown to them, 

but rather to express familiar gamic grammars through an unfamiliar notation, such that the 

players would be able to gradually decipher the syntaxes that would follow.   As an example of 

this, in the section that immediately follows: I define all rituals as fixed mathematical 

expressions, such that all possible summonings are the result of appropriate matrix additions, 

which are relayed through a color coded table (see Fig. 11). In each case, I composed the work in 

a fully consistent shorthand, such that one familiar with the results would be able to read it 

instantly (e.g. Ezm = Ezeem, the Second Thirstly; Tuphr = Tutor of Phrygian), but one unfamiliar 

would simply see it as a coded experiment they could attempt or research.  
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Figure 4.11: Hermetic Arithmetics: Ritual Table 

The “Cryptic Reference’s” ability to behave as a useful, supplemental paratext, is 

concealed behind a layer of deliberate obfuscation, making it function as an act-extensive 

paratext: forcing the player to take gamic-actions aimed at decoding the semiotic meaning, in 

order verify that their interpretations are correct. These experimental actions are themselves, 

already a part of the core gameplay loop, as they are strategic expressions a player could 

“invoke” in order to accomplish a desired effect. I attempted to build each page with an 

informational density that would make it difficult for one to fully apprehend its import all at 

once; furthermore, I designed it so that each page builds the conventions established on prior 

pages, while consistently relying on a shorthand in order to ensure that a more complete meaning 

could only be decoded after a diegetic discovery. Keeping with this idea of gradual discovery, I 

composed each page with an (arguably uncomfortable) informational density, so as to encourage 
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a gradual digestion of its content.  Finally, I left some specific instructions detailing what the 

document was and how it should be used. As follows:  

This is a map, a reference document, something like that. It will tell you how to 
get almost anywhere; how to do almost anything – but it won’t tell you what or 
why. If you’re struggling with syntax, this has every expression I know how to say, 
but there’s little context and no expressed purpose. That’s for you to figure out. I 
don’t want any say in the matter. ... Personally, I use this reference in printed 
form. I write all over it. I tried to leave space for marginalia. I’m sure there are 
mistakes in this – take none of this as gospel. 
 
I shared the document in January of 2019, it has become one of the most highly rated 

steam guides for Cultist Simulator — which is at best a minor achievement. With that said, the 

comments47 that have been left suggest that the guide is being actively used as intended, which is 

to say, the lines between “the game” and “this paratext” are blurred, such that it acts as an 

extension of the game. 

• Awesome guide, tons of information but it needs to be worked for. I made it 
1/3 of the way through page 1 then my brain melted. 

• ... though the only thing I understand is like part [of] Hermetic Arithmetics. 
Hope that I start to understand more as I continue to play :D 

• As someone who has played enough of the game to understand pretty much all 
of this shorthand, very well done. Reads and is presented like a Science 
Grimoire for Occultists, Sir Isaac Newton would be proud. 

• I've been trying to avoid spoiling myself... looking things up when I'm 
reaching "not fun anymore" levels of frustration. I feel like I've just gotten 
myself to a point where I understand like...75% of the core game mechanics, 
and like 35%-40% of the deeper game (I have yet to win, but I'm getting close 
with my current run). It was the ideal time for me to have found this guide, it's 
PERFECT. It feels like partially a guide and partially an ARG. 

• Congratulations fellow player on impersonating a cultist while producing this 
guide. You have shown you may open several doors to the unknown. Fnord! 
 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
47  For full thread see: https://steamcommunity.com/app/718670/discussions/0/2521353993640743995/ 
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While I have performed no rigorous study on the socialization of this guide, I assert that 

it exists as a compelling proof of concept that quasi-diegetic objects can meaningfully add to 

complex play. In my case,  I created a diegetically-relevant research activity that could become 

optionally associated with play. Without calling the techniques out as such, I integrated elements 

of set theory, matrix addition, function based representation, shorthand convention, and atomic 

notation into my guide. None of this should be conflated with any discussion of in-depth subject 

material; rather, I argue that through the technique of extension through quasi-diegetic material, 

it remains possible to imbed flavors of complementary subject matter into the complex-

gameplay itself without requiring any sort of modification to the code itself. In a later chapter, I 

will employ this technique in a far more formal matter: imbedding (pseudo-)ethnographic 

research and intersectional analysis in the gameplay of Disco Elysium.  

In other general terms, I mean to highlight the extent to which a game that is sufficiently 

complicated and, within a given temporal moment, possesses inadequate instruction, can serve as 

a unique opportunity for the development and socialization of technical instruction. In activities 

such as this, we have the opportunity to cultivate moments of productive divergence, where 

players can be led into productive parallel activities, which are distinct from gameplay, but 

nonetheless, attractively bound to it.  I stress that the capacity for a player to engage in complex 

play is often a function of the specific affordances, objectives, and formal sophistication of a 

game. In this respect, instructors wishing to leverage a game must think about not only the 

properties of the game, but the complex strategies that players could perform while engaging 

with said game; finally, they should keep in mind the extent to which they might (perhaps 

through quasi-diegetic objects) extend that play, so that it beings to subsume fields, topics, or 

methods that have independent critical or analytic value. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Critical Games and Complex Play 

This chapter will cover a lot of ground. Initially, I will use discussions of the lived 

attractor present in complex play, as a means of isolating the social-critical subset of games that 

I wish to investigate. From here, I will move into a detailed formal analysis of two games 

belonging to this subset: This War of Mine and Disco Elysium, both of which offer a form of 

recipe that students could learn from, if they are to design socially-critical games (which will be 

a feature of the last chapter). Towards the end of this discussion, I will examine how educators 

could utilize a specific, extensive form of complex play, using Disco Elysium as the corpus for 

pseudo-ethnographic/qualitative research and intersectional analysis (a divergent, parallel 

activity). In doing this, I mean to highlight the pedagogical import of complex play and the work 

of extension. This work becomes explicitly scaffolded in Appendix I. 

 

Critical Games 

I do not intend this chapter to be read as a prescriptive criteria for what a critical game is. 

Rather, I am working to reconceptualize the notion of critical game relative to the idea of 

complex play. In this capacity, I will build connections between more established ideas of what 

critical game/play is and a novel understanding of it through the lens of complex play. Restating 

this, my concern is less “what a critical game is”, but the more operative extension “what a 

critical game does”. This leads us to a more essential question “how does a game facilitate 

critical play?” though here some additional clarification is required: namely, “what makes play 

critical?” Approaching this question, I will first work to better define what I mean by critical, in 

this context. From here, I will work to define the formal requisites of such a game, asserting that 
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certain mechanical and representational techniques must be present in the game in order to 

facilitate the species of complex play suitable for the analysis I have in mind.  

The term ‘critical game’ is not robustly defined, and easily conflated with other 

terminology (e.g. counter-games, serious games). In Critical Play, Mary Flanagan examines 

largely physical or locative games, looking at formal elements of the game and the activity 

spaces surrounding it.  She argues that to engage in “critical play means to create or occupy play 

environments and activities that represent one or more questions about human life... 

characterized by a careful examination of social, cultural, political, or as alternatives to popular 

play spaces” (p. 6). Within this framework, she identifies two broad categories or critical games: 

artistic and activist.  

I find the category of critically artistic games best summarized by Galloway as belonging 

to a body of counter games “which conflict violently with the mainstream gaming industry’s 

expectations for how games should be designed” (2006, p. 108). In this sense his view is very 

much constrained to the gameworld and way in which a provocative gameworld possesses the 

capacities to challenge our generic assumptions, without saying much about the social activities 

surrounding play. Instead, his project mirrors much of what was said during the so called 

ludic/narrative schism that occurred at the turn of the millennium — looking beyond matters of 

visual representation and storytelling, towards the mechanics and more programmatic features 

novel to the interactive media. He summarizes this as a designer call to action: “artists should 

create new grammars of action, not simply new grammars of visuality... they should reinvent the 

architectural flow of play and the game’s position in the world, not just its maps and characters” 

(p. 125). We should note two things: the formal emphasis on new grammars of inter/action, and 
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the transformation of the game’s position relative to the world's perception. In this way, he 

gestures to a second family of critical games, activist or serious games. 

The term activist game never gained widespread traction, beaten out by the (somewhat 

problematic) term serious game. In to these, we have the category of commercially available 

“educational games,” pejoratively spoken of as “edutainment” (Suave et al., 2006) or “serious 

games'' which prioritize the delivery of “serious” content  (e.g. climate change, poverty, 

oppression, etc.) to players. Focusing on this delivery and the (diegetic) interactions upon which 

it will be predicated, some have examined serious games within the spectrum designer priority: 

with one pole representing simulation fidelity (does the game accurately represent aspects of 

reality) while the other pole represent mechanical playability (Susi et al. 2007). This isn’t to 

suggest that a serious game needs to be historically accurate in a specific sense, only that it (more 

faithfully) represents real world phenomena, such that by playing the game the player is able to 

glean some degree of real-world insight or applicable skills.  However, here it is important to 

clarify where that “learning” might be coming from. 

Noting the shortcomings of “games in the classroom” studies, scholars suggest that 

“much of the ‘learning’ of video game play may come from affinity groups that emerge from 

game play, consisting of meta-game sources such as blogs, wikis, and discussion pages”, 

contending further that “games cannot succeed as stand-alone solutions to education” rather, they 

should be integrated into a facilitated discussion (Young et al, 2012 p. 83). An early example of 

this could be found in the ARG game Environmental Detectives, where students were given a 

mobile interface, allowing them to take virtual soil readings from multiple areas, in order to 

triangulate the source of toxins in the area. Here the interface of the game was minimal, driven 

by external work (e.g. taking various samples, analyzing data, producing reports), such that the 
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fictional data of the game was far less educationally significant than the research scenario in 

which it was situated (Klopfer & Squire, 2008). 

In the domain of environmental activism, there has been productive, diegetic extensions 

of this work. In the game Eco (2018), a small-world, Minecraft clone with a sophisticated 

ecosystem, it is entirely possible for player developments to trigger ecological collapse, killing 

the world. The game balances this constraint by giving the players a shared set of analytical tools 

(e.g. soil-sampling, population statistics, and historical trends) that she can use in order to 

propose laws. These laws must be argued before the player-base of the instantiated gameworld, 

reasoned using data gathered, and deliberated upon — with passage making them mechanically 

binding (e.g. a law that limits wolf deaths to 5 per day, means all wolves are invincible after the 

5th is killed for that day). In this respect simulated aspects of the game model ecological 

concerns (e.g. collapse, pollution, conservation), while also modeling the work of data gathering, 

analysis, activism, and policy deliberation (Kampe, Mehlenbacher, & Hertzog, 2018).  

In both these cases we have games where much of the interesting work/learning happens 

outside of game’s diegetic shell. In the case of Environmental Detectives the “game” is an 

abstracted vehicle for gathering data that must then be analyzed and reported upon in a parallel, 

but complementary activity. In the case of Eco, the game facilitates data collection and 

visualization, while also providing the tools for deliberation. However the work of deliberation 

(and gamic policy making) is driven by human discussion — which, though influenced by 

diegetic details, is nonetheless guided by human reasoning and rhetoric. Comparing the parallel 

activities of these two complex play, we can note a core distinction: Environmental Detectives 

culminates in a single moment of divergence (i.e. all data is gathered, the report is written); 

whereas Eco employs a more recursive process, where play leads to discussion, which in turn 
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changes play, which in turn leads to new discussion. In this respect, the play of Eco is more 

pervasive; inherently complex, and designed to recapture (a subset of) energies that might 

otherwise lead to divergence.  

But let’s not miss the forest for the trees, we should note other prevailing distinctions as 

well ranging from, reach (i.e. how many players it engaged), sophistication (i.e. how complicated 

the dynamics of the game are, how detailed the gameworld), and playability (i.e. how enjoyable 

the game is to play). Viewed in these terms, Environmental Detectives is hardly the same 

creature as Eco (who is its superior across all three of these categories) — which boasts a greater 

degree of polish, and appears unambiguously as a computer game, at least in this point of time. 

Ultimately, however, they share two common traits: they are explicit in their attempt to simulate 

some aspect of reality, and effective play of them is predicated on the complex acts of production 

and discussion — with the former oriented to outright divergence into a complementary, parallel 

activity (i.e. report writing).  

 

Socially Critical Subset 

As a media form, there are countless systems that a game might recreate, many of which 

will serve as the foundation for critique. Of this broader category, the critical game, I am 

concerned with only a subset: games whose emergent dynamics and representational experiences 

lend themselves to socially-realist engagement and critique — simplified as Socially Critical 

Games (SCGs). These can be broadly understood as games whose dynamics (either intrinsic or 

extensive) afford players the capacities to leverage lived-experiences in a socially realist context. 

So, to some extent, there is a requisite that the basic grammars (i.e. mechanics) of play can 
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facilitate some form of humanistic inquiry (e.g. communication, anthropology, ethnography), 

even if these activities are not prescribed by the (i.e. diegetic) objectives of play.  

This is not to say that the game must be bound by strictly realist conditions; rather, 

relatable conditions that can meaningfully be discussed as socially real phenomena.  Respecting 

that, what constitutes a “social reality” is highly subjective, we cannot assert that all audiences 

have the same capacity to experience a common game as socially realist (Galloway, 2006). He 

distinguishes between “realistic” games (which have the appearance of fidelity) and “realist 

games [, which] reflect critically on the minutiae of everyday life, replete as it is with struggle, 

personal drama, and injustice” (p. 75). However, he notes that one cannot manufacture realism in 

the abstract; rather, there must be “some type of fidelity of context that transliterates itself from 

the social reality of the gamer, through one’s thumbs, into the game environment and back again. 

This is what I call the ‘congruence requirement,’ and it is necessary for achieving realism in 

gaming” (p. 78). Reframing this in terms of the intrinsic elements of complex play, I would 

contend that this sense of congruence can be appreciated along a spectrum, wherein the more that 

lived experience can be leveraged towards intentional effects, the more that game will be 

experienced, by the player as social realist.  

Acknowledging the issue of subjectivity, some games, by the nature of their subject 

matter and the playable dynamics, lend themselves to social-realism in, at least, a virtual sense 

— meaning that a subset of players could easily appreciate them as realist, even if that rendition 

of realism does not conform to their experience of reality — while other games fundamentally do 

not have this capacity.  As an example a socially realist game, Hofmeir’s Cart Life (2010) 

situates the player from the standpoint of an urban street vendor, such that the core mechanics of 

the game (themselves minigames) seek to replicate problems or obstacles experienced by said 



  133 

 

group (e.g. unloading newspaper stacks, sales arithmetic, transportation logistics). While any 

given player might experience a different degree of empathy or verisimilitude in response to 

playing the game, most players will have some capacity to conceptualize the experiences of the 

game as belonging to human lived experience.  As a point of contrast, a game like Doom or 

Super Mario Brothers, will be largely unrelatable to human experience, except (perhaps) through 

some highly abstract or specific reasoning48. Rather, these games tend to leverage and 

supplement conventional reasoning (i.e. tendencies and logics existing primarily within the game 

spaces, while not being entirely game specific), rather than reasoning derived from lived or 

vicariously lived (in the cases of fiction viewed as realist49) data points.  

This creates something of a tangle, but one educators ought to embrace. The potential for 

a game to be socially-critical will be, to some extent, predicated upon how the game is presented 

and how it is played.  At the same time, the internal qualities of a game (e.g. dynamics, detail of 

representation, sophistication, themes) will determine the sorts of complex play (i.e. intrinsic, 

extrinsic, temporality) and by extension, divergent or parallel activities that can be engaged. And 

while many games, by virtue of their sophistication and maturity (relative to completeness, 

socialization, paratextual support, etc.), lend themselves to productive forms of complex play — 

a more limited subset can support reflective, critical, or otherwise humanistic analysis. This gives 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
48 The retro game video project “Go Right” uses the mechanics of the early side-scrolling mechanics, whereby all 
gamic progress is to the right of the screen, as a metaphor for a life that can only be lived forwards, beset by 
vicissitudes, fatigue, confusion, and triumphs. 
49 This speaks to the vague and subjective distinction between the conventional and lived of the intrinsic forces. It 
remains entirely possible for a person to internalize the lessons of prior art/fiction, understanding them as having 
import in the lived world. To a certain extent, we can appreciate conventional/lived as a single continuum, while at 
the same time recognizing a categorical degree of difference as we approach either pole (e.g. intimate realism ←→ 
gamic artifice) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3qaVhzJLfag
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us a final permutation of the question, one that will frame the remaining work of this chapter; 

one that will be expanded upon in chapters to come: “how can we use the complex play of a 

game in order to cultivate critical, divergent activities?”  

To this end, the remainder of this chapter will perform an in depth analysis of two games 

that I classify as socially-critical: This War of Mine and Disco Elysium. The former (TWoM) 

exemplifies what I describe as a feminist-wargame, that is critical its design process, formal 

execution, community outreach and interaction. I will argue that, in many ways, TWoM gives us 

a blueprint for the research and development of socially-critical games. The latter (DE) 

establishes a system whereby character configuration dynamically reconstitutes the world that 

can be perceived and engaged with — eschewing the very idea of an objective reality, creating 

one that cannot be seen without bias. I argue that this core mechanic, in tandem with a system 

that rewards inquiry into a highly developed (albeit spatially small) world, lends itself to a form 

of pseudo-ethnographic well suited for intersectional analysis. Beyond this, I argue that DE can 

be appreciated as a gamic template that can be used to inform the mechanics and design of 

SCGs.  

 

This War of Mine: a Feminist Wargame 

Games that glorify warfare and portray it as a site of empowerment are ubiquitous among 

video game, and while there are scattered notable exceptions (e.g. Spec Ops: The Line) that 

demonstrate the harm that war inflicts upon innocent civilians; more often than not, the 

standpoints of said civilians are not accounted for in any meaningful way.  This War of Mine 

very seriously because it explores the social reality of surviving in a city ravaged by war: 
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specifically, the 1992-1996 siege of Sarajevo50. Players’ control a group of survivors, who 

scavenge for food and supplies; their goal is simple—do not die, last until the war ends (several 

weeks). The politics of the developers (11-bit Studios, based in Warsaw, Poland) are made clear 

by the ever-visible graffiti outside the survivors’ shelter: “fuck the war.” This game does not 

focus on the gun-toting heroes ubiquitous to military first-person shooter games. Instead, those 

characters represent the enemies that the player, as civilian survivors, must elude. I argue that 

TWoM, through its mechanics, storytelling, and development practices, outlines an approach war 

simulation that is decidedly feminist and critical in its execution. With this in mind, I will detail 

what it means to be a feminist wargame, how the civilian standpoint is conveyed through the 

game’s mechanics, and what strategic lessons developers could learn from the production of 

TWoM.51   

 

Introduction 

While it is commonly accepted that war is driven by economic, political, religious, and 

ethnicity/racial factors, feminist scholars have argued that historically constructed notions of 

masculinity have facilitated the recruitment of young men and incentivized violent action — in 

this light, gender is seen as an important aspect of war (Cockburn 2010; Moser & Clark 2001). 

Throughout the modern era, feminist groups have organized against war. Part of fighting against 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
50 See Developer Trailer (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gotK5DLdVvI) 
51 This section reproduces text from an already published article of mine:  
Seven Dimensions of a Feminist War Game: What We Can Learn from This War of Mine” by Christopher Kampe. 
In Jon Saklofsky, Alyssa Arbuckle, & Jon Bath eds., Feminist War Games? Mechanisms of War, Feminist Values, 
and Interventional Games, Routledge, December 2019. 
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war is fighting against the dominant narratives that come with war, exposing and revealing the 

perspectives of civilian women who have been terrorized by war (Cockburn 2010). 

The majority of war games position the player as either an elite warrior or a commander 

supervising/directing combat engagements— the player occupies a role that is empowered by the 

conditions of war and violence, with minimal access to the social consequences of war or the 

experiences of those marginalized by it (Huntemann & Payne 2009). I argue that gameplay 

purposed towards combat is inherently at odds with the idea of “feminist war games” because it 

tends to validate violence as desirable, and position the player as someone who both benefits 

from and thrives in a violent world. Drawing from Feminist Standpoint Theory (Harding 2004) I 

contend that a feminist war game must — through in-game goals, available actions, and subject 

representation — allow the player to explore the social realities of war, through the perspective 

of one who has become marginalized by it. 

As an example of a feminist war game, I examine This War of Mine (2014), in which the 

player controls a group of civilians as they attempt to survive in an active warzone: players 

occupy the perspectives of marginalized/disempowered scavengers, who form an ad-hoc 

community, and must manage the risks and traumas of collateral damage. Using This War of 

Mine as a case study, I analyze characteristics of the game itself and also the interactions 

between the developers and communities of players. Following from this analysis, I delineate 

seven dimensions through which a war game may adopt critical, feminist values: 1) 

Characterizations, 2) Setting, 3) Goals/Objectives, 4) Gameplay Dynamics, 5) 

Access/Accessibility, 6) Reciprocity, and 7) Modifiability. Overall, this method will offer a 

critical framework through which war video games may be analyzed and a set of considerations 

for future designers of feminist wargames. 
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On Wargames 

 A clarification of terms: a “war game” refers to military field exercise involving troops 

and equipment, but without actual combat.  I make no argument as to the possibility of feminist 

“war games”. A nearly identical term “wargames” refers to model driven simulations of 

battlefield engagements [1] [2]. This latter term will be the focus of this chapter. Historically war 

games have been “played” by both hobbyists and military actors. Although there is a tradition of 

abstract battle games (e.g. Latrunculi) dating back to 110 BCE, these games are not classified as 

wargames, while some of these games (e.g. Chess) are acknowledged as precursors (Lewin 

2012). Unlike abstract games, which favor simple, elegant rules, wargames are often 

characterized by complicated rules surrounding terrain, units, and various interactions between 

them (Lewin 2012). 

As a military technology, wargames serve as a tool for exploring human decisions (within 

a theater of combat), investigating hypothetical scenarios, stimulating insights, and providing 

players with experiences from which they can learn. The wargame affords a virtual situation in 

which practitioners can explore tactical decisions without the constraints of “safety, rules of 

engagement, real-world territorial boundaries, or training objectives.”  In these contexts war 

games provide problem solving activities that encourage experimental thought and the 

cultivation of skills/ideas that could be leveraged in future military engagements (Burns et al. 

2015, pp. 1 - 6). While these activities serve a practical purpose for the development of military 

strategy or the training of soldiers, for the hobbyists these games offer many opportunities for 

pleasure. 

In the European tradition, we have records of the first wargames (or rather, the published 

handbooks dictating their rules) in 1770 (Schuurman 2017). These handbooks referenced actual 
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military units and their abilities, while also detailing historical scenarios. However, the purpose 

of these handbooks varied: some were designed to help military personnel as training or 

simulation tools; others were clearly marketed at hobbyists interested in accurately recreating 

historical battles (Schuurman 2017). This overlap has always existed, and continues to exist in 

the modern era.  While some wargames have been classified (e.g. Sigma), the designers of these 

games often produce commercially available wargames that can be “played” by hobbyists (Sabin 

2012). As modern examples of this practice, Bohemia Interactive and Slitherine Software each 

produce wargames for both commercial (e.g. Arma, Warhammer 40K) and military (e.g. Virtual 

Battlefield, Command) consumption. While not universal, there exists a longstanding overlap 

between military/recreational wargaming. 

 Structurally, all wargames are predicated upon model based systems. Practitioners can 

use these models in order to simulate the various perspectives in a combat scenario — be it, 

historical, hypothetical, or fantastic (Schuurman 2017). Simulations work with simplified 

models, wherein some aspects of reality (i.e. those deemed insignificant) will be excluded, while 

other aspects of reality (i.e. those deemed significant) will be emphasized. In this way, scholars 

have argued that simulations possess an implicit rhetorical leaning that will communicate a set of 

values to their users (Brummet 2003) even if this communication is unintentional (Bogost 2007). 

Recreation games (as opposed to training simulators) tend to be purposed towards a particular 

form of player engagement (often enjoyment); thus, when simulating real world systems, they 

tend to abstract away elements that would be disruptive to the form of engagement that the 

designers wish to cultivate (Susi, T., Johannesson, M., & Backlund, P. 2007).  The models that 

drive historical wargames, focus on the combat and movement abilities of various units; they 

allow the exploration of combat (totally) removed from the social consequences of warfare. 
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 There is a great deal that can be said about wargames and the history of their usage. 

Philip Sabin’s Simulating War (2012) contextualizes modern practice and the theories of analysis 

that accompany it. The more recent anthology, Zones of Control (2016) offers an assortment of 

perspectives on a variety of wargames, the cultures surrounding them, and the rule systems that 

drive them. 

Let us now return to the notion of a feminist wargame. If it is indeed a wargame, it should 

be predicated upon a model, and said model should facilitate the simulation of events. This 

simulation will simplify reality and present reality from a particular vantage. We now approach a 

question of rhetorical priority: what aspects of war do we want to see? what sorts of actions 

would this game permit?  I argue that this comes down to an issue of standpoint: from what 

perspective are we (the players) perceiving this war, and through what set of affordances are we 

able to interact with this conflict? The traditional wargame houses us in the perspective of those 

who are (ultimately) empowered by war, rendering those displaced by war (i.e. civilians) as 

scenery or scoring factors, if these marginalized figures are acknowledged at all. To this end, a 

feminist wargame, as I am conceptualizing it, should operate from the perspective of non-

combatants, exploring war as an impediment, a site of disruption and trauma. 

 

War from a Different Perspective: Standpoint Theory 

Building off a Marxist, Feminist perspective, Nancy Hartsock worked to conceptualize 

the notion of working class consciousness in such a way that attended to the collective, yet 

highly situational experiences of marginalized women. Asserting that the oppressed, because of 

the position they occupy relative to extant power structures, possess a different view of the world 

(e.g. social structures, necessities, freedoms, etc.) than what is held by individuals occupying 
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positions of privilege. She argues that women, who have been historically obligated to various 

forms of unpaid (e.g. domestic, reproductive) or underpaid labor, possess a “standpoint.”  She 

argues that these standpoints represent collective perspectives that differ from contemporary 

hegemonic views (Hartsock 1983; Cockburn 2010). 

 As a term, a standpoint refers to something greater than a perspective: it has been 

“earned through the experience of collective political struggle” (Bowell 2011). We do not speak 

of a unifying “feminist standpoint”, but as plural “standpoints” derived from different, particular 

experiences of oppression, marginalization, and resistance. The practice of identifying a 

standpoint is ethnographic: driven by talking to a population and identifying certain 

commonalities of experience among members despite disparate aspects of their 

background.  From an activist perspective, standpoints have epistemic value because they are 

able to identify structural problems and inequalities that would be invisible from 

prevailing/acknowledged points of view (Harding 2004). So, particular standpoints can be useful 

either as a means of expanding awareness (i.e. recognizing problems), or as a means of 

cultivating empathy. 

Cynthia Cockburn argues that the civilian experience of war (especially female) in its 

various forms (e.g. militarization, active conflict, “so-called peace”, etc.) have the capacity to 

give rise to one such standpoint. She offers this standpoint as an antidote to the “glorification of 

war and warriors” (2010, p. 145) or the sanitized discourses that present war as “political, 

institutional, calculated, and organized... [while] downplay[ing] the messy cultural detail of 

armed conflict”.  She contends that, in order to access this standpoint, we need to utilize the tools 

of the “culturally attuned sociologist or anthropologist” (p. 146), examining the perspectives of 

the civilians who lived through war. From this standpoint, there is a great deal of observed 
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trauma, but there are also more mundane accounts of people figuring out how to survive and stay 

sane during periods of upheaval. 

While the idea of approximating the standpoint of a civilian war survivor may seem 

daunting, it isn’t inaccessible. Cockburn’s writing, both her essays and books (esp. From Where 

We Stand: War, Woman’s Activism, and Feminist Analysis 2007), detail a number of 

organizations which are dedicated to helping war survivors and recording their narratives. 

Similar efforts are taken up by journalists and ethnographers. Regarding the Siege of Sarajevo 

(the inspiration for This War of Mine) journalist Barbara Demick chose to examine the conflict 

by examining the changes a specific neighborhood went through in Logavina Street (2012); 

Ivana Macek performed advanced a more scholarly analysis in her book Sarajevo Under Siege: 

Anthropology in Wartime (2009). Similar texts exist for many contemporary conflicts. 

 

Framework for a Feminist Wargame  

A feminist wargame, as I am conceptualizing it, must embrace standpoint theory relative 

to the experiences of war. it must operate from the perspective of actors that have been 

marginalized or displaced by war. The dynamics of the game (i.e. actions, strategies) should be 

capable of expressing activities of historical survivors, albeit imperfectly. The gameplay should 

not be combat oriented, though it need not exclude combat. The game should not operate from 

the perspective of a warrior; rather, it should operate from the perspective of a civilian in war 

time. The mechanics and aesthetics of the game should be grounded, to some degree, in the 

actual human experience of these civilians. Finally, historically feminized activities, such as 

preparing food, caring for children, maintaining the house, insofar as they are essential to human 

life, must be included in the game’s model. The purpose here is not complete fidelity (which is 
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definitionally unattainable in a simulation) but verisimilitude. Absent this, the player will be 

unable to experience the game as “Social Realism” (Galloway, 2006) and their experience will 

be more of a mediation on abstract strategy than empathy-building visit to another’s perspective. 

A feminist wargame cannot exist within a vacuum. It will be designed, distributed, and 

put in the hands of an audience who will play the game. The act of play should be seen as a 

potentially expansive activity, one that is historically imbricated in other historical practices 

ranging from simple discussion (e.g. forums) to the development of mods which other players 

interact with (Consalvo 2009; Mehlenbacher & Kampe 2017). To this extent, the game must be 

deployed in a manner that adheres to the principles of socially responsible design; it must 

involve the community it represents, remain accessible to the community it represents, give 

(some degree of internal) control over to the community it represents, and ultimately serve to 

empower the community it represents (Melles, et al. 2011).  In practical terms, designers need to 

consider how language, cost, and hardware requirements might impact access to the game. 

Furthermore, the game should be “open” to the extent that members of the represented group 

could modify it or tell their own stories through the game’s engine/model.  

In the table below, I articulate seven dimensions through which a wargame can advance 

feminist and/or socially responsible design. I provide a definition for each dimension, and 

advance a criteria that it can be evaluated against or considered beside. Some dimensions exist 

within the game itself, while others refer to the manner in which it is distributed and the 

engagement strategies following its release. 
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Table 5.1: Seven Dimensions of a Feminist Wargame 

Dimension Definition Criteria 

Characterization 
The appearance, background and 
qualities of the playable characters 
and the non-playable characters that 
will be encountered. 

Does the player operate from the perspective 
of a character who has been marginalized or 
displaced by war? Were details relating to 
representation of player and non-player 
characters adapted from first/second hand 
accounts of civilian war survivors (CWS)? 
How accurate and nuanced are representations 
of gender, race, ability, etc.? 

Setting 

The spatial/temporal qualities of the 
virtual environment in terms of 
audio/visual appearance, as well as 
denotative and connotative in-game 
references. 

Does the setting take inspiration from specific 
historical incidents? Does the locale take 
direct inspiration from places that were 
historically accessible by CWS during times 
of war? 

Dynamics 
The complex/multi-step actions that 
the player is able to perform when 
utilizing the basic mechanical 
affordances of the game. 

Are the dynamics of play (i.e. multi-step 
actions) congruent with the prevailing 
activities of CWS (as reported through first 
and second hand sources)? Do the dynamics of 
play include historically feminized actions? 

Objectives 

Specific or general goals that the 
player will recognize and (attempt to) 
accomplish via dynamics. Said goals 
can be mandatory, optional, or 
impossible. This only refers to 
“formal” goals that are in some way 
recognized by the game. 

Are the micro/macro goals imposed by the 
game congruent with the stated goals of CWS? 
Are these goals (generally) predicated upon 
non-violent forms of (inter-)action? How does 
the game explore the consequences of 
violence/war? 

Localized 
Accessibility 

Requirements to run the game (e.g. 
hardware, OS, and platform), cost to 
access and run the game, as well as 
language options for the game. 

Does the game require expensive hardware to 
run? If the game is not free, how will the cost 
impact player exposure? What linguistic 
barriers might prevent populations from 
playing this game? 

Reciprocity 
Benefits the game provides for the 
communities it represents or draws 
from. 

Does the game provide any social benefit to 
the populations it took inspiration from? Does 
the game provide financial benefit to CWS in 
some way? 

Modifiability 
The public availability of developer 
or community-built tools that allow 
for the creation of new scenarios that 
run using the game’s engine. 

Have the developers provided tools that could 
be used by CWS (or their allies) in order to 
tell their own stories or otherwise add content 
relevant to their own experiences? What level 
of technical knowledge/ equipment is required 
to use these tools? 
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I do not advance this criteria as some objective standard. Just as there are numerous 

feminisms, there exists the capacity for wargames to espouse feminist ideals without satisfying 

this criteria. This criteria be should not be seen as prescriptive; its origins are descriptive: 

principles taken from the critically praised anti-wargame, This War of Mine (2014). I derived 

these dimensions by playing TWoM and noting the behaviors of the developers (11-bit studios) in 

the years following the game’s release. I do not mean to suggest that TWoM is a perfect 

realization of these principles. It is merely a successful exemplar of these principles. In the 

section that follows, I will provide a brief description of the game; I will then examine the game, 

and actions taken after its release, through the lens of the framework provided.  

 

Emergence, Representation, and Elements 

In March of 2014, 11 bit studios released an eerie trailer52: the screen starts from black; 

somber, arpeggiated chords play in the background; from the darkness, the camera tracks right, 

and we see a world in slow motion. Armed soldiers sprint forward. Most look forward, one 

hesitates, looking back. We hear the first notes of an electric guitar, floating in and out. A soldier 

passes an APC; the camera tracks through a nascent explosion, as a soldier beside it falls; the 

music comes to a crescendo. The camera speeds up, tracking though soldiers shooting and being 

shot. Then the camera tracks into darkness; the guitars and orchestral support recede, leaving 

only the piano chords. The long tracking shot finishes, settling on several individuals huddled in 

a ruined house.  A man braces against a wall holding his face. A woman holds onto a bleeding 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
52 For the trailer see: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxf1seOpijE 
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man barely kneeling upright, while a child looks at the scene. A caption appears: “In war not 

everyone is a soldier”. 

As is always the case, it is easier to understand the game by playing it or watching a 

“playthrough” (many of which are accessible online). As a game, TWoM consists of several 

scenarios which are based on a common underlying model. Before we can analyze the game, we 

must describe its pertinent elements: 

• The player controls a group of civilians, each has a backstory, a set of skills, and 

drawbacks. 

• Civilians have mental and physical states. Player actions and inactions can affect these 

states. 

• In order to stay alive, civilians need to eat, drink, rest and stay warm. If these needs aren’t 

addressed, civilians will get weaker and die. 

• Mental well-being is variable: different activities (e.g. reading, singing) benefit civilians 

according to their dispositions; in the same way activities (e.g. stealing, witnessing 

violence) have different effects on their mental well-being. If mental needs are not 

addressed, the civilian will leave or commit suicide. 

• Play is divided into two stages: a day stage, in which the civilians collectively attend to 

their domestic needs, and a night stage, in which a single civilian goes out to scavenge for 

resources. 

• Time is a resource: the day is 14 hours long, the night is 8 hours long. 

• The game ends if all the civilians die/leave; the player wins if the civilians endure until a 

ceasefire is declared (20-40 days depending on the scenario). 
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• Survival requires resources; resources can be scavenged, constructed/cultivated, and 

traded. 

• All domestic tasks (e.g. growing crops, cooking food, resting, reading, making tools, etc.) 

require labor; some tasks consume resources (e.g. fermenting alcohol requires sugar and 

water); a civilian must work at a task for a set amount of time — thus labor hours are a 

finite resource. 

• When scavenging, carrying capacity is limited, and (depending on the location) it is 

possible for the civilian to get injured or killed; by extension, the civilian may also injure, 

kill, or steal from NPCs. 

• When scavenging, there are two modes: scavenge and combat; the default mode is 

scavenge, here the interface facilitates hiding, searching for items, and using tools; the 

combat mode allows the character to use whatever weapon they have equipped on an 

NPC, hostile or otherwise. 

• The game autosaves at the end of every day or night session; this makes actions more-or-

less permanent, meaning combat is very risky. 

• If a character dies, there is no replacement; fewer resources will be consumed, but fewer 

labor hours will be available. 

Applying the Dimensions 

Because the dimensions laid out are not and could never be completely discrete units of 

evaluation, it is difficult to divide a game’s characteristics neatly into sections; in many places, 

dimensions bleed together. For example, Setting and Characterization both draw from interviews 

with war survivors. When we look at the company’s decision to release keys on a popular 

torrenting website Pirate Bay because they knew some people couldn't afford the game, this 
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could relate to both Reciprocity and Accessibility. The context-specificity that this mode of 

analysis offers dictates that dimensions should remain discrete for the purpose of analysis but 

discretion is ultimately relegated to the researcher employing this framework. This ethic is in line 

with extant feminist thought; as Haraway states:  

Only partial perspective promises objective vision…Feminist objectivity is about 
limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of 
subject and object. It allows us to become answerable for what we learn how to 
see (p. 583).  
 

Therefore, although a single dimension’s contents may also fit under another dimension, the 

thoughtful and purposeful placement of a quality (and its requisite justification) is what 

ultimately matters.  

 

Characterization/Setting 

The developers of TWoM, wanted to create a game “about war... about ordinary people 

who face extremely difficult moral choices” (Kowalczyk 2015).  Exploring this premise, they 

realized that they knew the most about conflict close to them (i.e.  “the Warsaw Uprising, 

Kosovo, Monrovia, Sarajevo”), and chose to loosely base the game around these events. When 

researching the details to be included in the game, they interviewed family members and 

acquaintances who had first-hand accounts of these experiences, while also making use of 

interview recordings provided by Amnesty International. To their surprise, it turned out “people 

did not remember [who] they were attacking Germany, or attacking Russians, or Croats, or 

anyone...  [they recalled aspects of] everyday life: they lacked tea, but they exchanged eggs with 

a neighbor... [their concerns were to] survive and take care of their families” (Kowalczyk 2015). 

As one anthropologist put it, “The experience of chaos that was characteristic of Sarajevans’ 

struggle to recreate normality during the siege, as well as their constant oscillation between 
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knowing and not-knowing, was a typical limit situation… in this “gray zone”, any action and 

view is potentially acceptable. Norms and normativity itself are eradicated (Macek 2009, p. 35). 

The game itself, through art, events, and naming conventions, gives the impression that it 

is happening in the Balkans; however, because it doesn’t ascribe religion or specific ethnic 

identity to its characters or provide concrete locations for events, its decontextualization arguably 

“opens space for a more universal message... [while refraining] from taking [nationalistic] 

political stances” (Sterczewski 2016). The characters (6 male, 4 female) represent a variety of 

ages and backgrounds, though all present a sense of uniform ethnicity.  Their backgrounds range 

from academics, lawyers, to laborers, and thieves — reinforcing the idea that war has uprooted 

all of their lives. Play begins in a large, half destroyed shelter, impressing the idea that none of 

them has a “whole” home to return to. To a certain extent, their pasts are irrelevant; they are all 

now survivors. While some may be more efficient at a task or might have a different response to 

an event, all characters are fundamentally capable of performing all of the actions permitted by 

the game (e.g. cook, rest, dig, and shoot). Thus the game facilitates a degree of character 

differentiation without limiting their fundamental capacities. 

 

Dynamics/Objectives 

The player’s goal is to keep (at least one member of) the group alive until the siege 

relents. As indicated above, characters can die from direct injury (e.g. they are shot while 

looting) or neglect ( e.g. they starve, catch fever, etc.). Though the outside world is dangerous, 

the player is motivated to scavenge because she will need external resources in order to ensure 

that her group does not succumb to neglect. At the start of the game, the characters are able to 
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scavenge from low risk locations. As these locations are stripped of resources, characters will be 

forced to venture into more dangerous (i.e. high risk / reward) locations. 

In order to explore the dynamics of this game, I will describe an emergent narrative  from 

my own playthrough. 

This game is hard. If you do not play it well, your group will die. Here is the story of my first 

failure. 

• My group consisted of four people: Pavele, Arica, Bruno, and Katia. Pavele was my 

scavenger: he could always carry the heaviest loads, which meant more resources for the 

house, but he moved slowly. 

• For weeks, I sent Pavele to scavenge in safe places, and that worked for a while, but 

eventually, those locations were picked clean. So, I sent him to scavenge in a dangerous 

place. An armed man saw him looting and shot him. 

• Pavele was badly wound, but he made it home. I used the medical supplies I had, and 

gave him constant bedrest. I did not have the money to purchase sterile bandages; I 

needed that money for food. I sent out other scavengers, to less dangerous places, but 

these sites had been picked clean by others. 

• When Pavle came down with a fever, I knew I had to get medicine. This meant that I 

would need to rob a warehouse. I sent a young girl, Arica, into a dangerous place, 

thinking she could slip by the guards. I was mistaken. She was shot and died. 

• Pavele died from his fever. On the following night, Bruno stole the last of our food 

supplies and left. Katia killed herself. The game was over. 

I did not adequately appreciate risk. I did not realize how quickly a character could die, 

nor did I comprehend how the loss of a character could trigger a cascading failure that would 
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destroy the entire group in a matter of days. I had spent hours building up the compounds; now it 

was gone. The failure felt personal as did the emergent narrative surrounding it. But I learned. In 

my third playthrough, I found myself in a similar situation: Pavele had been shot. I sent Arica 

into an old apartment building where snipers had been active. This time, I was more cautious. I 

understood how quickly death could take her. Carefully, quietly, nimble Arica snuck from room 

to room, eluding the dangerous men. She could not carry much, but she brought back electronic 

parts, medicines, a haul worth more than anything we had. Because of her limited strength, I 

thought of her as expendable and never cared much for her. But in that particular playthrough, 

my bravest hero was a little girl.  

While I cannot speak to all the lessons one could learn from playing This War of Mine, I 

can speak to the lessons I learned. In order to win, I needed to cast aside some notions of who is 

the hero, who is the worker. In fact, I needed to get over the idea of the singular hero. Inasmuch 

as Arica saved the day, the survival of the group was predicated on every character working to 

the fullest of their abilities. During the day, so much work needs to be done: the front door 

studied, plants tended, tools built up from scrap, rainwater gathered, meals cooked, dinner served 

and eaten. When it came to scavenging, Pavele was best suited for safe places where much could 

be taken, but he was ill suited for the stealth that dangerous places required. When merchants 

came to the door, or when we needed goods from the market, the house relied on Katia. She 

knew how to haggle and always got the best deals. By the late game, I didn’t need to Savange. 

Bruno handled the cooking and much of the crafting.  Sveta worked constantly, tending to the 

plants, rolling cigarettes (our currency at the markets) and keeping the group sane. 

At a macro-level, the player’s objective is simple: survive until the war ends. At a micro-

level, the player is overwhelmed by a fleet of possible objectives, some of which involve the 
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carrying out of daily routines that facilitate survival, some are wholly reactive (e.g. our food was 

stolen, a character is sick, etc.), while others are more strategic (e.g. what should I be trading in 

winter). In this way, long-term objectives are impossible to attain without ritualized attendance 

to domestic obligations (i.e. recurrent micro-objectives). These domestic obligations require the 

simultaneous management of many individuals; rewarding players who are able to get more done 

within the shelter. Furthermore, the dynamics are such that, if one is highly productive at the 

shelter (where there is little risk of injury), there is less of a need to venture into locations where 

harm/injury are probable. Work that has been traditionally feminized, though often slow, tedious, 

and mundane, remain essential actions that the player must perform religiously if their group is 

to survive. 

 

Localized Accessibility53 

In an effort to overcome language barriers—the developers worked with the community 

to create new (albeit imperfect) translations of the game54. Abstractly, developers have to 

perform a cost benefit analysis when it comes to translation: will more potential customers 

justify the costs of translation? However, the developers are not the only stakeholders in this 

instance. When the constellations are just right, a game’s community will generate (what would 

otherwise be) expensive labor for free. It began in the forums, potential players were interested 

in the game, but lamented that it wasn’t in their native language. The developers were 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
53 This section will not deal with accessibility in terms of game-design aimed at accommodate varying 
forms/degrees of disability. For more information about these approaches, see: Yuan et al., 2011; for a more general 
discussion of how disability can productively inform design see Pullin, 2009. 
54 See Developer Update 1.4 (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dKxg6of03BE) 
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sympathetic, as was the game’s community. Almost as soon as non-English speaking players 

made translation requests, multilingual players volunteered to help translation efforts55. The 

developers immediately recognized that the community itself was a powerful resource for free 

translation; so, they developed a web page56 where volunteers could coordinate their efforts. 

Just as language posed a barrier to some players, so did cost. Shortly after the game's 

release, torrents for cracked versions of the game appeared on Pirate Bay. The developers 

responded “if because of some reasons you can’t buy the game, its [sic] ok. We know life, and 

we know that sometimes it’s just not possible.” Following this, they posted a number of Steam 

keys that could be redeemed for legal copies of the game57. This may have been a very clever 

move. 

There is something of a common ethos among individuals who pirate games/software. 

They are stealing from the “haves” and giving to the “have nots”. They believe information 

should be free and shared (Yu, et al., 2015). Among developers, there is a common perception 

that piracy will only harm them. The reality is inherently more complex: “In certain 

circumstances, limited piracy can benefit a copyright holder” by speeding up the “digital 

diffusion” of their product (Hill 2007, p. 14). There are more nuanced ways to deter piracy than 

attempting to shut down torrents or rely on third party DRM software. Short of a fully permissive 

stance, experts argue that some of the best ways to counter piracy include, giving pirates easier 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
55 Anecdotally, some of these translators were teachers living outside the US. A handful of these records can be 
found in the Steam Forums dedicated to TWoM. For one such example, see: 
https://steamcommunity.com/app/282070/discussions/0/357286119110895220/ 
56 For translation project webpage see: http://babel.thiswarofmine.com/ 
57 For news story and quotes, see: https://segmentnext.com/2014/11/17/war-mine-developer-handing-free-steam-
codes/ 
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ways to legally acquire the game (e.g. free samples or keys), lowering the price of the product, 

and performing positive actions which would increase a moral resistance to piracy. In this style, 

the developers made several canny decisions. Rather than voicing outrage at piracy they said, “if 

you cannot afford the game, take it for free”. Within six months of release they heavily 

discounted the game ($5 or less) during Steam, GoG, and Humble Bundle sales. Through these 

actions, they demonstrated empathy while (probably) dissuading piracy. 

 

Reciprocity 

The developers of TWoM expressed “concerns about monetizing from war” (de Smale et 

al. 2017, p.11) and through purposeful efforts, took steps towards direct and indirect reciprocity. 

It must be noted that the developers recouped costs for this game very quickly; the commercial 

success of the game presented them with opportunities for reciprocity that would have been 

financially difficult for a struggling company. The most noteworthy action the developers took 

was partnering with a number of street artists to develop the “War Child” DLC expansion. 

Following the commercial success of the game, the developers went through a semi-

standard cycle of patches before producing an expansion for the game.  The Warchild expansion 

added two elements to the game:  children, who require resources but cannot produce or 

scavenge; and street art, which appears both in game and as a digital collection. The art itself was 

developed by various street artists who either lived through times of war or created art lamenting 

war. Although this content enriched the world of the game, it also provided a platform for lesser 

known artists. Furthermore, all monies from the DLC went directly to the WarChild charity. 

Though the quantity of money raised is unknown, Polygon reported enough money was raised to 
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assist 350 refugee children (Hall, 2015)58; donations have continued since the time of 

publication, but the studio has not since published new milestones59. 

 

Modifiability  

After the game’s release, members of its community were motivated to create their own 

stories, based on first or second-hand experience or entirely fictional. The developers’ responded 

by creating modding tools that allow for the construction of new characters and scenarios60. 

While these scenarios are limited by the underlying engine and the technical proficiencies of 

their users, they are an expressive tool. If an individual was so inclined, they could gather new 

anthropological data from war survivors of a particular region, develop their own characters, set 

a new sequence of events, and use this software to tell another survivor’s story. I do not claim 

that the TWoM engine can possibly express all of the civilian experience during times of war; 

however, I contend that the openness of the engine is worthy of replication. Just as the first 

wargames were handbooks that presented models upon which scenarios have been run, I assert 

that future feminist wargames need to be in the business of building new models, which can be 

used convey different standpoints on war.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
58 For popular reporting of event, see: https://www.polygon.com/2015/4/2/8331411/this-war-of-mine-charity-dlc 
59 For War Child milestone updates, see 
https://store.steampowered.com/app/348040/This_War_of_Mine__War_Child_Charity_DLC/ 
60 Details formally discussed in developer update 2.0: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tkPSM4k5qmY 
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Discussion 

I recognize that there are many “war themed” games that could adopt a feminist 

standpoint; however, I wish to make a distinction between these games and “wargames”, which 

constitute a historical genre of battle simulation. With that distinction established, I can 

summarize the internal qualities of a “feminist wargame” as I am conceptualizing it: 

• Model-based: simulating basic human needs, interactions, finite resources, and 

environmental obstacles/variables. 

•  Scenario-driven: a “game” that will consist of one or more scenarios that utilize a 

common model. These scenarios will determine the player’s start state, desired end-state 

(i.e. goal), available resources, and present obstacles. 

•  Historically informed: while complete verisimilitude is not (necessarily) the goal, 

elements of the game, such as model characteristics (i.e. variables, interactions, 

etc.), scenario parameters/objectives, protagonist abilities, etc. should leverage 

historical/ethnographic data — even if the scenario itself is fantastic. 

• Standpoint oriented: play focuses on the behavior/survival of non-combatants during a 

time of war. By extension, play should abstractly represent essential behaviors/activities 

that civilians would perform.  Said activities must be inclusive of essential, but 

historically feminized activities (e.g. getting food, cooking, offering emotional support, 

supervising children, etc.). 

• Difficult: the scenarios should be, in a non-trivial sense, difficult to complete but not 

impossible; such that initial players are likely to fail in a manner that will hurt. Sadistic as 

it may sound, pain is a goal. 
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 Up until this point we have spoken of gamic difficulty indirectly; however, I contend that 

difficulty and complexity serve a rhetorical purpose in feminist wargames. Designers of 

wargames have historically had to grapple with an ambivalence: the more complex the system 

can better simulate reality; however, the simpler system is more approachable to players 

(Schuurman 2017). If one were designing a training simulation to teach civilian wartime 

survival, a higher degree of fidelity would be warranted, but if one’s goal is to create a 

(recreational) serious game, then extreme fidelity is undesirable. At the same time, difficulty 

itself can serve a rhetorical purpose. 

 As a player, if you tell me I’m playing a survival scenario and I manage to traverse that 

scenario without losing, I may well infer that survival, in this scenario, is relatively easy. On the 

other hand, if the scenario you gave me was difficult — if I lost several times before succeeding 

— I might infer that survival, in said scenario, is difficult. A classroom study found similar 

results when it examined the effect that playing a poverty simulation, Spent (2011) had on 

students’ perceptions of poverty. Spent did not lead students to increased empathy or positive 

views of people living with poverty, whereas observing a classmate playing Spent (and 

struggling with it) did. Players able to traverse the game successfully, a task taking roughly ten 

minutes, were more disposed to report that poverty is an individually controllable phenomena — 

after all, they won (Roussos & Dovido 2016). As simulations are predicated on player operation, 

the difficulty of the game may impact the values/meanings that players infer from it. 

In The Art of Failure, the author describes two experiences of gamic failure: “fictional 

failure” which befalls a character in a game, and “real failure” which a player can experience 

after they have invested a energy/emotion into a game and lost (Juul 2013, pp. 24-29). A TWoM 

scenario takes ~10 hours to complete. The autosave system prevents players from undoing 
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mistakes (clever cheaters not-withstanding). A critical mistake will have a cascading effect, such 

that the full gravity of the loss may take time to set in. These mechanical decisions not only 

make the game difficult, but they facilitate player investment, which in turn makes failures “real” 

rather than “fictional”. I argue that games that elicit experiences of “real failure” are better tools 

for cultivating empathy, than games where failure is inconsequential (in terms of lost 

time/effort). 

If it is your goal to build a feminist wargame, do so with the community in mind. 

Critically minded developers should adopt socially responsive design practices “building 

sociotechnical structures that are explicitly designed in collaboration with, and toward the 

continual growth of, individuals and those communities in which they are nested” (Barab et al. 

2005, p.88). In the context of feminist wargames, this practice will include: 

• Developing connections to organizations devoted to helping war survivors. Through 

these organizations, you will gain access to first and second-hand accounts of civilian war 

survivors. Cynthia Cockburn has written about this extensively; her books and essays 

name many of these organizations. 

• Establishing forums where players (current and potential) can voice interests and 

concerns. An engaged community, if they are able, will assist in translation. 

• Building tools that will allow users to build their own scenarios, add their own characters, 

and tell their own stories. 

• Finding ways to help the populations that have inspired your game, whether through 

active charity or promotion. 

If you are an educator who is interested in bringing such a game into your classroom, 

think about how you might contextualize it for your students. Nursing programs have used 
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poverty simulations to help students better understand the difficulties impoverished households 

faced, and the experience was perceived by students to be effective as a means of teaching and 

correlated with a reduction in stigmatic views of individuals in poverty. However, these students 

did not simply play a game; rather, they examined a body of literature and a number of case 

studies while interacting with a simulation (Patterson & Hulton 2011). As other scholars have 

cautioned before, educational games are not a “silver bullet”, in-so-far as they are not 

intrinsically superior to other forms of educational media (Young, et al. 2012).  However, when a 

game/simulation is brought into a classroom thoughtfully, when students are asked to reflect on 

its simulation beside other accounts of fact, then it can be a powerful tool. I will present a 

prototype of such an activity in the final chapter of this dissertation. 

While there is a great deal of technique one can learn from This War of Mine, we must 

also acknowledge its limitations. The gameworld is presented as a naked, objective reality, 

insofar as a character’s subject position does not change what they are able to perceive, rather it 

merely qualifies the extent to which they can interact with the gameworld. The core mechanic 

involves characters acting upon objects (e.g. scavenging, building) rather than talking with 

people. While there is a degree of passive dialogue that occurs between playable characters and 

NPCs, there is very little active discussion that can be driven by player inputs. By extension, 

most of the characters have very limited development or backstory; it would be unfair to call 

them two-dimensional, as they possess conflict, contradiction, and in some cases emergent 

development. At a representational level, the forces that bear down upon them have everything to 

do with material conditions (e.g. starvation, deprivation, injury, fatigue), such that their social 

identities are effaced beyond the operational traits they possess (e.g. handyman, cook, ex-soldier) 

— all of which makes sense in context of civilian war survivors whose lives are uprooted, 
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identities flattened. This is not a defect, so much as a limit. However, other designers have 

grappled with many of these effaced elements/qualities; the most exceptional among these being 

Disco Elysium, which I will discuss at length. In this next discussion, I will make continued use 

of Standpoint Theory, while extending into Intersectional Analysis, the practice of which will be 

leveraged in greater detail in the concluding chapter. 

 

Disco Elysium: Configuring Standpoints & Recognizing Intersections 

The hidden object and the locked door are two of the oldest tropes in RPGs – both can 

wear any illustrative skin (e.g. a missing clue, a guard’s consent, an unknown language), but in a 

mechanical sense, they accomplish the same thing: an option the avatar won’t have access to 

until specific conditions have been met. Perhaps the avatar must find a key or a switch; perhaps, 

they need to speak to the right person or possess some intrinsic quality (e.g. a race, class, 

background, skill-threshold). In all such cases, the illustrative skin is variable while the 

mechanical function is constant. This is a primal, functional component in RPGs. While Disco 

Elysium (DE) makes extensive, conventional use of this element, it adds active/reactive 

variations to it which produce highly varied and dynamically unfolding perceptions of the world, 

based on qualities possessed by the avatar. I argue that this design uniquely lends itself to 

standpoint-driven explorations of its gameworld. 

In the course of this exploration, Harry (the avatar) will constantly observe/infer 

information about the world and its inhabitants. The game externalizes Harry’s thought process 

by presenting it as an ongoing discussion driven by different components of his mind (e.g. 

Perception, Empathy, Rhetoric, Inland Empire), each of whom respond to stimulus as it comes to 

them. Each of these “partial perspectives” sees only certain elements of the world, while missing 
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others; furthermore, each has its own biases, strengths, and flaws. Consequently, if the player 

wishes to develop a more complete understanding of the world and its inhabitants, she must learn 

to synthesize these disparate (and at times contradictory perspectives), while recognizing that 

certain modes of access might be fundamentally unavailable to Harry on the basis of his 

configuration. In this capacity, DE disposes the player towards an intersectional analysis 

(Kresnshaw, 1990; Nash, 2008): considering how race, gender, culture, ability, and other social 

forces shape human identity and motivation. 

Now, I will discuss the development of DE and the games representational politics in far 

greater detail, this article is concerned with the formal mechanics of the game and practical 

matter of replication (i.e. how could designers & educators reproduce the intersectionality 

disposed mechanics of the game). Summarized, this article seeks to address the following 

questions: 

1. How do the mechanics/dynamics of DE facilitate standpoint-driven exploration and 

intersectionality-driven analysis of the game world? 

2. How can educators use DE to teach Feminist Standpoint Theory and Intersectionality? 

3. How might educators or designers replicate some of DE’s elements, towards the 

production of critically-minded games? 

 

Intersectionality 

In broad terms, intersectionality “investigates how intersecting power relations influences 

social relations across diverse societies as well as individual experiences in everyday life. As an 

analytic tool, [it] views categories of race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity… among others — 

as interrelated and mutually shaping one another” (Collins & Bilge, 2020, p.2). 
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As a theoretical approach, it emerged as a reaction to both white, middle-class feminism 

and positivist social-science. Intersectionality was a Black Feminist challenge against the idea of 

a unified female experience: “The problem with identity politics is… that it frequently conflates 

or ignores intragroup differences” asserting that one could not understand the experience of a 

Black woman if one insisted on handling discussions of race and sex separately (Crenshaw, 1991 

pp. 1242-1245). In a similar capacity, Intersectionality drew upon the work of Feminist 

Standpoint Theory, rejecting the idea that all the nuances of human experience could be 

accessible from a single objective position, as claimed by scientific empiricism. Instead, it placed 

a premium on differences within experience, which could be used to facilitate a more robust 

understanding of the intersecting power structures that shaped human experience (Geertz & van 

der Tuin, 2013).  As a mode of analysis, it rejects the more discrete handling of an individual’s 

aspects (e.g. as female, as black, as poor), seeking instead to describe how this confluence of 

factors (and interactions between them) informs identity and lived experiences.  

Since its inception, Intersectionality (like standpoint theory) has a historical connection to 

educational praxis and social justice. Crenshaw’s pioneering work “Mapping the Margins” 

deploys her concept of intersectionality as a way of understanding “how modest attempts to 

respond to certain problems can be ineffective when the intersectional location of women of 

color is not considered in fashioning a remedy” (p. 1250) — here the goal is not merely to 

comment on the state of things, but to engender effective, moral solutions. For a core set of 

practitioners “problem solving lies at the heart of intersectionality, and the kinds of problems 

generated by intersecting systems of power lend themselves to knowledge generated by praxis.” 

In this sense, intersectionality should be understood as both “a heuristic of social inquiry” and an 

“intervention strategy for doing social justice work” (Collins & Bilge, 2020, p. 50). 
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As a practice, Intersectionality is inherently interdisciplinary. Beyond tendencies to 

leverage different schools of thought (e.g. feminist, critical race theory, Marxist), it considers 

various sorts of data, ranging from: personal narrative, to aggregated statistics, to policy texts. 

The work of said analysis is to identify distinctive forces61 that are at play, recognizing how 

these forces and their interactions affect (marginalized) people, shaping their identities and lived 

realities. At the same time, given this focus we often see intersectional analysis perform using 

qualitative (especially ethnographic) research methods (Winkler & Degel, 2011). 

The section will explore how DE supports/models these theories through its mechanics. 

Here, the mechanical features of interest are the skill driven dialogues and thought cabinet 

systems, features which are arguably novel, but deeply indebted to prior art. Before I can 

meaningfully discuss what is different about them, I must first say something about the prior 

systems that they borrow from and build upon. 

 

Mechanics: Prior Art & Adaptation 

The soul of Disco Elysium emerged from pen and paper RPGs. The developers have been 

explicit about this: in interviews, blog posts, and the non-diegetic representation of skill checks 

through dice. Within the gameworld itself there is an explicit reference to this origin: within the 

“doomed commercial area” the players can discover a failed RPG company that collapsed 

because of its lofty ambitions.   

                                                 
 
 
 
 
61 Forces themselves might be embodied by social views, institutions, forms of violence, support structures, identity 
concepts, traditions, etc. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9X0-W5erEXw
https://zaumstudio.com/2016/09/30/design-ethos-role-playing-system/
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A preponderance of DE’s in-game action is driven by a skill check system, which has its 

roots in the d20 system (e.g. D&D 3rd edition). Within this system, all attempts (i.e. actions 

whose outcomes cannot be taken for granted) are driven by a simple model:  IF(Random Element 

+ Pertinent Modifiers > Difficulty Challenge) { Success }. Put in more descriptive terms: 

1. A circumstance arises wherein some action is attempted (e.g. sneaking past a guard). 

2. The specific attempt is translated into some abstract skill (e.g. sneaking is a stealth) 

3. The difficulty of the attempt is numerically represented (e.g. the DC = 10 + the guard’s 

perception [10] ) 

4. The character’s capacity to perform the skill (by virtue of training, equipment, ability, 

etc.) is numerically represented as a skill modifier (e.g. stealth +10) 

5. All other mitigating factors are numerically represented (e.g. distracted guard: DC -2) 

6. The action is attempted, with chance simulated by the rolling of dice, or passively taking 

the average role (e.g. d20→10; in DE, 2d6→7), with skill/circumstance simulated 

through modifiers (e.g. the act of one attempting to sneak past a distracted guard through 

could be expressed as follows: d20 + 10[stealth] vs DC 18) 

This system adds some element of chance to interactions, giving the player some 

probability of success in most instances, even if the odds are against them. 

Parallel to skill checks, the d20 system describes certain abilities in terms of feats: special, 

modular abilities that characters acquire as they progress. Though feats may modify rolls (skill or 

otherwise), they may also possess more qualitative elements that modify play in special 

circumstances. DE reimagines the feat as thoughts contained within the thought cabinet — and 

despite the novelty of this imagining, thoughts borrow mechanical properties from feats. In a 

general sense, feats/thoughts: 



  164 

 

1. Occupy fixed slots that are granted as character levels up (e.g. at levels 1, 2, 5). In some 

rule-systems, feats can be unlearned, freeing up slots; in this sense, a feat can be thought 

of as a sort of abstract, internalized equipment, which is explicitly how the developers 

conceived of thoughts (Gamespot, 2020). 

2. Can modify certain rolls (e.g. persuasive grants a +2 bonus to diplomacy & intimidate 

checks; as a DE equivalence: Hardcore Aesthetic grants a +1 bonus to volition & 

endurance) 

3. Allows special actions that are unavailable to characters who lack the feat (e.g. whirlwind 

attack allows the character to attack everyone adjacent to them; DE equivalence: hobocop 

allows Harry to see more recyclables and trade them in for more money). 

While DE borrows numerous other mechanics from analog RPGs (e.g. equipment slots, 

experience-based progression, hit points/morale, resting mechanics), these features are less 

pertinent to our discussions. We must also consider the work of digital RPGs, and how they too 

inform the mechanics of DE. Here we will focus on two core concepts: “influence” and the 

adventuring “party”. 

The party predates digital RPGs. It came to take on a unique character within them, 

especially within the games developed by Obsidian (and the precursor studio: Black Isle), from 

which DE’s creators drew inspiration (Gamespot, 2020; Kurvitz, 2016).  In the Classic RPG 

(CRPG) format, the player controls both a central protagonist and an adventuring party. 

Conventionally, the player exercises control over this protagonist in terms of their abilities and 

behavior, while the companions of the adventuring party have fixed backgrounds, skills, and 

capacities for progression. Furthermore, while the player retains control (within the constraints of 

the game’s programming) over what the protagonist says and does, the companions’ narrative 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Obsidian_Entertainment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Black_Isle_Studios
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responses are scripted, and emblematic of a particular standpoint. As the player navigates the 

gameworld, their companions both provide commentary about the virtual world and make 

suggestions about what the protagonist ought to do in a situation where they have some interest. 

At times two companions might have competing interests, such that they offer contradictory 

advice to the protagonist; in more extreme instances, a player’s actions might so sufficiently 

alienate a companion, that they abandon the party altogether. This brings us to our second 

concept, that of relative and contextual influence. 

Before we can talk of influence, we must discuss its precursor: reputation. In the Knights 

of the Old Republic II (2005) the protagonist possesses a unique reputation score relative to each 

of the companions. When the protagonist does something the companion approves of, this 

reputation increases, and vice-versa. In this capacity, reputation exists as an abstract tabulation of 

how all pertinent prior actions affect standing with a given companion. When certain reputation 

thresholds are met, it unlocks special states in the companion: ranging from side quests, access to 

different powers/abilities, and (in some cases) romance options.  This mechanic was taken 

further in a more experimental game, Alpha Protocol (2010). Here, reputation applied to a large 

swath of non-player characters (NPCs), classified in terms of an affinity/antipathy spectrum (e.g. 

Friendly ←→ Neutral ←→ Hated). Here, the player’s relative reputation with an NPC would 

affect a subset of interactions with them (e.g. price for services, willingness to assist, desire to 

attack). Importantly, neither positive nor negative influence is universally desirable. Just as 

friendship could strengthen alliances, hatred could compel a foe to recklessness. In either case, 

the effect imparts a sense of weight to the player’s actions, such that many smaller movements 

can contribute to a larger aggregated social impact whose effects extend beyond “the party”. 
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DE modifies/reimagines the mechanics of reputation so that its effects can be generically 

applied. Marking this distinction, I use the word Influence to describe when previous actions 

change the effective difficulty of an object-associated skill check. Whereas reputation affects the 

disposition of a character, influence can be agnostically applied to any type skill attempt (e.g. 

social, conceptual, and physical) that is directed towards any type of object (e.g. character, door, 

idea).  Using examples from DE: Just as you might laugh at a racist’s joke, to make a later effort 

at persuasion easier, you might also turn off a ceiling fan, in order to make it easier to grab the tie 

caught on one of its blades. This is the mechanic of influence: prior actions add contextual 

modifiers that change the associated difficulty of future attempts. 

With these four elements covered (skill checks, thoughts, the party, and influence) we’re 

now in a good position to discuss the structural innovations of Disco Elysium. This is by no 

means a full accounting of the prior art that influenced DE; rather, it is the language we need to 

talk about standpoints and the capacity for pseudo-intersectional analysis within the game. 

 

Core Dynamics 

Sketching a crude map, I will first discuss the mechanics of skills/thoughts and then 

describe the dynamics emerging from them. Here I will describe how the game facilitates 

intersectional analysis, through said dynamics. 

The player controls Harry, an alcoholic, amnesiac detective who has lost all memory of 

the world. He is formally tasked with solving a murder (e.g. a lynched mercenary behind a 

hotel). Informally, his task is to learn more about the world that he has entered into and who he is 

as a man. Mechanically speaking, formal and informal tasks both lead to different forms of 

narrative progression, and both reward the player with experience points. In effect, the game 
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mechanically incentivizes all discovery almost equally. With every 100 experience points, the 

player gains the ability to either: improve a “skill”, or allocate a “thought” (the quasi-equivalent 

of a feat). When the game begins, the player selects a basic configuration for Harry; this 

establishes his core attributes, which in-turn create the baseline proficiencies for all of his skills. 

Narrative progress along (core or peripheral) storylines is “gated” by difficult skill 

checks. Typically speaking, these skills represent some sort of challenge that the player must 

overcome or somehow circumvent before they can advance along a particular storyline. In most 

cases, these skill checks have an exceptionally high DC, requiring exceptionally high 

attributes/skills in order to overcome them. However, these DCs can be moderated by specialized 

equipment, thoughts, and multiple forms of influence. As the player explores more of the 

gameworld (e.g. new locations, new avenues of discussion among known characters) the player’s 

actions and inquiries have the capacity to create influence that will mitigate the difficulty of 

these skill checks. As a more indirect approach, because most forms of discovery generate XP, 

the player may also investigate unrelated questions/objectives in order to level up and improve 

associated skills. Let us now consider what type of play this indirect approach engenders. 

Put simply, DE's experience system rewards qualitative research. The chief interactions 

afforded to the player boil down to: talking with people, talking with himself, reading field notes, 

interacting with objects, thinking through thoughts, and studying the environment. As the player 

more thoroughly investigates the world, largely through interviews with people, they gain 

experience. Because XP is the currency through which the gamic power (i.e. skill proficiencies, 

thoughts) and experience is indifferently derived from all forms of investigation, the game gives 

power to players who ask the most questions about the gameworld and its inhabitants. Thus the 

core gameplay loop may simulate (or, arguably, facilitates) a subset of qualitative research 
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methods, ranging from interview and field observations, to focus groups. While much of this 

work is done under the auspices of detective work, it remains within the player's capacity to 

query subjects about their lived experiences in a manner that is neither central nor peripheral to 

the gameplay — nonetheless, these are approximations of the same sorts of methods that are 

employed for varying levels of intersectionality (Winker & Degele, 2011; Hogan, et al., 2018). 

 

Mechanical Approximations of Standpoints 

To be meaningful, a gamic standpoint must be something greater than a passive response 

to stimuli; it must speak to the modes of engagement that a body has and/or is denied: different 

possibilities of interaction. DE provides a compelling, mechanical approximation of a standpoint 

by combining four elements: 

1. Skill commentary system 

2. Skill attempt system 

3. Thought cabinet system 

4. Character Archetypes (i.e. variable base configuration) 

I summarize the first three elements individually, and then discuss how the fourth (Archetypes/ 

Configurations) unifies them into a framework, while still affording the player a high degree of 

agency/flexibility. 

The mechanics of the skill commentary system are such that different configurations of 

(modified) skill proficiencies impact textual information that can be accessed. Put another way, a 

high score will lead to more “successful” skill commentaries and increase the likelihood of 

perceiving otherwise hidden “objects”, while a low score will lead to more “failure” skill 

commentaries and will reveal fewer hidden objects. In this way, skill scores directly moderate 
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the world that can be viewed by the player.  Furthermore, just as skills allow the player to “see” 

they also allow the player to “do”. 

As a complementary mechanic, skill checks (i.e. action attempts) simulate Harry’s effort 

to “do something” whether it’s lifting a heavy weight, jumping over a ledge, recognizing a 

consummate liar, or talking a person out of suicide. All of these checks represent paths to 

resolution that a virtual Harry could take; however, an actual configuration of Harry will possess 

a lopsided distribution of abilities, such that he will be fundamentally unable to access paths 

whose gated access is predicated upon a skill with which he is deficient. This has the gamic 

effect of occasionally locking the player out of a progression path; however, the (less relevant) 

equipment system and the (more relevant) thought cabinet, gives the player tools to mitigate 

these blockages. 

Thoughts have a dual existence as both mechanical and narrative objects. They have three 

states: “absence”, “researching”, and “complete”. Each of the non-null states stipulates both an 

illustrative text and mechanical effects. As narrative objects, each thought stipulates something 

about its nature and origin, with some thoughts buried in a past you’ve forgotten (e.g. 

Inexplicable Feminist Agenda: “It appears that some time ago, before you became a joke, you 

were an actual feminist… perhaps you can work your way back”) while others speak to a new 

thought that you’re embracing for the first time (e.g. Jamais Vu: “The opposite of deja vu. Not 

already seen, but never seen. Everything that should be familiar is strange and new”). As 

mechanical objects, thoughts have three basic functions: 

1. Providing, as previously indicated, general modifiers to certain skills (e.g IFA = +1 

Empathy, -1 Electrochemistry). 
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2. Providing highly situational bonuses to specific skill checks. For example, in order to ask 

Joyce to explain the deeper elements of reality, Harry must complete a Legendary 

Conceptualization check. This is almost impossible. However, if he has Jamais Vu, he 

gets a +10 (a huge influence bonus). 

3. Activate special features that incentivize certain styles of play (e.g. Mazovian Socio-

Economics grants bonus XP when left-wing dialogue options are elected; 

 Jamais Vu gives XP for every perception orb clicked). 

As gestalt narrative/mechanical objects, Thoughts describe the processes that one must go 

through in order to develop a specific perspective, they also mechanically incentivize certain 

types of behavior, so that the player is encouraged to “play” in a manner that is more congruous 

with their Harry’s background/identity. At the same time, thoughts serve as a space of potentially 

radical departure: the ideas that cause an individual to question and or (apropos Harry’s amnesia) 

reimagine identities. 

Taken together these three elements are the substance by which DE mechanically 

represents standpoint; however, these features are overwhelmingly moderated by a fourth 

element: Attributes.  As detailed in figure 5.2, all skills are modified by 1 of 4 attributes 

(e.g. Psyche : Empathy, Endurance : Physique). This moderation is twofold: 

1. Every skill check is modified by the value of the attribute 

2. The value of the attribute sets the maximum number of ranks that Harry can acquire for 

all the skills which belong it is set (e.g. Psyche 2 = Limit 2 for Empathy, Volition, 

Authority... ) 

In this manner, Attributes, which are set during the character configuration (i.e. 

archetype selection) at the beginning of the game, functionally create Harry’s baseline skill 



  171 

 

proficiencies, while also limiting the trajectories of development that will be available to him 

over the course of the game. This mechanical configuration locks Harry into a standpoint: the 

hard limits placed on his skills mean that there are certain insights and actions which will remain 

functionally outside of his reach for the duration of the play through, while also predisposing him 

to certain paths/playstyles where he would be more likely to excel. In this sense, the complete 

gameworld of DE cannot be accessed from a single archetype or playthrough. To a certain 

extent, we must understand this as a means of ensuring replay-ability; at the same time, however, 

this design, through its very rules, illustrates the importance of approaching/viewing (largely) 

social problems from multiple standpoints, rather than a single, objective standpoint. 

Skills are not merely means, they are voices occupying a role akin to party members. 

Within RPG convention, skills give us the capacity to bypass events (e.g. climbing the vines 

rather than opening the gate; intimidating the guard, rather than fighting), but they exist as 

quiescent elements until we invoke them, turning them active. This is not the case within DE, 

where objects of any form can possess voice: from the child Cuno, to the “horrific necktie”, to 

the abstract skills Harry possesses (e.g. volition, endurance, empathy). Over the course of the 

game, these skills respond as party members might, each approaching the situation from an 

explicitly biased perspective, amounting to a one dimensional support character, whose 

ramblings can only be heard by Harry and the other “skills” rattling around in his headspace.  As 

an illustration of how this process works and what factors influence it, see the diagram below. 
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Figure 5.1: Skill Object Interactions 

Within this model, the two pertinent features are passive reactions and active attempts. 

When a passive reaction occurs, the game attempts a skill check, and then generates skill 

commentary, the textual substance of which will be determined by the check's success or 

failure. Active attempts follow the same basic rules as passive reactions; however, they differ in 

the following ways: 

1. more randomness in the check (2-12 rather than 7); 

2. more influence factors present (e.g. modifiers predicated on prior actions, qualities); 

3. events can be triggered which progress the story. 

Ultimately, these skill driven active attempts will be relevant when we discuss standpoints, 

whereas skill commentary will better serve discussions of intersectionality. 
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As mechanical objects, the skills convey narrow, specialized bandwidths of information; 

something akin to Burkean, terministic screens that prioritizes some aspects of reality, while 

consciously ignoring others, and emphasizing a subset of possible meanings/significance 

(1966).  While some of the assertions made by these skills amount to little more than directional 

hunches, others provide elaborate anecdotes or details, belying a specialized sort of knowledge. 

In an academic sense, we can say that each of the skills is (in its own way) analytically 

“disciplined” in terms of the type of information it presents. 

The skill voices of DE speak to radically different types of data. Empathy often 

highlights what a person is feeling, or what the situation might feel like from their perspective — 

psychological or interpersonal information. Composure, Drama, and Authority tend to speak 

about different aspects of identity performance. Some skills speak in wholly descriptive terms 

(almost no persuasion): Encyclopedia relays details about the world; Shivers (a more 

supernatural variant) relays images of life and structures within the city. Other skills provide 

group specific ethnographic insights: Esprit de Corps describes police procedure and the work of 

policemen; Halflight talks about experiences with violence; Electrochemistry speaks through the 

language of drug use and addiction. 

 

Pseudo-Intersectional Investigations 

While these skills have no 1:1 correspondence to axes of intersectionality (e.g. gender, 

race, class) they relay domain appropriate information and correspond to a wide variety of data 

types (e.g. personal, ethnographic, and historical). We must further appreciate that only a subset 

of this skill commentary ends up in intersectional analysis. After all, the skills provide 

commentary on all manner of tasks (e.g. getting through a door, finding a place to sleep, or 
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solving the murder) that are pertinent to the plot rather than the setting/characters. With those 

qualifications, we can still appreciate that Harry, by going to people, asking them about 

themselves, and examining where they work/live is doing vaguely ethnographic work. 

Furthermore, as he does this work, different biases in his mind (i.e. skills & skill commentaries) 

are providing him with specialized/disciplined forms of knowledge. This ongoing commentary is 

presented without hierarchy; these are all just new details that the player might consider as they 

develop a working picture of the gameworld and its inhabitants. Taken together, this 

combination of ethnographic driven research, which emphasizes multiple, simultaneous vectors 

for analysis, the findings of which must be holistically considered, lends itself to intersectional 

analysis, and in some cases, haphazardly does intersectional analysis. As an illustration of this, 

consider the case of one such character: Cuno. 

 

Virtual Case Study 

Cuno is a foul mouthed child who Harry finds throwing rocks at a corpse. He possesses 

virtually no information that is actionable with regards to the core investigation (i.e. the apparent 

lynching of a mercenary). None-the-less, the player has the opportunity to learn a great deal 

about Cuno and his circumstances, with much of this learning facilitated by skill commentary 

and some key discoveries gated behind an exceptionally high Empathy check. On the surface, 

Cuno comes off as a crazy kid, screams profanity, and talks about himself in the third person — 

all to the delight of a small, redheaded girl who watches from the fence, a girl he calls Cunoesse.  

As the player converses with Cuno, she’s given the opportunity to better understand him 

and the forces that shape him. Over the course of the interaction, interspersed with generic text, 

these skills draw our attention to certain interpretations of Cuno: 
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• Half Light recognizes his fixation with violence and his respect for violence; also noting 

that he likes to scare and get rises out of people. 

• Drama sees something almost psychopathic in him, while Logic reads him as a child 

using his very intense persona as a defense mechanism. 

• Authority understands his defiant way of speaking with you (a cop) as a way of both 

maintaining control over the situation and projecting an image of the self. 

• Empathy spots a combination of interactions: Cunoesse is scared of Harry; Cuno seems 

to be feeding off her energies, performing for her benefit, while also being protective of 

her. 

With a difficult Empathy check, we can talk to Cuno about Cunoesse . We learn that she 

has no biological relationship to Cuno: she’s just a “stray” who got into his apartment, hiding in 

the hallway of his apartment; dripping wet. Adding “I think she pissed on the floor too. She was 

there for three days — in the corner.”  In trying to better understand this circumstance: 

• Empathy asserts that she’s probably done something very bad; when we share this 

insight with Cuno, he exaggerates details, which empathy suggests is about protections 

and bravado. When we get past that, Cuno reluctantly admits that he thinks she killed 

another kid. 

• Endurance explains her behavior as a “murder hangover” a shut down that a body can 

go through after killing a person. Half Life, speaking to Harry’s experience as a detective, 

suggests it must have been her first. 

• Cuno insists he can handle it all. Composure sees his bravado shaking, but Empathy tells 

us he’s serious, and that we need to take him seriously. 
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• Cuno says he is taking care of her in “Night City”. Perception sees his eyes move to a 

garden shed where they must be sleeping. 

• Cuno tells Harry that if we try to take her away, he’ll kill us. 

If we tell Cuno that we understand; if we give him some sign of respect, he opens up 

further. He starts talking to us about where he lives and about his father “The most violent man 

in all of Revachol”. He asks Harry to break into his apartment and steal some speed for him. If 

we agree to do so, we get the last pieces of the picture. 

• Cuno’s apartment is about to have its utilities cut off because of unpaid bills. 

• Unfinished school work suggests that Cuno (age 12) dropped out two years ago. 

• Cuno’s father is near comatose in his bed; a late stage alcoholic with neurological 

damage who will probably be dead soon; he could not afford medical assistance and no 

almshouse would take him. 

Harry’s partner Kim aptly summarizes the situation: “This man won’t be feeding his 

family… not that he was, but… at least he won’t be beating his son”. When we relay the 

situation to Cuno: “Whatever scary thing he might have been — now he is nothing”. Cuno 

responds: 

• “Cuno’s dad is so fucking violent he’s had a stroke many times… Cuno’s gonna go out 

just like Cuno’s dad.” 

• Empathy hears the sorrow in his voice; Composure sees the desperation of his 

performance. 

• I warn him that he doesn’t have to turn into his dad — he defiantly retorts, “Cuno ain’t 

turning into shit! CUNO IS THAT SHIT”. 
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• I try to reconnect, to talk with him about what I saw; telling him he didn’t have an easy 

life in that apartment. He responds, “The fuck do you know about Cuno’s life. Cuno’s got 

plans.” Cunoesse echoes the sentiment “Yeah, we got plans”. 

• Shivers explains the rest: “Six meters underground, below the piping from before the war 

— the collapsed remains of the… storm drain system. There are two stolen flashlights 

with piles of batteries next to them, beside two bedrolls.  

While there are other interactions the player can have with Cuno, I think this one is 

sufficient to demonstrate how the mechanic lends itself to intersectional analysis. The skill 

commentary helps us understand Cuno by virtue of the forces that he is grappling with. First and 

foremost he is a child, functionally living on “his own” in a society with inadequate welfare 

services. He’s had to abandon his living situation because of his father’s violence and 

unemployment. This turbulence forced him to drop out of school and start fending for himself. 

Despite being a child, he’s beholden to the adult identities that have been modeled for him: 

violence, drug use, criminality, and ultimately nihilism. He performs these traits in part because 

he thinks they’re manly and because they are what he knows. We can identify some degree of 

mental instability in him, and it’s impossible for us to disentangle genetic inheritance, from 

addiction, from trauma, as all co-occur. This is all further compounded by the fact that he must 

now provide for another child who is herself both damaged and dangerous. Admittedly, this 

analysis comes from my own reasoning, but it is predicated on information given to the playerby 

DE.  

For better or worse, the game actually connects these insights to different forms of 

actionable praxis within the gameworld. On the more benevolent side, Harry, through 

interactions with a local political figure (Union Boss, Evrart) , can work to get a youth center 
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built that could help children like Cuno… though the proposition is not without negative impact 

and subject to corruption. In this way, the game allows the player to take actions that could 

address some of the structural problems giving rise to Cuno’s marginalization. On the darker 

side, if Harry physically assaults Cuno, Cuno is pushed towards submission and Harry gains (in a 

mechanical sense) an element of influence over Cuno. This is a grim reality, if one recognizes a 

point of oppression, one can choose to leverage it rather than mitigate it — the work of 

intersectionality turned evil. From a design perspective, we can regard these gamic capacities as 

serving a morally indifferent player agency. I would argue that the choice to do wrong can still 

be didactically meaningful, because it allows the player to reflect upon what they’ve done, 

recognizing how existing power structures readily facilitate modes of exploitation. 

I do not mean to argue that the dynamics and narrative of the game require the player to 

perform intersectional analysis; rather, I argue that the richness of the setting (especially the 

realist details added to the characters) make it possible for a player to begin to perform 

intersectional analysis on what is ultimately simulated data. The mechanics by which skills each 

voice parallel interpretations guides us away from the sorts of monolithic views that Crenshaw 

Warns us against (e.g. viewing domestic violence as a problem of race or gender, not both at 

once), reminding us that we need to apply multiple critical lenses all at once in order to see the 

complexity of a person. In this way, DE provides us with a “playful space” where we can begin 

to develop the competencies required for intersectional analysis: a space that presents us with the 

sorts of exceedingly vulnerable populations that university ethics boards would actively dissuade 

students from studying. In this manner, I do not argue that simple play, by itself, would lend 

itself to the sort of pseudo-ethnographic labor that could generate the data for pseudo-

intersectional analysis, but with the right act-extensive paratexts, complex play certainly could.  
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Application to Complex, Socially-Critical Play 

The gamic scope of DE is rather narrow (restricted to a few city blocks) but the level of 

social detail present within is staggering. Though the game is premised upon solving a murder, 

this titular event is little more than the justification for exploration, which is itself driven largely 

by interview and inquiry. As one who has put over 100 hours into the game, I believe that its 

simulated world is sufficiently rich to allow for pseudo-ethnographic research. Beyond this, the 

approximation of player standpoints ensures that no fully objective world can be discovered, 

rather it suggests that the standpoints we possess will shape how we conceive of the world will 

fundamentally alter the data that we can ascertain about it. In this way, efforts to understand the 

world from a single standpoint are inherently inadequate, requiring either multiple playthroughs 

or comparative discussion among several players. 

While I do not believe that DE, by itself, could sufficiently articulate ethnographic 

research, intersectional analysis, or feminist standpoint theory, I contend that the game, when 

paired with relevant readings and activities, could serve as a fruitful, low-stakes corpus for 

analysis and discussion. I will present an experimental scaffolding for this Appendix A: a 

pseudo-ethnographic GameLog book that will be connected to a multilevel intersectional 

analysis project62. In this respect, I mean to delineate a scaffolding for the complex play of DE, 

predicated upon critical playthroughs and group discussions, wherein pairs of students would 

select an archetype and play through certain sections of the game. Once notes are gathered and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
62 Winker & Degele’s, 2011 article “Intersectionality as multi-level analysis” provides a concise overview for such 
an approach. Also, the labor of transcription could be bypassed, to some extent, by searching for phrases within the 
corpus of all in-game text. 
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summaries composed, researchers with common scopes (e.g. dock workers) but different 

archetypes (e.g. Thinker, Sensitive, Physical) could be asked to compare notes, identify 

observational differences, and synthesize their findings into a report. These reports could serve 

as an end piece on their own, or they could be leveraged collectively in order to perform higher 

level, intercategorical analysis (Winker & Degele, 2011).  

At the same time, we must remain critically aware of differences between the simulated 

and the real, necessitating some level of reflection — akin to what Bogost refers to as 

“procedural literacy” wherein we recognize the artifice, the abstract processing of the game, and 

critically reflect upon the differences between it and the real, rather than allowing it to stand in 

for the real (Bogost, 2007). Revisiting the intrinsic elements of complex play, we as players can 

consider our own assessments of gamic moments, and the proportion to which a reliance on 

conventional or lived awareness guides us through the experience. Simultaneously, if we focus 

on the pull of lived experience, we can conjure questions that we would like to ask, but remain 

inaccessible due to the parameters of the game. The aim of this activity is, after all, to move 

beyond the game itself and into a space of more general methodological considerations. 
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Figure 5.2: Mechanical Sophistication Hierarchy 

 

Figure 5.3: Skill Commentary / Action Diagram  
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Applications to Socially-Critical Game Design 

Towards the act of socially-critical game design, it is entirely possible to use DE as a 

mechanical blueprint for a (more-or-less) ethnographically driven game. At its most basic level, 

locations could be described and characters populated using Twine, which is itself built upon 

HTML5, CSS, and JavaScript. If desired, one could then use the Twine game as a blueprint for a 

more graphically rich upgrade, made using a separate Game Development Environment (e.g. 

Unity, RPG Maker, Game Maker). While it would be foolhardy for a novice developer to attempt 

to fully replicate the mechanical features and scope of DE, one only needs to emulate a subset of 

the features present in DE in order to mechanically facilitate intersectional analysis and 

standpoint theory. As an illustration of this, see figure 5.3, which broadly articulates all of the 

systems present in DE. One could get at these features with only the most basic level of 

implementation, which is potentially suitable for novice designers. More ambitious designers 

might pursue higher level systems, each of which would add another layer of complexity to their 

gam 

Of these basic systems, the most complex is likely the skill commentary, described in 

figure 5.2 by the Objects → Response, interaction. As this interaction ultimately drives the 

intersectional elements of commentary and, by extension, facilitates the mechanical 

approximations of standpoints, it is worth understanding this interaction in greater detail.  

Figure 5.4 describes the process that occurs when any dialogue menu is opened, within which 

skill commentary or skill-based action attempts can be accessed. This paradigm of game design 

is more than a little radical, because it undercuts the notion of a single objective reality. From the 

designer’s perspective, the question is no longer “what does the player see?” but rather “what 

https://twinery.org/
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would the player see from this standpoint?” which in itself engenders a follow-up question “what 

would another standpoint see?” 

The affordances of these and dynamics will be a core point of Chapter 7 and Appendix 1, 

where I will lay out the scaffolding for a socially critical game design module, which places an 

emphasis on placemaking: specifically, the creation of virtual locations, wherein character 

standpoints will allow for differing perceptions of reality. While this effect is predicated on 

sophisticated mechanics, these mechanics are not so onerously complex as to foreclose on the 

prospect of reasonable imitation. In this respect, more than simply telling us a story, DE has 

given us a framework for telling a new type of story: mutable scenarios whose details shift 

according to the dispositions of the viewer, such that they can never be adequately understood 

from a single perspective.  Put simply, the mechanics of Disco-Elysium together with the 

research methods and strategies of This War of Mine, can be understood as a primer for the 

development and production of socially-critical, standpoint-driven gameworlds.  
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CHAPTER 6 

Study Design & Iterations 

In this chapter, I will outline the methodology that was used during the classroom 

experiment (Design-Based Research), the processes associated with it, and their pedagogical 

implications. In line with this method, I will then provide a detailed account of how and why the 

Game Studies course changed over the course of three iterations. I do this to better explain the 

experimental causes behind changes in student data (i.e. what was produced via assignments, 

survey, reflection), while also illustrating certain pedagogical lessons learned throughout the 

iterative process. As such, this chapter will, to some extent, reference and analyze data when it 

pertains to the more general design of coursework, as opposed to the more granular work of 

game design (which will be the focus of the next chapter). 

 

Study Methodology: Design-Based Research 

Ann Brown developed Design-Based Research (DBR) in 1992 as a reaction to overly-

scientific approaches to classroom experimentation (i.e. the classroom as the laboratory). As a 

technology, the laboratory exists as a space of isolation: where environmental variables can be 

removed so that isolated phenomena can be studied and products of experimentation and 

reasoning can be tested (Callon, 2009, pp. 33-71). When applied to the study of learning, the 

laboratory affords a great deal of experimental control (i.e. stimulus over time), at the expense of 

a naturalistic setting (i.e. the rich interactions of the classroom). The classrooms can be a place of 

constant improvisation and digression, as teachers respond to difficulties/interests encountered 

by students. Thus there is an inherent tension between the laboratory, which tests in isolation, 

and the classroom, which reacts to student inquiry and response (Brown, 1992, pp. 152-154). In 
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terms of published results, “unlike quantitative studies, most DBR studies do not produce 

measurable effect sizes that demonstrate ‘what works.’ However, they provide rich descriptions 

of the contexts in which studies occurred, the challenges of implementation, and the 

development processes involved in creating and administering the interventions, and the design 

principles that emerged” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 22). 

The goals of DBR have remained relatively unchanged since its inception; however, the 

methods by which a researcher pursues said goals have remained somewhat murky.  Brown 

described the overriding goal of DBR to be the production of a “working environment” that: 

1. Engages with prior theories of learning; 

2. Takes  stock of the various “inputs” in play within the classroom(classroom ethos, 

teacher/student populations, curriculum, technologies); 

3. Integrates strategies for assessment of learning outcomes; 

4. Examines the “practical feasibility” of replication/dissemination (Brown, 1992, pp. 141-

144) 

We can regard the goal of DBR is translational, in-so-far as it seeks to bring praxis (i.e. 

theoretically informed practices) into the classroom and gather rich sets of data from that 

classroom, which can then be used to inform theories of learning, which may then be verified in 

more controlled settings from which generalizable results may be extracted (Brown, 1992, pp. 

144-152). Although there is evidence for local efficacy (i.e. improved student engagement and 

learning outcomes) when DBR is employed, there is decidedly less evidence of positive results 

being replicated outside of the initial experiment; “cautious optimism” is advised (Anderson & 

Shattuck, 2012, p. 26). 
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Pursuant to these goals, DBR practitioners often employ a mixed-methods approach, 

drawing on data ranging from: survey, observation, pre/post testing procedures, group/individual 

interview, and researcher notes regarding procedural changes over time (Barab & Squire, 2004; 

Barab, Thomas, Dodge, Carteaux, & Tuzun, 2005).  A given DBR study, invariably examines 

the effects of an intervention that has been integrated into the classroom setting, be it a: 

theoretically-informed curriculum (Joseph, 2004), software designed to facilitate student 

investigation (Collective, 2003), or educational video games (Barab et al., 2005). The 

assumption is that whatever is brought into the classroom will be modified according to the 

contextual needs and feedback of the classroom; consequently it will undergo a process of 

“iterative refinement and continuous evolution”(Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 17). The 

research itself is conducted through the “lens of design”, such that they focus on “questions 

central to the design of the intervention itself. Designed artifacts are constructed such that they 

embody hypotheses about learning phenomena.” These investigations involve “evolution of the 

designed artifact”  and the refinement of research questions “whether they emerge from prior 

literature or from the design itself” (Joseph, 2004, p. 236). 

For both philosophical and practical reasons, DBR is predicated on a collaborative 

partnership between researchers, educators, and students. Researchers often take part in 

classroom activities, thus they are not “purely” researchers; participants directly (i.e. 

suggestions) and indirectly (i.e. researcher inferences based on observation) influence the design 
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of the intervention, thus they are not “purely” participants63 (Barab & Squire, 2004; Brown, 

1992). The guiding logic here, is that the “intervention” to an educational “problem” is 

exceedingly context sensitive. For a technological solution to be meaningful it must specifically 

address problems encountered by the educator; furthermore, in order to ensure that the prototype 

can have a life of its own after the researchers leave (i.e. greater “practical feasibility” of 

replication), the educator must be involved in the technical design process. This latter strategy is 

predicated on the belief that the application will need to undergo future modification in order to 

remain relevant to shifting educational needs, consequently the educator needs to have enough 

technical fluency with the application, such that she (or others like her) can modify it in the 

future (Barab et al., 2005).  

Although DBR was initially developed to explore theories of learning, derived from 

experimental psychology, in a naturalistic, classroom setting (Brown, 1992); however, 

researchers have argued that, as an approach, it is exceptionally well suited to pedagogic 

investigations of Activity Theory. The rationale for this, is that DBR, when it is based around 

interaction with a specific, purposed technology (or set of technologies), seeks to produce a 

“specific educational micro-culture” within the classroom by familiarizing students with specific 

set of technologies, and disposing them towards collective participation in an “activity system” 

(Bell, 2004). In this respect, the goal of the intervention may well exceed the classroom itself, 

enculturating students in various practices (e.g. technical, generic, etc.) associated with 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
63 Practitioners of a DBR variant, known as “socially responsive design” further blur this distinction between 
researcher and participants, asserting that a prototype should be co-designed, from (virtually) the point of inception, 
by the participants who would make use of it (Barab & Squire, 2004).  
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professions and disciplines (Bell, 2004; Joseph, 2004) and cultivating social engagement through 

said practices (Barab et al., 2005). Goals of this nature (i.e. connecting students with 

communities of practice) are common among educators of all disciplines; DBR as a practice, 

lends itself to pedagogy that draws on Activity Theory and (a subset of it) Expansive Learning. 

Within DBR the class structure itself is a sort of tool that ought to be refined by the instructor as 

contradictions are discovered, solutions sought, and new practices integrated.  

Connecting these methods to the course design / refinement: my objective was, through 

multiple iterations, to identify contradictions whereby the assigned work actively impeded 

intended class activity. While this may suggest an overall effort to streamline best practices, I 

would later find that specific forms of contradiction resembled inadequacy in that they directed 

students towards complex modes of engagement at times leading to divergent discoveries (i.e. 

learning a software as an element of game design, and realizing that they could use that software 

in another activity that was professionally relevant to them). I will go into greater detail about 

this phenomena in Chapter 7 and present a revised course (which has already been published) in 

Appendix 1, pursuant to goal 4 (i.e. replication / dissemination), as articulated by Brown (1992). 

 

Overview of Classroom Experiment 

The experiment ran through three iterations of a games studies course (i.e. upper division, 

communication) from Fall 2013 - Fall 2014. The first iteration (i, Fall 2013) was led by Dr. 

Taylor. I served as TA, present for 80% of the classes. The second iteration (ii, Spring 2014), 

was led again by Dr. Taylor, I served as a less involved TA (present for 20% of the classes, 

primarily oriented around game planning/design). The third iteration (iii, Fall 2014), was led by 

me. In the summer before the first iteration, Dr. Taylor and I developed a working syllabus for 
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the course, in which we formalized a teaching framework that would be replicated in i, ii, & 

iii.  This framework was designed to direct students through the planning and development of a 

videogame prototype (i.e. a short game or playable level), and ask them to reflect upon the 

experience after it was done. In this respect, each iteration of the course had four assignments in 

common:  

1. Perform a detailed evaluation of a single Game Development Environment (GDE);  

& perform a general review of all GDEs evaluated by the class. 

2. Plan the development of a game prototype/demo and select an appropriate GDE for its 

development. 

3. Develop a videogame prototype/demo using the selected GDE (which requires students 

to develop some degree of technical fluency with said GDE);  

& share the prototype with the class at a scheduled event. 

4. Compose a reflection about the work done to create the game, how work was delegated, 

what obstacles were encountered, and (retrospectively) how approaches should have been 

varied. 

The overarching goal of this project was to help students develop skills relating to 

planning, documentation, tool evaluation, and self-directed learning (specifically relating to 

technical proficiencies), by taking them through the game development process. After the 

process was completed, I realized the extent to which I had focused too heavily on the cultivation 

of functional (i.e. technical) and rhetorical literacies, without considering how students could 

integrate socially-critical elements into game design. Similarly, my concept of complex play 

emerged years after that data had already been gathered. Thus I found myself working with 

instruments that had not been adequately calibrated to my later research interests; none-the-less, 
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upon reviewing that data I was able to find traces of these phenomena, and with the rich datasets 

available to me, I was able to broadly articulate the conditions under which they emerged.  

I say that in order to explain why the modifications I applied to the later iterations of the 

course do not uniformly align with the theoretical interests and approaches to design that I have 

articulated in the previous chapters. I will now broadly explain the changes made to the course 

over time, in preparation for the data analysis that will follow in Chapter 7. However, when it is 

possible, I will attempt to connect course changes to pedagogic practices that may be of use for 

future instructors, without removing inadequacies that could be beneficial to student learning.  

 

Variations: Classroom Settings 

The first two iterations of the course were taught in a traditional classroom, and the 

course met twice a week. The third iteration of the course (led by me) was taught in a computer 

lab, and met three times a week. In both cases, the total credit hours of the course were identical. 

While the relocation to a computer lab was intentional, the shift to a course that met three times a 

week was a byproduct of lab availability. By virtue of having three meetings a week with 

students, I had the (structural) opportunity to reserve one day out of every week (usually Fridays) 

to lead students in game development or software tutorials. While it would have been possible to 

reserve a (nearly) equal amount of time for this activity in the 2/week meeting schedule, I found 

that the structure of the 3/week schedule made it easier to demarcate this time for design-driven 

workshops. I mean to call this a “serendipitous benefit” that emerged from a scheduling 

necessity, rather than a calculated research objective. 

The impetus behind moving the class into a computer lab was to ensure that more 

students had access to the game development Engines (GDEs) such as: Twine, Unity, Game 



  191 

 

Maker, Stencyl, and RPG Maker). During the first two iterations of the course, student remarks, 

both formal (i.e. reflections) and informal (i.e. student comments and instructor observations) 

drew our attention to problems of software access that lead to disruptions in prototype 

development. More specifically, student groups reported bottlenecks whereby one student had 

access to the GDE and all other students were responsible for developing assets that the “lead” 

student could then integrate. This matter will be covered in greater detail in the results and 

discussion section. However, this countermeasure did not entirely ameliorate this problem, as 

some student groups chose to work with a GDE that was not compatible with their computer’s 

OS. At best, the venue shift mitigated the problem to some extent.  

Moving into a computer lab is never without drawbacks. As noted by educational 

scholars, giving students access to computers in classrooms is something of a double edged 

sword: while it provides them with immediate access to technical resources, it can also create 

distraction if students choose to engage with material irrelevant to the course, during class time. 

As such, instructors are advised to diligently monitor students’ in-class computer behavior and 

redirect their attention, when necessary (Schmid, 2008). Anecdotally, this issue is nearly 

omnipresent in the modern classroom (if the instructor allows students to use 

computers/tablets/phones in class). The NCSU computer labs have screen surveillance features, 

which, from my perspective, make it far easier to monitor students’ digital activities and redirect 

when necessary. In labs without this feature, instructors may encounter greater difficulty. 

Another subtle, but perhaps substantial (as will be explored in results / discussion) 

difference between our classrooms had to do with the specific technology we brought in. Dr. 

Taylor generally brought both console and computer games into the classroom, whereas I 

favored computer games exclusively. Dr. Taylor would routinely wheel in one or more 
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televisions, while carrying in one or more consoles. In some cases, he or I would set up the game 

systems, but more frequently, students would take it upon themselves to set these up and 

disassemble/return them after the course was completed. 

Finally, During Fall of 2014 (i.e. third iteration), the CRDM program constructed a 

digital media lab (Circuit Studio), which my students were able to access for group meetings and 

late semester game development. As I had administrative access to the computers in Circuit 

Studio, I was able to install copies of all GDEs, while also including a number of peripheral 

assets (e.g. sprite design, sound design, vector based image software, etc.). Furthermore, as the 

computers were sufficiently powerful, I was able to install a number of games that students were 

able to use as objects for analysis or inspiration.  

Beyond this there were some notable differences in the readings assigned for each 

iteration. I provide a more detailed accounting of this Appendix II. In summary: I placed a 

greater emphasis on a mechanical, formal, understanding of games; Dr. Taylor placed a greater 

emphasis on games as social objects, situated within existing activity systems and social 

structures. Put in the language of Stuart Selber’s Multiliteracies: 

I devoted a greater portion of classroom time to the cultivation of “Technical” (i.e. 

working with specific software) and “Rhetorical” (i.e. practicing expression through the 

affordances provided the software)  literacies at the expense of “Critical Literacies” (i.e. 

discussion of games as situated objects deriving from social conditions and enforcing specific 

norms). This was not a factor we controlled for, so it remains entirely possible that variations in 

reading priority affected the manner in which students approached the videogame prototype. I 

have no way of determining how individual students engaged with readings, or how they 

impacted (if at all) the development of the prototypes. 
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Variations: Peripheral Assignments 

If we account for the assignments that were unrelated to the development of the 

prototype, we see a similar trend. 

Table 6.1: Grading Allocation Unrelated to Prototype 

Assignments (non-prototype) I II III 

Analysis of Game 10% 10% 10% 

Analysis/Observation of Gaming Practice 20% 15% 10% 

Short Topical Analysis (journal/presentation) 15% 15% 10% 

Twine Game N/A N/A 20% 

Participation 10% 10% 10% 

Total Grade Allocation: Non-Prototype 55% 50% 60% 
 

The work required of the student remained mostly consistent across each iteration of the 

course; with some internal variation. Notably, Dr. Taylor had students perform a more formal 

analysis of games “as objects” during a course midterm; I give the same task as a short essay. 

Similarly, Dr. Taylor instructed the students to keep a “Game Journal” in that asked them to 

engage with certain types of games, or to critically engage with them in a specific manner; I 

asked them to do the same, but deliver their results in “three presentations” as opposed to “five 

journal entries”. However, there were two areas where our projects deviated. Dr. Taylor’s course 

required students to perform qualitative research in the form of observation or participatory 

action, which they were then required to summarize and reflect upon said activity. In lieu of said 

activity, I required students to develop a brief, conversation driven game using a rudimentary 

development environment (i.e., a Twine game based around a spoken human interaction), in an 
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effort to introduce them to some principles of game design in a minimalist, low-stakes 

environment. 

Strictly speaking, the Twine game was not directly related to the production of the 

prototype. Though it was examined as a toolset during iterations I & II, no students (in those 

iterations) used Twine to make a game. My justification for including Twine will be discussed in 

greater detail below. Towards the production of this Twine game, I had devoted a non-trivial 

amount of lecture time, to sessions where I educated students on the core functionality of Twine, 

assembled two-three person development teams, and assisted them as they workshopped their 

games – and this speaks to a notable difference in the priorities between Dr. Taylors iterations 

and my own. Of the first 16 days of lecture, 7 were reserved for training, project pitching, group 

formation, and (Twine) game production; in a sense, modeling the more involved process of 

game design. 

 

Variations: Core Assignments, Overview 

These core assignments remained throughout all three iterations, but the exact prompts 

given to students, and the relative (course grade) weight given to each component, varied from 

term to term – as illustrated in the table below. 
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Table 6.2: Grading Allocation Related to Prototype Production 

Assignment I II III 

Analysis of A toolset 10% 15% 10% 

Game Pitch64 5% 5% 0% 

Design/Planning Docs 10% 10% 10% 

“Working” Prototype 10% 10% 10% 

Reflection 5% 5% 5% 

Presentation/Peer review 5% 5% 5% 

Total Grade Allocation: Prototype 45% 50% 40% 
 

Each iteration of the course allocated 40%-50% of the students’ total grade towards the 

development of the prototype, here split into a number of deliverables. However, I must note that 

grading priority is not, strictly speaking, equivalent to classroom priority, or assignment spacing. 

Reviewing each term, we can note the date in which each assignment was due, and from that, we 

can gather a relative sense of how dispersed (i.e. spread out over the term) each prototype 

development was. We may also wish to note how much of the available class time was actively 

devoted to prototype development, and the extent to which students were expected to perform 

other work while developing the prototype. 

For the development of the prototype, the first three stages (i.e. toolset, pitch, planning) 

don’t require actual game development, though they may involve some experimentation with a 

game development environment. It’s the period between planning and prototype delivery that 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
64 For iteration three, the pitch (single slide presentation) was a part of the planning document grade. 
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involves “game development” through the selected GDE. Focusing on this period specifically, 

we can get a sense of the duration (at least, partially) allotted for game development in each 

term: I) 36 days, 2) 42 days, 3) 25 days – in each case, 41-44% of the respective total time 

allocated for the project; meaning that in all cases, proportionately more time was allocated to 

research and planning activities than “nuts and bolts” development.  

Table 6.3: Game Design Timeline Relative to Other Coursework 

Assignment / Terms I II III 

Analysis of A toolset 17-Sep 31-Jan 17-Oct 

Game Pitch 3-Oct 6-Feb 22-Oct 

Design/Planning Docs 31-Oct 21-Mar 17-Nov 

“Working” Prototype 6-Dec 2-May 12-Dec 

Reflection 12-Dec 7-May 12-Dec 

Presentation/Peer review 13-Dec 7-May 17-Dec 

Total Days 87 96 56 

Active Readings 29 25 9 

Weeks devoted to workshopping 3 2 3 

Readings Per Week of Development 2.3 1.8 1.1 

Percentage of workshop time 24% 26% 37% 
 

The above table paints an incomplete picture with regards to “workshopping days”; 

during all iterations, students were given the end of the class period to work with their group on 

the prototype – if these semi-regular “workshopping” periods were accounted for, the disparity 

of time allocated to this activity (across the three iterations) could be proportionally reduced. 

However, given the ad-hoc nature of this allocation (i.e. students were given time to work on the 
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project after other activities were completed) it is hard to approximate how much time was 

allocated for workshopping on non-designated days.  

This still paints a somewhat incomplete picture of things. As detailed in the previous 

section, I asked students to compose a Twine game in-lieu of other activities. While some of that 

time was dedicated to formal discussions of gamic characteristics and how (historically) the 

genre of interactive fiction emerged, I also dedicated a non-trivial amount of time to teaching my 

students how program with Twine, and reserved one day of each week (during this period) for 

students to work on their Twine games. If we consider all activities related to the production of 

the Twine game (i.e. the first project that I assigned to my students) as “workshop days”, then, of 

the 42 class days, 18 days were dedicated (in one form or another) to the guided development 

games or the planning activities upon which their development is predicated: 42% of class time 

or x1.5 – x2 the amount of time that Dr. Taylor devoted to analogous activities. 

Tabling discussions of the Twine games for now,  the prevailing differences in the 

scheduling of game design activity, between Dr. Taylor’s classes (i1, i2) and my own (i3) can be 

productively described in terms of compression and focus. Comparatively speaking, the game 

development activity that appeared in i3, relative to i1 - i2, was more: 

Compressed, in that the larger activity of game design happened in a smaller span of time. 

Focused, during the development period, students had fewer readings and assignment 

obligations within the class. Furthermore, the assigned readings concerned game design and 

development, and were thus, directly applicable to the task at hand.  

I make no judgment as to the “superiority” of one approach or the other; as such a focus 

came at the exclusion of other activities: potentially, analytic and/or critical. I mean only to 

characterize two dimensions, by which we can understand differences in course arrangement and 
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priority. Furthermore, it bears repeating that this occurred with a (multidisciplinary) 

communication class, more oriented towards media studies than game design.   

Variations: Exploration of Toolset 

The number of GDEs that we allowed students to interact with, shrank over time. This 

was an intentional feature of the experiment’s design, as we wanted to explore a large assortment 

of GDEs in the first iteration of the course, refining the list based on student selection and 

outcome. For the Toolset assignment, students were asked to investigate a GDE : reviewing its 

key features, the communities that utilize it, and the games that have been made from it. Students 

were not required to make games (i.e. Working Prototype assignment) with the GDE they 

investigated. Rather, the students were required to give the class a brief presentation on their 

toolset, write up a 3-5 page documentation guide, and share said guide with the class. The 

purpose of this exercise was three-fold: 

1. Giving the students first-hand experience researching game design software. 

2. Developing reference materials (itself an exercise in documentation) for the class. 

3. Performing research that would benefit future iterations of the game studies course. 

For the first iteration of the course, 18 GDEs were examined. This “first list” of GDEs was 

developed using a three step process:  

1.  Before the course began, I compiled the first list of GDEs using a combination of 

resources: Wikipedia’s entry for “Game integrated development environments”, forum 

posts from the “Game Development” Stack Exchange, and informal conversations had 

with colleagues in the field. From these efforts, I developed a list of 11 possible 

environments that students could use, designed to accommodate numerous genres of 

game production (e.g., action, RPG, card, adventure, interactive fiction). 
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2. After the first month of class, I reviewed student survey responses about prior experience 

making games and modding games. The questions asked students to specify what 

tools/GDEs they used in this process. Based on these responses, I identified 5 additional 

GDEs, suitable for the toolset documentation assignment. 

3. In the week before students were assigned toolsets to study, Dr. Taylor and I showed 

them the preliminary list (based on actions 1 & 2), and asked them if there were any 

additional GDEs (not included) that they would like to work with. From this solicitation, 

we identified 2 additional GDEs, which brought our first iteration total to 18. 

Two weeks before the Toolset Assignment was due, we facilitated the selection of 

toolsets to students. If a student had an interest in reviewing a particular GDE, we tried to assign 

that student to the GDE; in most cases however, we randomly assigned GDEs to students. Every 

GDE had at least one student assigned to it; however, we assigned two students to GDEs that we 

were particularly interested in (e.g. Twine, Construct, Inform 7, Game Crafter, Adventure Game 

Studio, Flixel). Furthermore, each student was responsible for producing their own 

documentation (i.e. the assignment was individual rather than group/partner).  

Rather than holding off until Chapter 7, I think it prudent to discuss which tool sets ended 

up getting used by students and how this informed our decision to reduce GDE/toolset options in 

later course iterations. Despite the fact that 18 GDE’s were reviewed by students, student groups 

(of the first iteration) elected to work with only 4 GDEs (Inform 7, Game Maker, Stencyl, & 

Unity) for their final projects. Based on first iteration exit surveys (n = 8), we found that only a 

minority of respondents (n = 3) reported using one of the toolset documents as a point of 

reference; overwhelmingly, they relied on online instructions and assistance from 

instructors/classmates. During the game design weeks, I went around the classroom, noting what 
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sorts of technical reference material I saw on student screens. I observed only two instances 

where groups had a Toolset Document open, during the in class group activities. 

This by itself would seem to suggest that the Toolset Document was not useful as a 

reference material; however, this must be taken beside the fact that only 15% of students ended 

up working on a project that employed a GDE which they examined (for the purposes of the 

Toolset Document); while 55% ended up working with a GDE that someone in their group had 

examined.  From this data, it becomes clear that the larger activity (i.e. sharing information about 

available toolsets) was valuable as a means of exposing students to affordances of each toolset, 

even if the (student) documentation (of said toolsets) was less so. 

In an effort to unpack why the students weren’t using the Toolset Documents as 

references, we discovered a number of problems: 

• Access: we used Dropbox as a means of sharing folders; however, it became clear to us 

that some students had minimal interaction with Dropbox on a regular basis 

• Fragmentation: within the shared, Dropbox, toolset folder, the documents were suffixed 

with the toolset names and prefixed with the student names. Thus the naming conventions 

themselves lent themselves to a sort of clutter. 

• Redundancy: Because all the documents were built of a common assignment, there both 

a great deal of redundancy in what they presented (e.g. homepage, official 

documentation, OS compatibility, etc.), such that if a reader were to read multiple 

documents (referring to the same toolset), they would immediately encounter redundant 

information, which might dissuade them from reading further. 

• Variability of Appearance: despite responding to a common assignment, there was no 

formal template; thus two documents with nearly identical information might look, 
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because of heading/chunking techniques, like different documents — thus it would be 

more difficult to quickly skim past redundant information in order to find novel 

information. 

• Variability of Quality:  some students developed thoughtful headings, supplemented 

with links (e.g. example games, forum locations), while other students did little beyond 

(perhaps unintentionally) plagiarizing the GDE’s marketing material and official 

description. 

These problematic trends were not fully appreciated until after the second iteration. We 

were able to recognize that our breadth vs depth approach (assigning 18 GDEs), created a 

situation where we, as instructors had minimal familiarity with the tools themselves, and were 

unable to provide consistent (tool agnostic) guidance to students. In an effort to address this 

problem, and direct students towards more generally applicable GDEs, during i2, we winnowed 

the list of GDEs down to 6. In an effort to address the problems of fragmentation and access, we 

consolidated the student documents into “Mega Reports” whereby one document held all 

(individually) produced documents associated with a given GDE. Despite revising the 

assignment prompt, we still encountered some problems with regards to Variability of 

Appearance, with specific regards to headings, the order in which information was presented, 

and the manner in which it was detailed (paragraphs, bulleted lists, freestanding text, etc.). As we 

did not edit the individual documents before compiling them into Mega Reports, we still 

encountered the problem of redundant information, which made it more difficult to identify 

unique differences between the reports — a signal to noise ratio problem, more or less. Despite 

these modifications, the second iteration exit surveys (n = 8) still indicated that only a minority 

of the students made use of the toolset documents (n = 2). 
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By the third iteration, I made two significant changes to the Toolset Document 

Assignment: 

• Establishing a fixed template, using GoogleDocs, that would standardize the organization 

and appearance of all the reports. 

• Changing the assignment from individual to group, such that for each toolset there was a 

single robust document (an effort to address issues of variation in quality) with minimal 

redundant information. 

Based on exit surveys performed by the third iteration students, these changes coincided 

with an increase in student utilization of the Toolset Documents: of the 15 student exit surveys, 7 

students reported using a Toolset Document (47%). As an instructor, I believe the documents of 

the third iteration were of a superior quality than those produced in the first two iterations, 

mainly because they were more comprehensive in their descriptions and links to prior art made 

with the GDE. However, I must also note that the group production of a better document, is by 

no means an indicator that all group members derive greater benefits from its production. While 

students generally report that they learn more and produce better products through group work, 

the problem of unequal group-member contribution remains something of a perennial hobgoblin 

(Bently & Warwick, 2013).  
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Table 6.4: Toolset Examination and Use by Term 
 

I II III Total 

Tool Sets Examined 18 6 4* 18 

Games Made 7 7 5* 19 

Tool Sets Used 4 4 4* 5* 

% Students Using Toolset Examined 15% 22% 06% 15% 

% Students Using Toolset Group Member Examined 55% 70% 20% 52% 

 

Table 6.5: Toolset Use for Game Production by Term 

GDE Used Term 1 Term 2 Term 3 Total 

Game Maker 2 0 1 3 

Inform 7 3 1 0 4 

RPG Maker 0 1 1 2 

Stencyl 1 3 2 6 

Twine65 0* 0* 5* 5* 

Unity 1 1 1 3 
 
*For Term III, all students were required to use Twine for an earlier course project. If these 
projects are also tallied, then the number of toolsets used increases by 1, and the number of 
games produced increases by 5. 
 
 
Variations: Pitch 

In each iteration of the course, students were independently responsible for creating 

“game pitches” in which they proposed a simple game (by virtue of its mechanics, thematic 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
65 In Term III, all students were required to use Twine for an earlier course project. If these projects are also tallied, 
then the number of toolsets used increases by 1, and the number of games produced increases by 5. 
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elements, and existing analogs) and indicated which GDE they felt would be most appropriate 

for its construction. For the first iteration, we thought it productive to replicate in our game 

design project, elements that we had observed at the 2013 Global Game Jam (GGJ)66.  At these 

events, groups of students (and outside individuals interested in game design) tried to produce a 

working game in 48 hours (see GGJ for more details). Furthermore, as the event begins, the hosts 

provide participants with a unifying theme around which they are asked to develop games, as a 

way of engendering some common elements to the games produced by disparate groups around 

the world. Emulating this approach, we gave students four thematic options (e.g. failure, 

exclusion, blindness, hunger), with the instruction that they would need to (loosely) integrate into 

their games, built with one the GDEs researched by the class. As a means of kick-starting group 

formation, among Terms 1 & 2, students were responsible for: producing a ~250 word proposal 

and delivering a 2 minute pitch/presentation for their game idea. After these pitches, the students 

would self-select projects based on shared interests, with each team consisting of ideally 3-4 

students.  

For the Term 2, we were able to form 4 groups fairly quickly, but this left nearly a dozen 

students in a sort of project limbo, where students were unable to join the more popular groups, 

unable to secure their classmates' interest in their own projects, while remaining reluctant to join 

other projects. Dr. Taylor and I assumed this was an activity that could be sorted in a day or two; 

the reality was, after nearly two weeks, we had to allow both very small teams (2 students) and 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
66 Dr. Taylor and I served as chaperones during these events (NCSU GGJ 2013-14) and collected student feedback 
about their backgrounds and experiences in an effort to make the event more accessible and inclusive. Informally, 
we used some of this data to shape game design activities in our class. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Global_Game_Jam


  205 

 

larger teams (4 students) in order to move the process along. Based on classroom observation 

and a later evaluation of the prototypes these groups produced (discussed in greater detail in 

results), we found the larger teams to be less productive (relative to quantity and quality of work 

generated) than either 2 or 3 person teams; on the basis of this experience, we revised the 

process. 

For the Term 2, we directed our efforts towards assembling teams of 3-4 students, 

quickly and decisively. At the start of the class, students handed a copy of their pitches to Dr. 

Taylor, while holding onto their own copy for reference during the pitch presentations. I took to 

feverishly entering each student's pitch (i.e. title, author, proposed GDE, keywords) into a 

qualtrics survey, while Dr. Taylor directed the class. After the presentations were done, students 

were asked to take a qualtrics survey in which they listed three games, other than their own, 

which they were interested in. I analyzed the results, marking the five games with the most votes 

as safe, the next five as possible, and all other pitches were dropped from the survey. We 

informed the students who proposed the top 5, that their games would be made, and that they did 

not need to participate in the next round of surveys; furthermore, we allowed them to pick one 

student they wanted to work with. At this point, we asked all other students to submit a survey in 

which they selected (in a ranked order list) the three games which they would like to work on. 

We assigned students to the safe games by order of ranked preference. We were unable to place 

all students initially, but we were able to sort this with a final runoff using the 3 ''possible” games 

that had the highest weighted scores (i.e first choice = 3, second = 2, third = 1).  Despite its 

efficiency, we found this method to be problematic for the following reasons: 

1. Impulsivity: The speed with which we completed this activity foreclosed on the 

possibility of more measured discussion about approach, feasibility, and ideal team 
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composition amongst the students. Though we facilitated the timely division of teams, we 

did not help students to consider what their roles would be or whether or not they were 

well suited for these roles. 

2. Speaker Bias: the students who were more competent speakers attracted more students to 

their pitches. As a corollary, two students who advanced particularly thoughtful and 

feasible approaches, but were very nervous in their presentations, were overlooked by 

their peers. This problem was solidified by our (conceptually democratic) approach: 

ensuring the top 5 were safe and the bottom ~10 were immediately dropped from 

consideration.  

3. Tunnel Vision: the underlying labor of quickly entering student information into a 

survey, distributing it to students, reporting results, and then revising the survey for 

runoff selection, produced a situation where Dr. Taylor and I were so occupied by 

moving the process along, that we were unable to communicate with each other (for any 

sustained duration) during the class. Thus while we both observed the problem of (2) 

simultaneously, he didn’t recognize our shared consensus of that problem, and we did not 

intervene. Put simply: we focused on what was working, at the expense of ignoring what 

was not working. 

 

In i3, I modified the pitch exercise, and spread the activity over three days (i.e. one 

week). The process was as follows. Students were required to develop a single slide detailing 

their game (i.e. title, theme, proposed engine), in addition to filling out a shared class document 

(GoogleDocs). The document required students to describe the following: title/premise, selected 

theme and its relation to the gameworld, basic mechanics of the game, and the skills their team 
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would need. After the presentations, students were encouraged to coordinate with each other, 

with the expectation that teams would be finalized in the next class session. A project was 

accepted when it had 3-4 team members who could satisfy the expected skill requirements (or 

were willing to learn so that they could). After this was done, the teams were responsible for 

collaboratively building a planning document and milestone schedule for the final project — 

with the expectation that this document could be changed later one.  I found this approach to 

team formation more relaxed and measured than the prior efforts; however, it was not without 

fault.  

Up until this point, students had at least three opportunities to collaborate (Twine Game, 

Toolset Document, and at least one Class Presentation); furthermore, students were awarded 1% 

extra credit, if they partnered up with a different student for each of their three Class 

Presentations. While I cannot account for all the factors at play, as an objective outcome, one 

group ended up being composed of the three weakest students (by virtue of both their current 

grades and their final grades). Two of the students were friends from before the class; the third 

student was intelligent and erudite, but had immense difficulty completing assignments. In short, 

a consequence of this project selection / team building approach, lead to a new problem: 

4. Sacrificial Group: if students with the most viable projects are given the ability to select 

which students they want on their teams (on the basis of the skills/habit they possess), the 

activity can produce a case where the least able students are put into a position where 

they are forced to consolidate into a single group, regardless of the skills they possess. 

This issue will be all the more compounded, if these students also happen to be low 

performing. By allowing this composition, I helped “set a group up for failure”. Here 

again, this is a problem of Tunnel Vision: my own inability to recognize a specific 
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problem (which would require a specific intervention) because the general process 

appeared to be working successfully. 

 
Variations: Planning Documents 

In the early stages of game design, we required students to construct planning documents 

detailing their proposed game and the features it would include. As instructors, Dr. Taylor and I 

used these documents as a way of guiding students along the development process; largely, as a 

means of discussing their intentions beside the realities of production, such that we could 

productively talk to them about overly ambitious goals and the perils of “scope creep”. The 

planning assignment template was identical for iterations one and two, but it was revised, and a 

timeline component was added to it, for iteration three. 

The planning document assignment for Terms 1 & 2 consisted of 17 questions (See 

Appendix 4). If these questions were broken down categorically, students were asked to discuss 

their proposed game in relation to the following criteria: 

1. Thematic (i.e. which assigned theme is the game engaging with and how) 

2. Audience* (i.e. intended audience and message to group) 

3. Mechanics* (i.e. basic game mechanics and their relation to theme) 

4. Toolset (i.e. which toolset will be used, what features will be leveraged) 

5. Resources (i.e. premade assets, guides, reference material) 

6. Goals* (i.e. intentions end project, collective obligations) 

7. Goal Revision (i.e. scaling project scope) 

8. Responsibilities (i.e. individual obligations within project) 

9. Adjustments* (i.e. changes in project proposal since the initial “game pitch”) 



  209 

 

Following the second iteration of the course, I had the opportunity to review and revise 

the assignment prompt for this assignment. Unlike the previous component (Pitch Assignment), 

where Dr. Taylor and I plainly observed problems with the activity, the problems with this 

assignment were more subtle. As student teams were responding to prompts, there was a 

reasonable degree or organizational variation, but most students provided all of the content that 

we requested (via the prompt). In the summer before the third iteration, I reviewed the planning 

document in an effort to spot “wasted questions” and “missing opportunities”. During this review 

I noted problems across four of the themes (marked with asterisks above, with parenthetical 

references below).  

1. Homogeneous Audience (2): students conceived of their prototypes as “class projects”. 

To this end, they were designing games that could be played and related to by their peers. 

Given the scope of the project, and the fact that only a minority of students in the course 

had stated desires to make games professionally, these responses were understandable. 

2. Irreconciliation (6, 3): in the more ambitious projects, students took pains to describe 

the social/technical factors that they observed around a lived activity (e.g. professional 

photography), but their documentation did not mechanically reconcile the elements of the 

activity with the capabilities (accessible to the students) of their selected toolset. In these 

cases, students were able to vividly describe what they would like to do, rather than 

articulating a plan for how they would use the tool/resources at their disposal in order to 

build a game. This will be discussed in greater detail in the results section. 

3. Missing Schedules (6): as instructors, we did not (explicitly) ask that teams produce 

timelines; consequently, only a minority of groups took it upon themselves to produce an 

(informal) timeline for production. While students certainly possessed some informal 
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idea of when the project would need to be done, we as instructors did not have a definite 

way of perceiving or “reality-checking” this idea.  

4. Inadequate Opportunities (9): in effect, we were asking students to reflect on changes 

they’ve had to make to their project since the pitch, but before they received feedback 

from the instructors. While students were able to report changes begot from group 

discussion, they did not have adequate time to discover problems relating to the toolset or 

otherwise digest (written) feedback from us. In this regard, we needed to give the 

students more time. 

I employed the following countermeasures to address problems of... 

1. Missing Schedules by replacing the assignment prompt with a document template and 

including a project timeline that students were to fill out.  

2. Homogeneous Audience by removing the question entirely. While this removed all 

homogenous answers, it also foreclosed a possibility for critical reflection, as questions of 

audience naturally lend themselves to discussions of value, convention, access, etc. Had I 

to do it again, I would include questions about hypothetical audiences (if the game were 

fully realized) in Reflection Assignment.   

3. Irreconciliation by modifying the questions so that they were specific regarding: player 

avatar, rendered game world, avatar movement, and avatar action. Regarding theme, I 

asked students to explain how the game’s “aesthetics (audio, visual, & narrative)” would 

communicate theme; in this way, I meant to minimize exploration of theme through 

action. At this point, I was more familiar with each of the toolsets, and the basic forms of 

avatar action that players could facilitate using the basic tools available to them (within 

the toolset). 2D visuals are (relatively) easy to develop/import, and narrative is 



  211 

 

(relatively) easy to script/integrate. In contrast, the development of new actions and 

behaviors (often) requires sophisticated coding. I instructed students to use the basic 

GDE features when exploring these themes, and dissuaded (most of) them from 

attempting to develop new mechanical features for their games (exceptions will be 

discussed later). 

4. Inadequate Opportunities by relocating questions about changes in scope and counter-

historical approaches to problems (i.e. doing it again, differently). With these questions 

now appearing in the Reflection Assignment.  I divided the project into three weeks 

(structural change, below) 

a. Over the course of one week, students give pitches,  form teams, and develop a 

preliminary planning document (Q1-12), housed in a GoogleDoc. 

b. Students work on developing the game for one week. Instructor provides feedback 

on team plans and adds Q13-15 to the planning document for students to fill out.  

c. Students continue working on the game, read instructor feedback, revise their plan 

accordingly and respond to Q13-15. 

By partitioning the activities in this manner and involving the planning document in all 

three activities, I ensured that the planning document would develop naturally over this 

period.  All GoogleDocs possess a version history that passively records changes. This history 

passively archives the various phase portraits of the documents evolution/modification, which I 

will use later for analysis. 

Based on my experiences with prior projects (which will be covered in greater detail in 

the results and discussions sections), I found that it was easier for students to describe a game 

that was far too complex for them to develop in a few months. However, I recognized that 
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students enjoyed this imaginative/creative activity. Consequently, I asked students to be strategic 

with their time, classifying gamic elements into two categories: 1) those that will be present in 

the prototype, and 2) those that we would like to realize if we were to develop them in a larger 

game. This was a polite way of asking students to reflect on the feasibility of their proposal, and 

save interesting (but far too time consuming, ideas) for a different project. Finally, I asked the 

teams what parts of the coming project made them anxious. 

In summary, the planning documents for iterations 1 & 2 were nearly identical; the 

planning documents for iteration 3 were substantially modified. While all three documents have 

thematically similar questions, those of iteration 3 were asked after more time had passed, and 

they required active revision on the parts of the students. 

 

Variations: Prototype Development 

As I indicated in “Variations: Core Assignments” although each course iteration 

contained similar assignments there was significant variation along two axes:  

1. Temporality: the span of time over which the project could be considered “active” 

2. Concentration: the degree to which students were asked on “other 

assignments/readings” while the project was active. 

The game development activities were spread over a longer period of time for iterations 1 

(87 days) and 2 (96 days), then iteration 3 (56 days). The relative concentration of these 

activities, during the period when the core assignments were active, was greater for iteration 3 in 

terms of class time developed to workshopping (37%), reduced reading assignments (1.1 per 

week), and fewer simultaneous class assignments (n = 1), than it was for iterations 1 (24% 
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workshop time, 2.3 readings, 3 assignments) and 2 (26% workshop time, 1.8 readings, 3 

assignments).   

Reviewing team size for the game development project 

• For iteration 1, we  had 7 teams, consisting of 3 (n=1) or 4 (n=6) members 

• For iteration 2, we had 6 teams, consisting of 3 (n=1) or 4 (n=5) members. 

• For iteration 3, we had 5 teams, consisting of  2 (n=2*), 3(n=2),  or 4 (n=1) members.  

*The two member teams were not intentional: in one case, a student withdrew from the 

course altogether, in the other case, student had to take an incomplete — finishing their 

coursework the following year. 

In these respects, the average team for iterations 1&2 consisted of 4 students; whereas, the 

average team for iteration 3 consisted of 3 students. Iteration 3 differed in one other significant 

respect: I was able to reserve Circuit Studio for weekends at the end of the course, using it as a 

lab space for students during “crunch time” at the end of term, when the game prototypes were 

developed. I adopted this practice following my experience at the 2013-14 NCSU GGJ. There I 

saw students engaged in protracted discussion for hours, before they were able to fully articulate 

the components of the project to each other; however, once this was done, it seemed easier for all 

the team members to “get on the same page” and begin producing the various assets that the 

game would need. These observations left me with the distinct impression that my own students 

might benefit from a similar experience, without wanting to subject them to sleep deprivation.  

To this end, I reserved the Circuit Studio for the two Saturdays before the prototypes 

were due: 10am - 8pm.  All but one team attended at least one of these extended workshops, with 

three teams attending both workshops. For the last workshop, two teams came with all their 

members and worked >6 hours on the projects. I paid for soda, snacks, and pizza. The teams that 
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came, got a lot of work done during this period; in one case, I believe that I saw ~70% of the 

content for a game (relative to the finished project that I received) get developed during a period 

where all group members were present and working. I must note that the highest performing 

team (relative to final project grade and member course grades) did not attend either of these 

workshops — nor by any accounts did they need to. 

 

Variations: Prototype Reflections 

For all iterations of the course, after submitting their prototypes to the instructor and 

sharing them with the class, students were required to formally reflect on the work they did, the 

challenges they encountered, and skills they felt they learned from the experience. For iterations 

1 & 2, students composed this reflective document as a group; for iteration 3, students composed 

the reflections individually — though one group did not understand this, and still submitted the 

assignment as a group. 

Thematically, all the reflective document assignment prompts queried the students about 

their decision to use a specific toolset, the thematic component their prototype engaged with, and 

the specific manner of the engagement.  

 

Difference: The Twine Game 

In Terms 1 & 2, Twine was presented to students as a GDE they could select to work 

with (though no teams did). In Term 3, all my students were required to produce a rudimentary 

Twine game for their first assignment, and they were not allowed to use Twine as a GDE for the 

prototype assignment. 
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I was first introduced to Twine in Term 1, during a parallel activity in which Dr. Taylor 

and I partnered with a CS faculty and two of their graduate students, in an effort to make the 

NCSU Global Game Jam more accessible to non-CS majors and women in general (regarding 

this effort, See Sarah Evan’s dissertation). One of our collaborators had extensive experience 

teaching game design with Twine, evangelizing it as a rudimentary interface, though which 

people could make simple, accessible games — more precisely, Interactive Fiction. 

Twine 1.x was a standalone application that generated a single, complex HTML 

document with embedded CSS and JS. The interface was node driven: a player was said to be 

active in a node (e.g. a room), such that while they were within said node, they were able to see 

all (non-hidden) elements within said node. A barebones game might create a maze that could be 

traversed, or a linear (perhaps branching) narrative. Using basic markup, one could imbed 

images or audio clips into a Twine game, but one could not facilitate 2D motion of any kind. So 

while one could easily create a “choose your own adventure” game, one couldn’t (without 

dedicated art) render a Pacman level (a common tutorial among many GDEs). 

Prior to Term 3, I had brought Twine into several workshops and one classroom (where I 

was instructor of record). The majority of the games I received were “Party Simulators” of one 

form or another, with one murder mystery and one breakup. The breakup game (whose setting 

was a party) largely consisted of an argument between a man and a woman over a past infidelity; 

the endings (i.e. terminal nodes) concerned either a breakup, or a continuation of the relationship 

(albeit through misdirection). Building off this experience, I asked my i3 students to create (in 

teams of two or three) a Twine game set in “a conversation that goes bad”. Reviewing this 
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assignment67, I can identify a latent effort on my part to push the students towards games that 

could leverage lived experiences. 

My intention was two-fold, I wanted to integrate all of Selber’s Multiliteracies (i.e. 

functional/technical, critical, and rhetorical) into one assignment, and I wanted that assignment 

to model the activity of game design (e.g. planning, coordination, implementation, and 

familiarity with basic programming/markup) early on in the class, in the hopes that students 

would become better prepared to design a more complex game later in the course. In the results 

section, I will more adequately detail what my students produced, and if/how that experience 

mapped onto development of the prototype game.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
67 For reference if necessary, here is an overview of what the Twine project consisted of (deliverables 1, 2, & 3) and 
how it was presented to the class: 

1. A Twine game concerning a conversation (between two, principal agents) that has the potential to go 
terribly wrong; with the formal stipulations that only one action could occur in a given playthrough. This 
game was evaluated in terms of:  

a. Dialogue quality and character plausibility; in cases where characters had historical/fictional 
analogues, I evaluated the extent to which the student’s articulation of said character/motive 
matched with known representations.  

b. Structural complexity, more specifically: forking and dynamic (i.e. composed of elements that 
change on the basis of other factors) nodal structures, as opposed to primarily linear structures. 

c. Code sophistication or the presence of hidden options triggered by changes in a variable. As a 
specific part of the assignment, students were required to make use of variables in interesting ways 
that would flavor the narrative experience. # 

d. Aesthetic Development, from the HTML/CSS styling of the game layout/text, to the integration of 
audio or graphical elements (e.g. a song playing in the background, the sound of a gunshot, the 
reddening and vibration of selected text). 

2. A collaboratively written planning document which detailed the game’s scenario, the principal characters, 
key points, and possible outcomes (with the explicit expectation that there must be more than one).  

3. A change log, linked to in the planning document which recorded student contributions and the gradual 
development of the twine game. 

In conjunction with this assignment, I asked students to read Anna Anthropy’s chapters on Twine. In as much as 
these chapters are about the formal production of Twine games, they also detail how she expressed herself through 
time, during the period of transition. I likewise assigned Zoe Quinn’s depression quest, as an example of Twine 
story that conveyed deeply personal experiences, while expressing some aspects of these experiences through 
mechanical constraints: i.e. depression creates circumstances where a person is able to perceive remedies (portrayed 
as visible choices) but is unable to act upon them (the choice fades as one does to select it). An iteration upon this 
assignment can be found in Appendix I. 
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Comparing the Twine games to the prototype, given that all the games were driven by 

interactions between people (in one case, a person and an AI), each of them in some way allowed 

players to leverage their lived experiences, thus connecting them to some level of social realism. 

One group took this project in an interesting direction: they made the scenario (an argument 

between a couple) playable from either perspective, such that the space of the gameworld was 

uniform, but the standpoint one occupied within it was variable. I didn’t adequately recognize 

this until I completed my analysis of This War of Mine, but I now recognize it as an almost 

essential element to the creation of socially-critical games, as the variability of standpoint as a 

function destabilizes the very idea of an objective gameworld. This will become an important 

element in the following chapter (Classroom Data Analysis & Appendix 1). 

Upon reflection, there is an inherent messiness to DBR, such that it exists more as a 

practice of abductive than deductive reasoning. Although the iterations allowed (as is often, 

simply the byproduct of teaching) me to identify contradictions in activities that could be 

remedied by different scaffolding, I simultaneously believe that my efforts at refinement led to 

the exclusion of elements (i.e. data produced by students) that I would later regret. Nonetheless, 

it left me with a dataset that was rich enough that I was able to return to it years after the fact, 

with new theories in mind, and discover elements that spoke to them. As I move into a more 

rigorous analysis of the classroom data in the next chapter, I will focus on the work of game 

design, and how that core activity relates to other secondary activities throughout the class. 

Though much of this chapter will pertain directly to the work of my class, I will employ a 

somewhat counterintuitive method wherein I use patterns in quantitative data to identify sites of 

qualitative interests — and I believe this method could be of use to other practitioners of DBR. 

  



  218 

 

CHAPTER 7 

Analysis of Classroom Data 

In this chapter, I will examine how the process of game development (inclusive of 

planning and asset generation) affects students’ perceptions of their own technical and 

collaborative skills, while also probing at activities of production that led to more critical (e.g. 

socially realist) modes of inquiry. After discussing broader trends in the data, I will unpack game 

design as somewhat analogous to complex play, paying specific attention to how students 

respond to inadequacy, and how its presence can create opportunities for productive forms of 

divergence. This will culminate in some (possibly counterintuitive) educational praxis. From 

here, I will look at how the obstacles students encountered in the game design activity that 

actively prevented them from producing the socially-critical games they had intended (i.e. 

contradictions), while comparing these to the approach taken by an exemplar group, that 

developed a game more based around the idea of place than a set of actions. Through an analysis 

of their work, I will call attention to a strategy of virtual placemaking, which can function as a 

framework for future instructors interested in guiding non-CS students into critical game design. 

The data reviewed in this chapter consists of: pre/post survey response (containing Likert 

and free response questions), student planning documents, student designed games, and 

reflective documents about the general process and what was learned from it, and recorded 

observations I made during and after instruction.  Though the survey data demonstrates some 

trends, the sample size is small and in no way random; furthermore, changes in the class mean 

that there is no uniform treatment. Beyond this, because of varying sophistication among the 

GDEs, we have a heterogeneous set of end products (i.e. games), many of which were predicated 

on very different production activities.  
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With this in mind, I use the survey data as a means of identifying noteworthy cases (e.g. 

great success and failures) suitable for more in depth qualitative analysis. As such, my analysis 

will often begin with a discussion of the quantitative data, noting points of interest, then chasing 

down the qualitative data that are associated with the quantitative data points. In taking this 

approach, my goal is to better account for the specifics of the situations where groups report 

success or failure.  

In line with Design-Based-Research, my goal is to use this data to produce replicable 

scaffolding for game design, suitable for replication humanities classrooms, in a manner that 

evenly emphasizes multiliteracy development. As such, the purpose of this chapter is to identify 

cases of student success, relative to the three dimensions of multiliteracy, perform an in depth 

analysis of the specific activities they engaged in, and extract general principles from these 

activities. With these general principles accounted for, the final chapter will apply these 

principles and the theoretical framework of the prior chapters in practical terms, to a flexible and 

replicable course design. 

As intimated in the previous chapter, almost a decade passed between the initial 

collection of the data and this presentation of results. The study as I initially envisioned it, was 

principally concerned with game design as a means of acquiring diverse technical literacies. This 

is reflected in the survey instrument itself, wherein the majority of the likert questions and 

several of the free responses emphasize (what Selber refers to as) functional literacies, while 

neglecting critical and rhetorical literacies. As a consequence of this design, I can only look to 

non-quantitative data for evidence of applied (socially) critical or rhetorical technique: i.e. 

reflections, plans, and the games themselves. Although the data itself is older, I do not believe 

that five years will meaningfully depreciate the pedagogic value of its insights.  
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Survey Development & Contents 

During each of the three iterations, students were asked to complete entrance surveys 

(distributed in the first week of class) and exit surveys (distributed after finals were due). 

Participation in the study was optional. Participants received +1% extra credit to their final grade 

for completing the surveys. We ensured that, in each iteration, students had other options for 

extra credit, so that non-participating students were not penalized. As a consequence, many 

students elected to forgo them; likewise, because of end-of-semester fatigue, more students 

tended to complete the entrance survey than the exit survey (with Fall 2014 being an exception). 

Additionally, a number of students submitted the survey anonymously; in cases where this was 

accidental (a defect of the survey design), I was able to retroactively assign a name to the data 

based on unique descriptive factors they provided. However, there were some responses that I 

was unable to identify. Ultimately, this left me with a population of 18 students for which I had 

the pre/post survey data from which I could measure change in perceptions of competency. 

Table 7.1: Survey Responses 

Surveys 
Returned 

Fall, 
2013 

Spr., 
2014 

Fall, 
2014 

Total Sub-T, 
Named 

Sub-T, 
Anon 

Intake 22 14 12 48 36 12 

Exit 8 8 14 31 26 5 

Parity (In & 
Ex) 

5 5 8 18 
 

 

In preparation for the first Game Studies iteration (Fall 2013), Dr. Taylor and I developed 

a set of questions based on our own experiences with game design, specifically: the difficulties 

we encountered selecting appropriate software, working through a complicated design process, 

and handling bugs as we encountered them. From these personal accounts of our own 
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experiences, we described an agnostic set of competencies (i.e. not exclusively related to game 

design) that we developed/improved upon, while designing games. From these recollections, we 

developed a set of 10 (5 point) Likert Scale Survey questions, which, broadly speaking, 

correlated to four themes of competency development: Self-Directed Learning, Technical 

Research, Technical Problem Solving, and Teamwork. 

These questions were developed with the core assignments (see previous chapter) in 

mind: placing a greater emphasis (relative to time/grade allocation) on the processes leading up 

to development, rather than final product produced by the students. Dr Taylor and I conjectured 

that the act of comparative software research (i.e. Toolset Work) would lead to perceived gains 

across questions A - D. Similarly, we hypothesized that the collaborative work of game design 

(i.e. Planning, Prototype Development, and Reflection) would lead to perceived gains across 

questions E - J. We conceived of these questions as belonging to crude, experimental constructs 

that would be valid as general indicators of competency gains in a context where students 

perform comparative software analysis, rather than definitive proof of competency gains in the 

generic act of game-design.  

The prompts on the reflective documents themselves varied from year to year, but generally 

probed at questions of:  

1. Students’ individual responsibilities relative to the overall responsibilities of the team. 

2. Skills or competencies developed while working on the project. 

3. Resources (e.g. tutorials, class documents, peers) leveraged. 

4. Assistance they gave/received to/from their group members. 

5. Differences between the prototype and the plan, together with justifications. 

6. Hindsight reflections about how the plan/approach to the project should have been revised. 

7. Overall satisfaction with the prototype/team, and desire to continue working on the project 
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Survey Prompts68  

A. I am comfortable researching software or applications which I have no previous experience using. 

B. I am comfortable selecting software or applications that a team will use in a digital project. 

C. I am comfortable evaluating the relative effectiveness of different software for use in a project. 

D. I am comfortable teaching myself how to use software or applications that I have no previous 

experience using. 

E. I am comfortable navigating a professional or technical forum (without external assistance) 

F. I am comfortable troubleshooting a hardware problem without asking a person for assistance. 

G. I am comfortable troubleshooting a software problem without asking a person for assistance. 

H. I am comfortable helping someone troubleshoot a technical problem. 

I. I am comfortable working on a complicated project in which I am only responsible for a specific 

component. 

J. I am comfortable in my ability to identify when a project needs to be scaled back. 

 

Thematic Question Groupings 

1. Self-Directed Learning (A, C, D, E ) – these questions concern students’ abilities to educate 
themselves or develop new (technical) competencies in isolation.   

2. Technical Problem Solving (F, G, H) – these questions concern students’ abilities to handle 
spontaneous problems that arise during the course of digital production (i.e. game design)  

3. Directing Teamwork (B, I, J) – these questions concern students’ abilities to work on a project as a 
part of a group and/or to assist each other during digital production. 

 

Open Response & Conditional Questions 

1. Did you develop any new technical skills (e.g. sound / image manipulation)?  
a. If so, what skills did you develop and why?  

2. Did you draw upon prior art/design skills when making the game?  
a. If so, what and how? 

3. Pre vs Post course: do you have any interest in making games?  
a. If so, in what capacity (e.g. professionally/recreationally) 
b. If (No to Yes)  

4. When completing the game design project, where did you go for assistance?  (Check boxes) 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
68 Students were asked to respond to each prompt via a 5 point Likert scale: Strongly Agree <—> Strongly Disagree. 
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Changes in Perceptions of Competency 

Of the 18 students who completed both pre & post surveys, I was able to measure 

changes in 10 Likert-style survey prompts (A-J) which probed at self-reported comfort as it 

relates to generic game design and collaboration skills. The scale responses ranged from 1 

(lowest confidence) to 5 (highest confidence). Considering that these students were taking 

Games Studies as a 400 level course, it is unsurprising that the majority of them had reasonably 

high perceptions of their own competency across many of these fields. To put this into 

perspective, across 7 of the 10 domains, the median response was 4; across all the domains, 

anywhere from 3-6 students reported ‘5’ as their starting confidence. As such, for questions with 

high intake values and low standard deviations, there is a comparatively small window for 

reported growth (e.g. prompt D: self-directed learning). See tables on following page. 
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Table 7.2: Changes in Confidence by Prompts 

Area of perceived confidence/comfort  Δ Pre/ 
Post 

Δ 
StDev 

Avg 
In 

In 
StDev 

Avg 
Out 

Out 
StDev 

A. Research new software 0.44 -0.33 4.00 0.84 4.44 0.51 

B. Selecting software for project 0.50 -0.32 3.56 1.04 4.06 0.73 

C. Evaluating relative qualities 
among software 0.44 -0.31 3.61 1.04 4.06 0.73 

D. Self-Directed learning: using new 
software 0.22 -0.06 4.06 0.73 4.28 0.67 

E. Navigating technical forums 0.28 -0.03 3.83 0.86 4.11 0.83 

F. Troubleshooting hardware 
problems -0.17 -0.00 3.56 1.25 3.39 1.24 

G. Troubleshooting software 
problems 0.33 -0.18 3.44 1.29 3.78 1.11 

H. Helping someone debug / 
troubleshoot 0.72 -0.25 3.11 1.23 3.83 0.99 

I. Developing components of larger 
project 0.22 -0.25 3.94 0.87 4.17 0.62 

J. Deciding when to scale a project 
back 0.50 -0.29 3.89 0.90 4.39 0.61 

 

Table 7.3: Changes in Perceived Confidence by Theme 

Thematic Grouping Δ Raw Std Dev Δ*  
Norml Std Dev 

Self-Directed Learning (A, C, D, E) 1.3 2.45 0.35 0.61 

Technical Problem Solving (F, G, H) 0.88 2.65 0.29 0.88 

Directing Teamwork (B, I, J) 1.22 2.07 0.41 0.69 
 

The data here is fairly straight-forward with one intriguing exception. In many of the 

fields, larger improvements (a positive Δ) correlate with a reduction in the standard deviation. 
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This pattern suggests that students who began the course with less confidence than their peers (in 

a given domain) experience a greater degree of relative improvement, hence the reduced standard 

deviation. However, among a minority of the issues, we see a different phenomenon, only some 

of which is easy to account for.   

• ΔH (assisting someone as they troubleshoot) is the highest recorded value (0.72); 

however, it occurs with comparatively low change in standard deviation (-0.25). Given 

that H began with the lowest average value, it is unsurprising that we see more uniform 

development across students, as opposed to a case where less confident students are 

catching up. 

• ΔE (navigating technical forums) is a small value that appears with virtually no change in 

standard deviation (-0.03), suggesting despite minor gains (0.22) that we are not seeing 

either a “catching up” or a “distributed improvement.” Taking a more granular look at the 

data: 7 students improved by 1, 9 students remained unchanged, and 2 students lost 

confidence (-1)69. This data will be further scrutinized as we look towards references 

used in the next section. 

• ΔF (troubleshooting hardware problems) was not never explicitly covered in class nor 

was it mentioned; however, upon investigating open responses and qualitative 

documents, this negative change (partially) tracks to instances where students were 

unable to get GDEs working on their personal computers: this speaks to issues of 

interoperability for group selected GDE. Furthermore, the two dramatic slips (i.e. 5→2 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
69 The students who reported a loss in confidence belonged to groups reporting technical problems. 
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and 4→2) both involved highly engaged students who were working with Unity, 

suggesting GDE sophistication may have been a factor. 

• ΔD (Learning to use a new software) has a low value and negligible standard deviation. 

As this was the field where we saw the highest initial expression of confidence (4.06), it 

makes sense that we would see very little change as both marginal (1 pt) increases and 

decreases among students. 

With those exceptions accounted for, the most interesting result comes from the ΔI  (0.22) 

which showed one of the lowest perceived competency growth (developing components for a 

larger project), in the only case where the Δ for standard deviation exceeded the reported change. 

If we consider this in the context of the broader thematic grouping, Directing Teamwork, both ΔB 

and ΔJ  both register some of the most marked improvement, second only to ΔH (0.72), which is 

itself a skill complementary to teamwork. This result is especially surprising given the extent to 

which the formal planning and assignment of responsibilities was a core component of 

coursework. Reviewing scores on a more granular level we see the following distribution: 

Reported Shift -1 +0 +1 +2 +3 

Frequency 5 7 4 1 1 
 

The variations in these values suggest a variety of different outcomes. In some cases, 

experience of Game Design led a non-trivial minority of students to further question their ability 

to produce complex, collaborative projects; in others, student’s reported moderate growth, and in 

two edge cases, students reported substantial gains in planning confidence. In order to 

understand what is happening here, I will look at the edge cases.  

The qualitative data for the first edge case (2→5) is baffling, but enlightening in a wholly 

unexpected way. In their reflection, the student plainly says, “I do not think our group worked 
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well together. There was a span of a couple of weeks where [members A, B, & C] did not know 

how to move forward because [member D, who best understood Stencyl] was unresponsive... 

[though] I do take responsibility for allowing this to [go on as long as it did before reaching out 

to the instructor].”  This sentiment was more-or-less echoed, but three quarters of the group that 

decried “communication problems throughout the course of the project” which culminated in a 

failure to “implement several aspects of gameplay... because of time constraints, lack of access to 

technology, and other factors.”  

Having reviewed these specifics, I believe that the quantitative data point is either the 

product of an accident or a testament to how reflecting upon a negative experience can lead one 

to understand necessary changes that would have to be implemented in order for success. 

Regardless, the qualitative data points speaks to a more fundamental issue: the possibility for a 

project to collapse when the core responsibility (i.e. development through the GDE) is delegated 

to a single team member. Having reviewed their prototype, I would not classify their prototype 

as a failure; however, I was present to observe the overwhelming majority of the game’s 

production, during a 12 hour hackathon that I held the weekend before the projects were due. As 

such, I can appreciate the underlying frustration expressed by the student and many of his team 

members. 

The qualitative data for the second edge case (2→4) provides a more sensible explanation 

for the quantitative growth; one from which more general praxis can be extracted. Looking to the 

student’s reflective document (in this case, a group produced document), they draw attention to 

certain, salient elements relative to planning, self-directed learning, and production: 

1. “We were all first-time users of [Stencyl]... but we soon learned that many aspects [of 

it]... can only be mastered with time, practice, and patience.” 
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2. Although all four group members worked within the GDE, they couldn’t work on the 

game file simultaneously: “if people were to work on the file at the same time... and then 

try to save their work... some elements on the two computers [would get lost]... [mostly] 

we would all work on the single file at different times, [but there were exceptions.] For 

example [A] and [B] would meet up on certain nights and work together on Stencyl on 

[B’s] computer. ”  

3. “[B] was the first to fully understand the Stencyl software... at first, the three other group 

members heavily relied on him... initially, we divided the work amongst genders with 

[the female members A & C] coming up with the plot and design, while [the male 

members B & D]  implement the ideas into Stencyl... [However], upon being told [by Dr. 

Taylor] that all members had to contribute equally, [the female group members] 

downloaded Stencyl, began learning the software... and were able to [implement] 

interesting elements of design into the game.”  

4. “During this project all members... [refined] their communicative skills... [as well as] 

their understanding of gaming software... [including:] how to use the components it 

offers to put together all the elements [that are] required of game design. 

5. “All members [developed] individual skills as well: [B] learned how to operate Paint 

[external software] in order to design characters; [C deciphered] gaming jargon in order 

to write descriptive notes on the remaining incomplete components; [D managed our 

Google Doc] through which [we] did the majority of our idea shearing, and [A] learned 

how to navigate through Stencyl’s design options. 

Despite the fact that an interest in the development in planning skills lead us to this point, 

a closer examination of the individual edge case reveals that the student reported gains in 
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perceived competency across the board (a collective 15 point gain across Likert measurements, 

the highest reported by any student).This case is by no means indicative of what all groups (let 

alone students) went through, but it provides us with a detailed account of what a successful 

experience looks like, from the perspective of a student who reported substantial gains in 

perceived competency. Contrasting this to the prior edge case (one I assume to be a serendipitous 

mistake) we can note a number of interesting differences/guiding principles: 

• Near Equal, Technical Footing: when the team was formed, no member claimed 

expertise; as such, all members were encouraged, initially to develop some degree of 

familiarity with the software. 

• Shared Basic Competency and Access: though externally prompted, all team members 

were required to develop a basic level of competency with the software, and, by 

extension, the GDE needed to be working on each student's computer. This eliminates the 

possibility of the single choke point, whereby a non-responsive student, positioned as the 

team's “programmer” cannot, single-handedly impede the progress of the group. 

• Distinct Roles but Integrative Work: despite some level of role differentiation, which 

led some students to work in external applications, each student was responsible for 

importing that work and getting it to work within the GDE (with peer-assistance provided 

as required). 

• Iterative Planning and Workflow: core elements of the project were (e.g. roles) were 

revised during the development process, gradual discovery of problems (as opposed to 

sudden crunch) with collaboratively developed solutions. 

In many ways, we can track the perceived success of the group to this democratic and 

egalitarian approach to design, which proved very meaningful to one student, who gained a great 
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deal of confidence from the experience. If we contextualize this in terms of the overall gains 

reported by the class, the 0.72 confidence growth in providing technical assistance becomes 

more understandable, as the nature of the activity itself prompts students to leverage each other 

as resources — which I will discuss in greater detail in the next section. However, there’s 

another interesting detail that bears consideration: to what extent does the relative sophistication 

of the GDE (itself relative to the competencies of the students) facilitate or preclude the prospect 

of “Shared Basic Competency.” For now, let us acknowledge the question, but table its 

discussion for the time being. 

Resource Usage 

When it came to developing their game, in every exit survey (n = 31) the students 

reported leveraging anywhere from 1 to 7 external (social/technical) resources, with the average 

student leveraging 3.35 during their development process. Furthermore, 93% of respondents (n = 

29) indicated that at some time through the project they provided assistance to a classmate, with 

the average student indicating that they performed 2.13 varieties of assistance. 

Table 7.4: Resources and Assistance 

Resource Leveraged Ratio Assistance Provided Ratio 

Toolset Document (Peer) 35.4% (11) Helped group member 87.1% (27)  

Toolset Document (Self) 9.7% (3) Helped non-group member 22.5% (7) 

Online Tutorial 93.5% (29) Directed classmate to resource 54.8% (17) 

Online Forum 64.5% (20) Troubleshot problem for classmate 25.8% (8) 

Instructor(s) 51.6% (16) Implemented solution for classmate 22.6% (7) 

Colleague(s) in class 54.8% (17) 
  

Colleague(s) outside class 22.6% (7) 
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From this data, we see a number of interesting trends:  

• Student’s overwhelmingly leveraged non-assigned resources in order to learn how to 

work with the GDEs (e.g. Online Tutorials, 93.5%), with seeking out answers in technical 

forums (64.5%). However, we did not inquire about actual engagement with the forum 

(i.e. inquisitive vs discursive). In either case this demonstrates self-directed learning 

tendencies. 

• Just under half of the students reported using one of the toolset documents produced in 

class (45.1%), the majority of which leveraged peer-produced (rather than self-produced) 

toolsets. This suggests that the student-produced reference documents had direct practical 

application to prototype development, beyond simple exposure. 

• While the majority of student efforts were directed towards their own group, a non-trivial 

portion of students reported helping-non group members work through the development 

process, with many offering/receiving this assistance outside of class. 

Despite marginal gains across proficiencies, the experience of planning and game design 

almost doubled student interest in subsequent game design. Looking at exit interviews 38.7% (n 

= 12) students entered the course with an interest in game design, while 74.1% (n = 23) students, 

left the course with an interest in designing games in the future. This, coupled with qualitative 

feedback, suggests that most enjoyed the activity, to an extent that they might repeat it in the 

future. Among the students whose perspective on the matter changed during the course, they 

were divided as to whether they would like to do this recreationally (n = 6), professionally (n = 

3), either (n = 5), with one clarifying that they would like to make assets for games, rather than 

games themselves. It is also worth noting that no students reporting an initial interest in game 
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design reported changing their opinion (from “yes” to “no”) as a result of their experiences in the 

course. 

Of the 25.9% (n=9) of students with reported disinterest in game design, none expressed 

outright regret at having worked on a game design project. Of the nine students with no future 

interest in game design: 

• 5 asserted that the experience of design helped them better understand the medium and/or 

the development practices surrounding it. (e.g. “getting involved in game design, even as 

part of a team contributing to only certain aspects of game development, helped me 

better understand what games are, how much work goes into creating even the simplest 

and the silliest game, and overall made me appreciate games as a genre and a very 

powerful medium”)  

• 3 described it as a “valuable learning experience” which in some cases took them out of 

their comfort zones and “really stretched [them] in terms of finding out what they can or 

cannot do.” 

• 4 explained that the experience helped them to develop skills that were not game-specific 

(e.g. “work[ing] with different instruments and compos[ing] music”, developing dialogue 

scripts, and learning to use image manipulation software (e.g. “I have also used my 

newly-acquired Photoshop skills to edit images”). 

This latter case speaks to a more interesting theme found across many exit surveys, the 

development of specific skills (e.g. audio and image editing) which are a core part of game 

design, but by no means exclusive to it. Of the exit interviews 61% (n = 19) reported that they 

developed one or more technical skills as a result of the game design project.  While 22.5% (n = 
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7) chose to emphasize the skills they learned within the GDE or a tool especially designed for 

game asset development (19.3%, n = 6), many students reported developing more generic skills:  

• 25.8% (n = 8) Packaging, converting, and/or importing media files 

(e.g. “I had to record a video in Photo Booth, export it into QuickTime, export the file as 

an AAC file, convert the AAC file into mp3 in audacity...” 

• 19.3% (n = 6) Image manipulation and editing (e.g. “photo editing skills: edit[ing] photos 

and [improving] their look”) 

• 16.1% (n = 5) Audio production and editing (e.g. “using Audacity to create sound”) 

• 9.6% (n = 3) Programming   (e.g. I learned to program in Java Script... to create menus)  

This data becomes a little more interesting when we take GDEs into consideration, as 

some GDE’s appeared to have more built in features, such that students were able to perform 

tasks related to asset development within a single interface, as opposed to leveraging multiple 

distinctive toolsets. While performing a deeper analysis of the work produced by every student 

that I had pre/post survey results for (n = 18), I found that groups that used very sophisticated 

(e.g. Unity) or basic (e.g. Inform 7) GDEs tended to leverage fewer external applications for 

production (see table 7.5 below).  
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Table 7.5: Average External Software Application used by Group, per GDE 

GDE Relative 
Sophistication 

Sample 
Size 
(Parity) 

Avg. External 
Applications 

Note 

Unity High 5 1 An industry standard, 
highly versatile, 2D/3D 

Game 
Maker 

Mod-High 4 1 2D specialized, versatile 
games & platforms 

Stencyl Moderate 5 3* 2D specialized, 
platformer, multi-platform 

RPG 
Maker 

Mod-Low 3 3 Optimized for 2D JRPG 
style games 

Inform7 Low 1** 1 Interactive fiction (text-
entry) games 

* There is a simple image manipulation software called Pencyl, designed to work with Stencyl; 
external to the GDE. 
** Looking beyond the survey data, we have reflections from 9 students who worked with 
Inform 7 which we will also analyze.  
 

To a certain extent, these findings are intuitive: the more sophisticated GDE’s have more 

features built into them, while the less sophisticated ones are far more specific in their design: 

missing features that can be found in available, external software. However, if we consider this 

tendency in the context of divergence — specifically, the capacity for the activity of game design 

as a gateway to other modes of production, it becomes a little more interesting. In order to better 

understand what exactly is happening here, we will now look into the planning and reflective 

documents produced by a sampling of these groups according to tool sophistication. Before this, 

we will need to revisit the idea of complex play and divergence. 

 
Game Design as Complex Activities 

As I have previously argued, a core value of complex play lies in its capacity for not only 

production, but divergence. In this respect, we note that not all games are equally suited for 
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complex play; rather, many forms of complex play emerge from games that are both sufficiently 

complicated and inadequate (i.e. both complicated enough to require some sort of 

reference/guide while simultaneously lacking such a guide in the diegetic/non-diegetic 

gameworld). Although Game Design, as an activity, is inherently productive, the flexibility and 

sophistication of the potential end product can vary immensely from GDE to GDE, as do the 

opportunities for connecting with external tools and modes of practice.  This combination of 

factors creates the possibility space for both productive action and, from it, divergence: whereby 

the activity moves beyond the thread (in this case, the activity of composing and testing the 

game through the interface of the GDE) in order to become a parallel activity (e.g. learning to 

use Adobe Illustrator to create in-game create game assets, then using those skills to design a 

work logo). In this respect, in order to apply the framework of complex play to game design, we 

simply need to define another (interface bound) activity as the thread.  

In terms of pedagogic priority, my interest in teaching a production oriented form of 

game design, does not hinge on the inherent value of game-design in and of itself. Although I 

immensely value games as a vehicle for creative and cultural expression, and hope to cultivate 

game design aspirations among my students, I also recognize that the overwhelming majority of 

my students will not go on to become professional game designers. As such, I mean to harness 

the activity of game design as a means of cultivating the aforementioned multiliteracy skills, 

with the explicit aim of introducing students to technologies that will have application outside of 

the domain of game design. Put another way, my goal as an instructor is to create scenarios 

where game design takes the form of a complex activity, itself scaffolded in such a way that 

encourages divergence. With this in mind, I will examine some of the interactions that occurred 

between GDE selection and divergent opportunities, as exemplified in three levels of 
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sophistication. Here, I use the term sophistication to indicate the variety of games that can be 

produced using the toolset (e.g. text only, text and image, 2D fixed perspective, 2D multiple 

perspectives, 2D or 3D) and relative complexity of operations available within the toolset. 

  

Low Sophistication Toolsets 

As a GDE Inform 7, because GDE produces a minimalistic, text-based output that largely 

precludes audio/visual elements. Although it is technically possible (using a combination of built 

in functionality and extension) to develop Inform games with these elements, none of the groups 

using the GDE or summarizing its capacities in a tool evaluation document recognized or 

implemented these features. As such, students working with the GDE were only able to focus 

their productive energies towards: narrative & interaction design, writing, and programming. 

Within this narrowed scope, students were still able to discover inadequacies — for instance: a 

group wanting to add a real-time (as opposed to turn-based) element to their game had to 

identify, locate, and learn to use a community developed Inform & module, which they then 

implemented in their game. Here a perceived inadequacy in the GDE led to more complex work 

inquiry, research, and integration. However, when students reflected on the technical skills they 

developed during these projects, their expressions of what they could do with them tended to 

remain game-specific (e.g. “Some of us really enjoyed the experience and are thinking about 

indie [game] development later on”).  

Curiously, among the Inform 7 groups, even when student reflections touched on ideas of 

learning programming (e.g. “we compared the source code writing to learning a whole new 

language, like HTML... making us feel like legit game developers”), these discussions remained 

bound to the field of game design, as opposed to one that embraced divergent modes of 
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production (e.g. web design). Thus, even though the activity was somewhat complex (requiring 

non-trivial work outside of the GDE), the student did not (in their formal reflections) realize 

possibilities for divergence: following the work of the activity beyond the scope of game design 

(e.g. web design, software development). To a certain extent, we must recognize that a limited 

conceptualization of the GDE’s capacities (i.e. not recognizing that music or images could be 

implemented), hampered how the groups approached the activity of game design: precluding 

routes that may have found divergent opportunities. Regardless, the perceived simplicity of the 

GDE70 may have limited more complex forms of engagement. 

 

High Sophistication Toolsets 

Interestingly, if we look at cases where students worked with a robust GDE (Unity 3D), 

we see an almost parallel phenomenon. While working on a game entitled, Starving Artis71t, in 

which students hoped to develop an in-game camera mechanic that they could use to evaluate 

photos taken in a 3D environment. In this case, students reflected on the progress that they made 

learning to work with a robust interface, while also reflectively recognizing areas where they 

needed to develop new skills in order to make fuller use of it. 

[We had the] idea of a picture taking game in line with Pokémon Snap, [which, at the 

time] has not been explored by the Unity community... we were able to acquire code related to 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
70 Clarified as, the belief that the requisite work could/should be largely done within the software itself; the external 
work of writing out scripts for scenes notwithstanding. 
71 Later in this chapter, I will revisit this group and discuss how the nature of the technical problems the group 
encountered radically transformed the game concept from social-realist (or lived) concept (i.e. the financial 
difficulties encountered by a freelance photographer), to a purely prototype wholly concerned with mechanics (i.e. 
approximating the camera in a3D environment). 
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taking screenshots... but we had no background working in C#... [as such, necessary] scripts 

were completely beyond my range... [with all that said,] the Unity engine is very user friendly, 

and I the sense I got was that we could really achieve something [i.e. a future game design,] 

given enough time.    

The fact that the students were attempting to develop code that would facilitate a 

mechanic not yet supported by the community's code-base speaks to the work of expansion. 

Furthermore, the student starts laying the groundwork for what their self-directed learning would 

need to look like, were they to develop this project after the class. However, here again, the 

technical skills the student cultivated remained bound up in discussions of game design, as 

opposed to other forms of media production. This is not inherently a negative, as it leads us to a 

more nuanced understanding of the forms divergence can take. 

In another Unity project, titled “Dissociative,” the students laid out an ambitious project, 

wherein the player controls fragments of a “sleeping soldier’s mind” that would operate in an 

RPG-like setting. Through level and combat mechanics, they intended to grapple with real-world 

issues, including PTSD, suppressed memories, and psychotic breaks — none of which were 

ultimately realized, but as with “Starving Artist” this will be discussed in a later section. The 

prototype that was ultimately delivered better resembled three elements developed in isolation 

that were brought together, such that the playable game itself was a poor showcase of everything 

that had been developed. This much was reflected in group member reflections. 

Student A: I can’t say I have much interest in continuing this particular project... 
however I do ... intend to work on a very similar project, to which my experience 
with this project could potentially be applied. 
Student B: I would certainly use this as a prototype for a future project... [but I 
probably won’t continue working on] this exact project... it would be very difficult 
[to continue working on this project because of] everyone’s schedule.  
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In addition, Student B went on to join the NCSU Video Game Development club and went on to 

complete a masters in game design at a university of prestige. In these two cases, we must 

recognize that a degree of divergence was nonetheless realized, even if it was still bound up in 

the domain of game design. The moment they stopped working on “Dissociative” and moved 

towards a parallel activity (i.e. the design of a different game), we can still note an abstract 

departure from the thread, albeit a domain-constrained departure.  

I do not mean in any way shape or form to suggest that the use of a sophisticated 

application for game design precludes the capacity of broad and productive divergence. Literal 

books have been written about the use of Unity for architectural design and showcasing 

(Boeykens, 2013), just as articles have been published describing the GDEs application to fields 

ranging from landscape design (Guo, 2020) to geological simulation (Minocha, 2013). 

Furthermore, one student recognized this potential, when he pitched a game project oriented 

around golf that could design a virtual course on the basis of real world topography72. Though a 

toolset that would have enabled this did not exist at the time of his proposal, the technology to 

generate (Unity-based) 3D environments using real world WebGIS information is now available 

Gang et al., 2016). In all these capacities, work done with Unity has the capacity to lead to 

countless forms of productive divergence.  

Looking back at the survey and reflective data for the groups working with Unity (a high 

sophistication GDE), we can spot three trends among students:  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
72 The pitch was rejected by his classmates, so the project (however promising in hindsight) was not explored in 
class. 
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1. Overwhelmed / Non-participatory: members73 who either never learned to work with 

the toolset out of either indifference or intimidation. “[A & B] had... fun working with 

Unity 3D, and... know how to pick it back up in the future... [whereas, C & D] agreed 

that if they decided to design other games in the future, it would be with a simpler 

toolset.” 

2. Peripheral Interested: members who were not explicitly interested in game design, but 

saw value in learning skills which they understand as being related to game design (i.e. 

explicitly divergent interests. “I want to learn 3d modeling and programming for games 

so I can use those skills to experiment and develop other technologies based off of the 

principles behind game design/development... gaming technology can be utilized in 

almost every industry.” 

3. Game Design Oriented: members with some bias towards a future career in game 

design, many of whom have prior experience developing games. “I wish to work in the 

industry to create games that are mentally and emotionally stimulating.” 

This suggests that students of a certain disposition (i.e. categories 2 & 3) using a 

sophisticated GDE (e.g. Unity) may encounter interesting opportunities for divergence: either 

within the bounds of game design or with a different application entirely (e.g. 3D  modeling). 

Furthermore, there is evidence that when given the option, students can self-select for this. 

However, we rarely see cases of these students discovering new software and modes of 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
73 There were cases where these members were able to contribute to the group project in the form of music 
production and the sourcing of sound effects. In all cases where members wrote individual (as opposed to group 
reflections), the students who were ultimately responsible for working with the GDE tended to express 
dissatisfaction at the work disparity, viewing the overall project in a more negative light 
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production beyond the GDE itself. This may be (largely) a result of software sophistication, 

wherein students were able to get many of the effects they desired from the application itself, 

making them less likely to explore external software, and by extension less likely to 

conceptualize their work as having applications outside of the domain of game design 

(constraining divergence). Finally, the higher skill barrier (of Unity, from 2013-2014) may 

inhibit some forms of collaborative work. 

 

Mid-Sophistication Toolsets 

I use the broader term “Mid-Sophistication” Toolsets (e.g.Game Maker, Sencyl, RPG 

Maker) to describe GDEs which are: 

1. Explicitly advertised towards entry level game designers, often allowing code to be 

expressed through arrangements of visual decision trees. 

2. Oriented towards the production of a subset of games (e.g. 2D JPRGs, 2D side scrollers) 

as opposed to more adaptable/agnostic tools (e.g. Unity 2D/3D).  

3. Existing without a robust, internal set of tools that would allow for asset production (e.g. 

sprites, sounds).  

Even within this category, I must acknowledge that a range of relative sophistication 

exists relative to the outputs they can produce, with RPG Maker MV exclusively producing top 

down JRPG style games, and Game Maker, though minimalistic in some respects, capable of 

producing a broader variety of 2D games (e.g. top down, side-scroller, racing, static scene-to-

scene). Beyond this, it is important to note that these systems (as of 2013-2015) were not 

designed with robust asset production tools built into them, while being designed so as to easily 

allow the import and integration of said assets (e.g. images, audio). These combinations of 
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features led to interesting cases where students actively investigated external software over the 

course of their project. 

While developing a prototype game called “Sound Guy,” where the player’s objective 

was to set up audio equipment for musicians, one student relayed the following experience:  

We all agreed to learn Game Maker, so that is one, but pertaining to what I had 
to do for the project, I learned a lot about Adobe Illustrator as well as some new 
things that I did not know about Photoshop. Those skills have actually benefited 
me since by creating logos (outside of class) to be used on websites, which I never 
knew how to do. 
 

Here the student indirectly highlights the extent to which (that current iteration of) Game Maker 

is ill-suited for developing 2D visual assets. This inadequacy leads him to work with external 

software better suited to his task (adding a dimension of complexity). This connection made, he 

is able to design the essential gamic elements, but while working with the software, he 

recognizes transitions to parallel (or divergent) activities which are pertinent to his professional 

development. Another student highlights this latter effect more directly: 

I have no interest in programming video games but I did like the production work 
that surrounds the game as far as audio and graphic design... [Although] I don’t 
plan on working with [Stencyl] in the future because I have no interest in 
programming. However, certain other programs such as Adobe Audition for 
audio mixing are more enticing. 
 

This second response is reminiscent of the student who was interested in learning 3D modeling 

(via Unity) in order to do work outside of game design. What’s novel about this case, and the one 

before it, is that the students did not have this intention before starting the game design process; 

rather, they uncovered this prospect during/after the game design project. Here the core 

difference is discovery, though discovery is predicated on the students having access to 

computers/software with relevant, professional software. 
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Working with Inadequate Toolsets 

Although it is (perhaps) counterintuitive, there are pedagogic reasons that we, as 

instructors, might wish to pair our students with partially inadequate GDEs. Under the right 

circumstances, this inadequacy can drive them to investigate both external software (with more 

generic application) and parallel activity systems which leverage said software. I am not 

claiming this as a set of universal best practices; rather my argument is that under specific 

conditions with specific objectives in mind, it could be prudent. In service of this, I offer the 

following heuristics: 

• The use of low sophistication GDEs can work in the service of introducing students to 

game design, or potentially allowing them to prototype a simple form of a game that 

might be later translated (i.e. interactive fiction → 2D RPG).The former set of tools are 

useful for teaching some of the more rudimentary elements of game design; however, 

because the elements of those games are so minimal, the sorts of divergence that can 

emerge from the experience (e.g. discovering and experimenting with image 

manipulation software) may be limited. 

• The use of high sophistication GDEs makes sense in cases where students profess some 

desire to make games professionally (/quasi-professionally), or express an interest in 

learning how to use a given toolset for work in a related field (e.g. 3D modeling, 

simulation). With the right prior knowledge and support structures in place, these tools 

could perhaps be used by beginners; however, their sophistication increases the 

possibility that a portion of group members will avoid direct interaction with the GDE 

itself, while other group members might direct so much of their energy into learning to 
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use the GDE that narrative (and by extension, critical) elements of the game might never 

get realized.   

• The use of moderate sophistication GDEs makes sense when the goal is to introduce 

students to game design as a way of cultivating more generic, technical literacies.t 

becomes advantageous to have students develop games with partially-inadequate GDE’s 

(e.g. Stencyl, RPG Maker) that will entice students to leverage external, more general 

software (e.g. GIMP, Illustrator). At the same time, provided the students are able to use 

the software on their computers, the lower barrier to entry will make it more likely that 

multiple students will work with the GDE directly. This option may be of special interest 

to non-CS game design instructors. 

• In the general act of game design, it could be the case that the more that a student (or 

group of students) uses external software (leverages general software to develop 

components for a game), the more likely they are to recognize applications for the skills 

they developed, beyond the domain of game design. 

• Finally, students working with GDEs that are driven by specialized programing 

languages as opposed to established/generic languages (e.g. C#, HTML, JavaScript) will 

be less inclined/able to see applications for those proficiencies outside of the realm of 

game development. 

As intimated in the chapters on complex play, it is essential that we do not regard 

inadequacy as a simple defect; rather, as instructors we can make use of inadequacy (either in 

games or toolsets) to launch students into a complex activity, which can entail to cultivation of 

distinct technological literacies. In truth, under different circumstances, it is wholly possible to 

base a class directly around the cultivation of specific technical literacies; however, I argue that 
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the multimedia nature of specific flavors of game design, is naturally inclusive of so many 

divergent opportunities, that it serves as a useful, generic activity that can facilitate student 

exploration into other technologies. As such, I argue that there will be circumstances where we 

as instructors should wholly embrace inadequate tools. 

 

Of Games Designed 

Though I’ve covered a good deal of the work going into the design process and some of 

the more specific characteristics that lead to both perceived competency gains and divergent 

discoveries, I have not yet spoken about the games themselves. In this final section, I will 

highlight a number of games produced by students as a means of illustrating different sorts of 

(produced) outcomes. From there, I will start to look at student efforts to produce critical games 

or, more precisely, socially-realist games that, to at least some extent, allowed designers to draw 

upon lived experiences (either personal or second order) which players could then interact with. 

Beyond this, I will scrutinize the extent to which these games were designed to allow players to 

leverage their own lived experiences in order to navigate the gameworld, as per complex play. 

While no two of the prototype games produced by students were identical (outcomes 

ranged from text adventure, to 2 platformers, and 3D tactical environments), after review, I 

identified four basic categories of production: 1) reskinned tutorials, 2) sum of parts, 3) 

nascent games, and 4) virtual places. I will explore each of the categories by way of specific 

prototypes developed by small teams of students, which I will further explore by way of the 

planning, production, and reflection documents associated with each project. I will use the first 

two categories to discuss problems encountered by students which may constrain student 

expression or learning. I will then use the third and fourth categories as a way of describing the 
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conditions in which I saw more intriguing modes of production that, I argue, warrant further 

inquiry.  

 

Reskinned Tutorials 

The reskinned tutorial refers to a delivered prototype that relies overwhelmingly on 

existing code: specifically, code provided in the forms of introductory tutorials for the GDE. In 

the parlance of game design, reskinning refers to the superficial replacement of elements within a 

game, in order to make something that is mechanically similar appear more different. Here, I use 

the somewhat loosely — referring to both a simple swapping out of audio/video assets (e.g. 

changing the images associated with an object or the sound associated with a stage), while also 

allowing for comparatively minor modifications to the game code itself (e.g. adding a simple 

object interaction rule). For beginner game developers, some degree of this is to be expected, as 

beginning game designers will need to rely heavily on prior art. As such, this category should not 

be thought of in absolute binary terms; rather, it exists along a spectrum. The further the 

prototype departs from the specific code and assets of a known tutorial, the more it becomes 

something other than a simple reskinning.  

These prototypes tended to satisfy some of the assignment criteria, while seriously 

limiting the expressive capacities of the end product and often representing a path of least effort. 

These emerged out of unambitious proposals and/or desperate attempts to produce some form of 

deliverable when other efforts had failed. Although my description of the end products as 

“reskinned tutorials” carries an implicit judgment about the end-products’ sophistication and 

novelty thereof, I cannot discount the positive impacts associated with some (but not all) of their 

development. As an illustration of this, I will examine three prototypes, produced across each of 
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the three course iterations; following this, I will connect each project to student survey/reflection 

data. In each of these cases, I only have pre/post survey data for one student out of each group. 

The first prototype (developed during i1,) Blindness could best be described as a 

graphically enlarged version of Pacman, without ghosts or power ups, wherein the player 

traversed an invisible maze. The assets (e.g. walls, character sprites) were literally taken from a 

tutorial packaged with Game Maker, with a minor modification to the appearance of the avatar. 

The player was meant to traverse the game as a blind student, trying to find their way to a 

classroom; however, in practice, the gameworld was a small, generic maze (i.e. start at point A, 

get to point B). There was a novel mechanical element in that the walls of the maze were 

invisible until the avatar interacted with them, such that bumping into them allowed the player to 

create a diegetic map of the area.  

Interestingly, the chief architect of Blindness (i.e. the student responsible for 

programming and working within the GDE)  reported a 10 point change (mean 3.5) in perceived 

competencies, with the highest reported gain (3 pts) in helping others to troubleshoot problems. 

Though the student indicates “I already had adequate knowledge and experience with Game 

Maker, but this game pushed my limits,” beyond that, he described how working with a team 

lead to a sharing of expertise: “I showed my teammates a couple things in Game Maker  and they 

showed me things in Audacity and Photoshop”. 

The second prototype (i2) Seinfrog, could (as suggested by the name) be described as a 

reskinned version of a Frogger, in this case derived from a Stencyl tutorial. In all mechanical 

sense, the game functioned as a version of Frogger, where the only modifications came in the 

form of: the pixel art of the (frog) avatar, end goal, as well as the game start/over/victory text, 

accompanied by an imported .jpeg and .wav file — both of which were Seinfield references. The 
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gameplay itself bordered on unplayable, as the timing of obstacle movements made victory nigh 

impossible — with the set pieces themselves literally taken from a tutorial that accompanied the 

GDE.  

 

Figure 7.1: Screenshot of Seinfrog 

As with the previous example,  one of the student developers reported a 6 point change in 

perceived competencies, with most growth occurring in self-directed learning and technical 

problem solving. Looking at her reflection, the group reports (we do not have individual 

reflections for this group) a very equal distribution of labor “since none of us had any prior 

programming experience.... We divided the [responsibilities for graphic production] up evenly 

and all helped with the programming” while also emphasizing “gains in the area of graphic 

design” based on work they did with Photoshop and Gimp. They remained humble about the 

game itself, while emphasizing that the skills they learned could be applied to “the creation of 

another game in the future.” 
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Finally, we can look at Beach Blasters, which can best be described as a Space Invaders 

clone. Developed in Game Maker, the underlying code, as well as a number of assets were taken 

from an established tutorial. Here, the students modified the image assets appearing to the side of 

the screen, as well as the avatar, and the background music. The music itself was composed by 

one of the team members, though not specifically for this course/project; furthermore, it 

developed a number of artifacts upon import, making it rather difficult on the ears. What’s 

interesting in this case, was that the prototype did not in any meaningful way resemble what had 

been proposed — rather, it was a last ditch effort to produce a game.  

Although the chief architect of the game indicated that he “got progressively better at 

programming” some elements of the project, he had a feeling of fundamental dissatisfaction with 

the project. In no small part due to the fact that a teammate (one who had positioned himself as 

the programmer) dropped out of the class, forcing the group “start back over from scratch”.  If 

we look at the pre/post scores for this student we see a -4 net change in perceived competency, 

representing something of a brutal reality check, which was none-the-less instructive for him, as 

he reflected about failures in planning: “the project design [needed to be] more in depth and 

concrete, because even the initial design seemed vague to me and I was not sure how it was 

going to work” — all culminating in the delivery of a product that had nothing to do with what 

had been proposed.  In their defense, this group was set up for failure: they are a quintessential 

example of what I described in the last chapter as a “sacrificial group” composed of low-

performing students operating with an overly abstract idea and an unreliable leader. They 

produced this form of prototype out of necessity.  

Taken together, the import of the “reskinned tutorial” remains complicated. For students 

who have had little to no experience programming, even the development of tutorial based 
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games, integrated with some new assets, can stimulate areas of (perceived) growth, as well as 

exposure to more generic tools for media production. At the same time, I think it appropriate to 

question the validity of these purported gains. In the case of Blindness, a game developed by a 

particularly strong group, the amount of observable labor they put into the game paled in 

comparison to that of other groups — such that the reported gains in confidence may correspond 

to the positive experience of solving a comparatively simple problem. In the same manner, the 

negative experience of Beach Blasters, comes from the fundamental inability to realize a 

complicated, initial plan, followed by the need to quickly produce something — leading the 

student to critically reflect on how difficult the task actually was, such that he re-evaluated his 

competency.  

This is all to say, the “reskinned tutorial”, as an end product, is not ideal: the expressive 

capacities of the object will be bound to specific, prior elements — such that it may be the 

easiest way out. However, when students customize the tutorial using external tools, and share 

much of the programming work, it can still serve as a productive site for exposure and growth. 

Prototypes of this nature may help students to cultivate functional literacies, but they create little 

to no opportunity for the development of critical or rhetorical literacies. Furthermore, because 

these prototypes often rely (in an abundance) on existing material, opportunities for divergence 

may be limited (e.g. adding opaque, pixelated glasses to a static sprite of Pacman). Beyond this, 

we as educators should appreciate that reskinned tutorials may emerge out of an 11th hour 

desperation, wherein students did not reckon with the reality of the work until it was too late.  In 

these cases, instructors should be mindful of students (many of whom will not have prior game 

design experience) being set up for failure (i.e. promising a vague idea that is more complicated 

to implement when they realize). As a corollary, we should be mindful of students working to 
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manufacture an easy success (i.e. promising to deliver something so simple and specific that they 

won’t need to work much on it) — in either case, some degree of intervention is warranted, 

wherein an alternative is proposed. 

 

Sum of Parts 

In a number of cases (more commonly, when students were trying to work with a more 

sophisticated GDE such as Unity) teams encountered substantial barriers when they attempted to 

integrate a novel mechanic into their gameplay. In these instances, student developers often spent 

a disproportionate amount of time trying to get discrete elements of the game working, without 

bringing these elements together as a coherent whole. As such, the end results of these 

prototypes appeared to be more of a showcase for a mechanic or environment, appearing as a 

decontextualized object, with limited opportunities for interaction. Consequently, whatever 

narrative (and by extension, critical) elements of the game were proposed are not meaningfully 

folded into the prototype. As an illustration of this phenomena, we will look at two 

games/groups: Starving Artist (i1) and Dissociative (i3), both of which were developed using 

Unity 3D.  

Starving Artist was expressed as both a photography game and a simulation that would 

relay the “the challenges of obtaining sufficient monetary resources to sustain a career” and an 

independent photographer. Chief among these would be the practical navigation of expenses 

(e.g. travel, equipment), efforts to develop recognition (e.g. creating a “photographic 

expedition”), discovering clients and securing commissions, while also simulating the mechanics 

of a camera and evaluating the quality of photographs. From its inception, it was clear that the 

developers’ reach exceeded their grasp; however, the fact that one student was in a position to 
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bring in her own technical and professional experience (much of which came from professional 

photographers that she knew), gave rise to critically interesting prospects. Dr Taylor and I 

worked to refocus their efforts, but in this guidance we fell into a trap: we emphasized the 

development of the core, functional component: the system by which photographs could be 

evaluated. In doing so, we collectively directed the group towards a trap. 

The prototype they produced was a navigable 3D environment with an overlay, similar to 

that of a camera. Though two students worked to develop a series of nested menus that would 

work as an interface, because of an interoperability problem (Mac & PC versions of the 

software) that couldn’t be reconciled by the deadline, they were, however, able to create a 

functional start menu. Expanding upon what has already been said in the section on high 

sophistication tools — this group encountered a problem in that there were no accessible tools 

that they could work with in order to enact a core mechanic. If we look at the lead programmer’s 

perceptions of what went wrong, we can see an issue in how the larger problem is framed. 

While we never held the illusion of creating a game large enough to fully 
encompass the first pitch [Student B] had given, we certainly could come up with 
a close enough facsimile... if we had the time to program it properly. The models 
and environments we needed could be obtained and crafted, and the main control 
scheme was working. All we needed was the programming. 
 
From his vantage (by extension the group’s, and to some extent the instructors’), progress 

on the game itself could not continue until this core part had been developed. However, in an 

unfortunate turn of events, the reality of the situation was — that mechanics could not be 

developed within the time of the course. The opportunity cost here becomes all the more 

apparent when we look at the reflection of his colleague, who, when talking about the future of 

the project says “a few mentors, artists, and developer friends have shown interest in joining the 

project as well, so I am open to working with anyone else who shares my enthusiasm, regardless 
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of skill level.” Here, one team member had access to the lived experiences of many individuals 

working within the field. A more sustained interaction with them, might have revealed any 

number of possible games that would not have been so dependent on a sophisticated mechanic 

(i.e. 3D aesthetic evaluation), were they only rendered in a more abstract way (e.g. choosing 

what commissions to take, selecting equipment, budgeting). Here, it was the emphasis on 

mechanics (an expression of functional literacy) that precluded critical modes of inquiry and 

development (i.e. trying to create scenarios based around lived human experience). 

As with the prior prototype, the intended reach of Dissociative was ambitious: drawing 

inspiration from the Persona series (1996 - Present) and Psychonauts (2005), the gameworld was 

to be set in “a sleeping soldier’s mind” wherein the appearance and challenges of the 

environment were to reflect the “social, mental, and emotional challenges associated with 

PTSD.” Furthermore, they were interested in queering established JRPG combat elements, such 

that they were more thematically expressive of internal struggles. As an example, “if a monster 

were to represent dread” in the combat encounter it would “create a timer that kills the player” 

when it expires, thereby “instilling a sense of dread in the player.”  As a proposal, this is 

promising on two fronts: it means to engage with a real-world phenomenon (which could be 

independently researched), furthermore it seeks to use mechanical rules as a means of 

communicating a persuasive experience, in a manner conducive to what Bogost defines as 

“procedural rhetoric” (2008). Conceptually, this project had the opportunity to engage with each 

of the multiliteracies; however, the group was only able to realize a small portion of their 

objective. 

The finished product consisted of a single 3D map, on which one combat encounter 

occurred (the only interactive object), with two tracks of music (overworld & encounter), and 
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two text boxes, triggered by spatial location. The work of each student was highly 

compartmentalized, with one student building the map, another composing the music, and a third 

responsible for programming the encounter and integrating the assets. Virtually every element 

that related to the story or characterization of the world was lost; as one student put it, 

“Originally the game was going to be more story-heavy, but due to the time-consuming nature of 

Unity 3D, we ended up focusing more on making a good environment and complex battle 

system,” with his colleague adding “we quickly deviated from the original theme in the design 

process and ultimately ended up implementing a completely different core mechanic than what 

was originally intended.”  

This difference in perspective is interesting when we look back to the planning document. 

The description of the combat remains mechanically consistent with what they delivered: 

“combat mode [will consist of] a grid [wherein the player] will take turns vs. the AI: attacking 

and moving” taking inspiration from “something along the lines of Final Fantasy Tactics” 

(1998). It was this particular style of combat that led the group to believe that they “might need 

[a GDE that] is slightly more flexible than RPG Maker,” which is designed for 2D levels with 

JRPG style combat (e.g. Final Fantasy Series). As a consequence of this, the two most active 

members spent most of their time working independently, with one focusing all his attention on 

designing a single 3D level, and the second spending all his time getting the libraries for that 

mode of combat working with the map and the current version of Unity. Thus all their efforts 

ended up being directed towards the cultivation of functional literacies, because of the 

sophistication of the tools they were using and the intrinsic requirements of those tools (e.g. a 

manufactured 3D environment, with 3D assets, and interaction with a non-streamlined body of 

code). 
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Figure 7.2: Screenshot from Dissociative 

If we view each, we can see a failure of imagination, wherein the students were unable to 

estimate the complexity of abstract activities they envisioned. Here I use the word complexity not 

merely to indicate the complicated nature of the task, but the extent to which they would need to 

engage in modes of research, design, experimentation, and implementation external to both the 

GDE and the assembly of tools they had ready at hand. In both cases, they conceived of a core 

mechanic as an operation more-or-less, to the extent that they believed an automated machine 

could simply do it, without requiring methodical work (a series of nested actions) on the part of 

the designer. Put another way, they had intended to work with a black box, but could find no 

black box capable of serving their needs, only a number of partially closed boxes that could be 

connected together.  

• In the case of Starving Artist, the team discovered a functional deficiency in their 

proposed activity: a contradiction whereby their intended toolset was incapable of 
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performing the operations they required74, leading to a situation whereby all of their 

energies became devoted to the work of functional/mechanical development. To no small 

extent, this is a problem connected to mechanical translation: the effort to implement a 

more abstract idea (e.g. taking an generic photo, a bad photo, an experimentally artistic 

photo) through a more concrete set of mechanics (e.g. establish the geometric rules by 

which the quality of a digital photo can be evaluated). 

• In the case of Dissociative, though the team encountered difficulties, their toolset, when 

paired with external modifications, ultimately proved adequate to an element of their 

intended design. However, the sort of combat encounter that they had intended was 

predicated upon a great deal of work (i.e. the development of a 3D landscape upon which 

it could occur). Though still functioning as a contradiction which stood in the way of the 

activity as they had envisioned it, the missing landscape existed as a sort of intrinsic 

obstacle that needed to be overcome before the game, as an object, could be holistically 

iterated upon. To certain extent, the recognition of these obstacles creates opportunities 

for us as educators to inquire about or potentially produced news tools capable of 

mending the gap. 

In both cases, the teams advanced proposed ideas which, in an abstract sense, could have 

engaged with a number of critical and rhetorical literacies — potentially even drawing on and 

relating to lived insights. However, both cases focused on developing mechanical or formally 

isolated elements (e.g. a colored 3D mesh map) of the gameworlds, both of which were arguably 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
74 Insofar as concerns their own capacities to work with the toolset, within the time allotted. The assertion here is not 
that “no one” could get it done, but that it would not be reasonably possible for “them” to get it done. 
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prerequisites for the experience they sought to create. This is not to suggest that students learned 

nothing from this experience — as I clarified earlier in the discussion of toolsets, this is not the 

case. Rather, I am arguing that an approach to game design that prioritizes mechanics and 

complex assets above more holistic forms of development has the potential to undercut the 

cultivation of critical and rhetorical literacies, while ultimately producing a sum that is not 

greater than its parts. 

 

Nascent Games 

As previously indicated, the game design activity did not operate upon the assumption 

that teams would be able to create a full game; rather, groups were to develop a prototype that 

could be iterated upon in the future or serve as a testbed for game mechanics. In each of the 

previous two categories, I attempted to generalize qualities within the games I examined.   

I do not mean to use these qualities in terms of a binary classification; rather, it is more 

useful to think of them as existing along a spectrum, the upper edges of which would mark the 

transition to a nascent game (i.e. games in their early stages, alphas). If we were to compare 

Dissociative with Starving Artist, the former, though still “sum of parts” is closer to a “nascent 

game” because more of its diegetic elements and mechanics have been realized and more of its 

functional elements are capable of working together. By extension, we can appreciate that 

“reskinned tutorials” likewise exist upon a spectrum, with games like Blindness demonstrating a 

greater mechanical and conceptual novelty than Seinfrog, despite possessing similar qualities 

(and production activities).  Taken together, we can start to visualize each of these spectra as 

axes in a two dimensional graph.  
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• Along the x-axis, we can evaluate novelty & invention. If we conceptualize prior art in 

wholly concrete terms (e.g. specific assets, specific code), then this axis expresses the 

extent to which new elements were developed or existing elements were reconfigured in 

a way that is more novel. To a certain extent, this tracks with rhetorical multiliteracy. 

• Along the y-axis, we can evaluate cohesiveness and implementation. Respecting that 

some plans may be more ambitious than others, we can still evaluate the extent to which 

distinctive ideas within those plans were able to find implementation; as a purely 

functional extension of this, we can evaluate the extent to which developed assets (e.g. 

images, menus, narratives, and sounds) were successfully integrated into the prototype. 

To a certain extent, this tracks with functional multiliteracy. 

Visualizing this as a 2D graph makes it a bit easier to distinguish “nascent games” from 

the other two categories because they possess a measured degree of development across both 

axes, as expressed in the image below.  
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Figure 7.3: Two Dimensional Prototype Evaluation 

In the remainder of this chapter, we will examine three nascent games produced by 

students: two of which (Vampires vs. Clones and Sound Guy) will be discussed in this section, 

with discussion of the final prototype (Anarchy) occurring in the following section (Virtual 

Places). I have selected each of these prototypes not because they are indicative of “average” 

student performance, but because there were elements in their production and execution that 

educators can learn from. Vampires vs. Clones provides us with a more measured example of 

how students can cultivate functional and rhetorical literacies without emphasizing written or 

spoken text; furthermore, it demonstrates a model of productive collaboration. Sound Guy is, by 

all measures, a simpler game, but its production draws upon the lived, professional experiences 

of one of the members offering us some insight into the design of socially-critical games. 

Vampires vs. Clones (i3) is a top down escape/exploration game that integrates a novel 

mechanic. The player is working to explore a castle (in order to escape), while being chased by a 

vampire. Invariably the vampire will kill the player’s avatar before they find a way out. Their 

dead avatar rises as a vampire, and the player appears back at the start: emerging from a cloning 

machine. At this point, though the player now has a better understanding of the layout (and 

where to subsequently explore), they are now being chased by two vampires. Beyond starting 

and ending prompts, there is no dialogue or text in the game; however, the character of the place 

(i.e. a golden age sci-fi horror castle/laboratory) was conveyed through the selection of tilesets 

(e.g. the 2D elements used to create rooms and illustrative objects within the gameworld) and 

sprite creation. As per the mechanics of the game, initially there are only two distinctive sprites: 

the character and the vampire. As the clones of the player were vamperized, the (player) 

character sprite would be palette shifted to match the vampire. 
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Figure 7.4: Sprite Variation from Vampires vs. Clones 

After developing a very simple (i.e. seek and destroy) AI for the adversaries, the players 

encountered a problem. All of the enemies, despite spawning where they were created (e.g. 

where a player died) tended to come together in a uniform clump — such that the player was 

chased by a single horde. In an effort to address this mechanical defect, I introduced two 

procedural techniques: noise and mutation. Because all of the AI were governed by the same 

pathing protocol, their paths tended to align after a certain duration. By applying a little bit of 

noise to this (e.g. after n steps towards the player, the AI takes a step in a random direction). 

From here I lead them towards75 the idea of mutation: the idea that whenever a new vampirized 

hero is created, there might be some variation to the traits they possess, such as: armor, damage, 

speed, and focus (i.e. the number of random steps they take after every nth step towards the 

player). From here the students realized that they could complement this by modifying the 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
75 Though already referenced in the previous chapter, I feel it prudent to reiterate the physical circumstances that led 
to this possibility. The students were working on the game at one of the all-day, game development labs that I ran. 
This environment, far more so than the classroom, gave participants a chance to talk through their problems and 
possible solutions. This free space of discussion, spread over an entire day (rather than a single class period) proved 
immensely productive for all involved. 
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palettes of each clone, as a means of conveying game specific semiotic information (Gee 2007) 

to the player. 

I find this case particularly compelling, because what began as a more-or-less functional 

exploration, became a more rhetorical exercise, a movement from dynamics towards aesthetics 

(Hunicke 2004); furthermore, the decision to generally exclude text from their prototype, led to a 

deeper emphasis on storytelling through other available means. The student responsible for 

programming, experienced something of an “aha!” moment when I worked with him to develop 

pseudo-code for the mutation function, wherein he started to internalize the extent to which 

simplistic procedural rules could add mechanical depth to a playable scenario. While all of the 

three group members considered the project unfinished, each expressed an interest in further 

developing the game, with the same team members. If we look more closely at the records of the 

production activity and compare it to the previously discussed, positive edge case76, we can note 

a number of interesting parallels and variations:  

• The prototype was built using a mid-sophistication toolset (Game Maker). 

• The team members made extensive use of external tools: GoogleDocs for planning, 

Universal Sprite Sheet Generator for character / enemy design, and Photoshop for asset 

manipulation.  

• All team members had access to the GDE on their own personal computers and reported 

working directly with the toolset shared basic competency & access.  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
76 I refer to the group in which a member reported the highest gains among any student across all terms, mentioned 
earlier in this chapter. 
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• The team began with two members who had prior programming/game design experience, 

but the team operated with the assumption that “everyone [would be] doing a bit of 

everything.” Though there was a divide between responsibilities, as one student pointed 

out “The guys always had more control over programming than I did. I definitely learned 

what some of it meant though. I don’t really like being out of the loop.” However, this 

student nonetheless reported constructing areas within the GDE, manipulating assets, and 

importing them into the game. Thus, while there is a hierarchy of expertise, its rigidity 

is moderated by a baseline competency, wherein each member knows enough about the 

workings of the GDE that they are able to interface with it directly. 

• Although there was some degree of specialization among team members, each reported 

working on 2-3 distinctive elements of the project, ranging from: room design, 

programming, and asset production. So all though some form of specialization is 

retained, and the workflow remains integrative (i.e. each is responsible for bringing their 

work into the prototype), we have a sort of overlapping expertise, wherein each 

member, within their specialization, has at least one other member who can assist them. 

• Although the team was able to create a playable scenario with the core mechanic relalized 

(cloning & vampire clone swarm), there were many elements relating player abilities and 

power ups that were not realized, which is to be expected among more ambitious 

projects. This never led to any substantial revision of the plan, so much as a recognition 

of what the minimal criteria for a functional prototype would be; with a strategic 

elaboration of other gamic elements that could be used to support that core, while being 

less essential for the purposes of a demo.  
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Taken together with the positive-edge case, we now have a set of competing, but ultimately 

complementary, development practices that can be used by instructors to scaffold introductory 

game design activities — while at the same time noting that moderate deviations will not 

preclude successful outcomes. With that being said, we will not turn to a game that, like Starving 

Artist, sought to integrate lived experience into game mechanics. 

Sound Guy (i1) was a top down 2D puzzle game (developed using Game Maker) in 

which the player was responsible for arranging audio equipment (e.g. speakers, mics) prior to a 

musical performance at a small venue. Informed by one of the player’s professional/recreational 

experiences setting up concert equipment, the designers wanted to make visible an essential 

process that is often ignored by concert-goers. As they described it: 

Think of the last concert that you went to...  [when] got to the venue really early... 
just wait[ing] until the show starts. What do you do during that time?  ... play on 
your phone, talk to your friend.... [maybe, you] look[ed] around on the stage and 
... [saw] a bunch of people in matching shirts walking on and around the stage, 
but you don’t think twice about it. The band/musician is the main attraction, but 
there is so much that goes on behind the scenes that never gets any 
recognition.  It is this issue that we hope to address with our game “Sound Guy”. 
 

The mechanics of the game were very simple; however, unlike the overwhelming majority of the 

games students produced, the subject matter of the game integrated a domain specific abstraction 

of real world activities into the gameplay itself. The player was taking through a simple, diegetic 

tutorial, where they were introduced to the various pieces of equipment and instructed how they 

should be set up. After this, the player was placed in a few different venues, with different sets of 

equipment; here, gameplay consisted of the player receiving a piece of equipment and then 

moving it to the relative location (a grid based area with little error tolerance), progressing only 

after they arranged the equipment correctly. In many ways, this game functioned as an 

instructive, albeit minimalist tutorial for a real world activity.  
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Although the game was produced by 4 students, the core mechanics emerged from a 

collaboration between two members. Student A, who had prior experience as a sound guy, “tried 

to give realistic options for the [available] game mechanics [so that they] matched my original 

idea... when we first started working on the game, my questions were along the lines of, ‘Is there 

a way to make this happen?’ ... by the end of the project, I was able to make more specific 

suggestions on how to work with the program.” Student B, who ended up being the solo 

programmer (despite having no prior experience), described the experience as productive and 

enjoyable from his end:  “During the design process, I was easily able to explain to my group 

members what I was doing and how I was doing it”  going on to suggest that what ultimately 

limited their game wasn’t their own abilities, but the limitations imposed by the free version of 

the Game Maker (which limits the number of areas and assets that can be associated with a 

game).  

Whereas other groups were able to find success by distributing obligations (especially 

programming) across multiple members, this group favored specialization among its members, 

but even within that specialization, there was a shared understanding about what the software 

could do, and by extension, what could be asked of the programmers. If we contrast this 

prototype with Starving Artist, which was ultimately unable to move beyond a “sum of parts” 

state, we can recognize a fundamental difference in the designer’s tolerance for abstraction 

over realisticness. The Starving Artist team became fixated on developing a mechanic that was 

more or less faithful to the work of photography (at the expense of all other modes of 

development). Returning to Galloway’s distinction, the group placed an emphasis on 

realisticness (e.g. visual fidelity), in a manner that paradoxically precluded the cultivation of 

social realism (e.g. contextualizing the activity within human culture). The Sound Guy team 
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immediately identified limitations in their code (deprioritizing realisticness) and worked (as best 

they could) to translate the lived experiences of a designer to the affordances of the GDE (an 

exercise in procedural rhetoric).  

As a researcher, I initially overlooked this project: I saw it as simple and indifferent to the 

more lofty critical ideals that Nick and I had envisioned for the project — but this was a 

fundamental error in perception. Revisiting my discussion of dynamics in This War of Mine: I 

lauded the game for its emphasis on how the game brought to front and center the oft overlooked 

domestic obligations (esp. feminized) that are nonetheless essential to human survival, and 

argued for that as a core component of socially critical games. Here, though the designers were a 

group of male students, discussing an activity that they gendered as male (i.e. Sound Guy), they 

were nonetheless drawing attention to an essential activity that is both prevalent and 

fundamentally effaced in much of modern media (e.g. recorder performances, music based 

games). I do not mean to suggest that it was a fully realized critical game, but it moves us in the 

right direction by actively probing into lived experiences and reconciling them with more 

abstract mechanics. 

 
Virtual Places 

This final category (relative to what was produced) should be thought of as a subset of 

nascent games that is focused around the development of a specific type of product. Unlike the 

other sections, here I will focus on the work and data produced by a single group, which is 

(incidentally) the only group for which I have pre/post survey data for all members. Rather than 

basing their game around a specific mechanic, they worked to develop a compelling virtual place 

which took a real world location as a reference point. Even though the gameplay was driven by a 

scenario (i.e. an individual has his wallet stolen, and in an effort to retrieve it he gets involved in 
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criminal intrigue), a great deal of effort was put into developing custom tilesets, ambient music, 

“Runglish” (i.e. Russian-English) dialogue scripts, so that the gameworld itself resembled “Little 

Russia” (Brighton Beach, NY). Their game was called Анархия, the Russian word for Anarchy.   

Anarchy was built using RPG Maker (a mid-low sophistication toolset, designed to 

produce JRPGs), by a team of three students, who I will refer to as A, B, and C. In descriptive 

terms, the gameworld consists of a larger 2D map (a beach and boardwalk) from which the 

player can access a number of discrete buildings, each of which have their own unique internal 

layout. Each unique area is populated by a number of NPCs that have varying levels of dialogue 

(e.g. single response, simple questions, quest responses). Every area has some degree of 

background music (BGM), some areas have unique BGM. In essence, most of the non-combat 

elements that you would expect from a JRPG are present. At the beginning of the game, a 

pickpocket takes the player-character’s wallet; in his search to recover the wallet, the player must 

perform favors for various NPCs and is gradually pulled into a world of criminal intrigue — 

ending on a cliffhanger (i.e. as far as they got with the development of the prototype). In all 

respects, this is a nascent game; however, when we look at specific features in the game, it 

becomes something more interesting. 
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Figure 7.5: Screenshots from Anarchy 

As indicated above, the gameworld of Anarchy was designed to resemble a specific area 

of little Russia: the boardwalk of Brighton Beach. During the planning stages, I met with the 

group to discuss/revise their plan. A suggested the group make a game about high-level 

espionage going on between Russia and the USA, and the group liked this idea. I asked her 

where her inspiration was coming from, and she talked about creative writing, and stories she’d 

heard from a family member in “Little Russia.” I asked her about Little Russia and she offered 

up a number of interesting details — so I encouraged her, just as my creative writing professors 

had encouraged me, to “write what you know.” Conversation became a much richer discussion 

of the culture of Little Russia: the food, the music, the atmosphere, and the types of people you 

might encounter there. This begat other questions, ones that would lead to research and 

eventually imitation. 

 

Figure 7.6: Little Russia (Google Images) and its Representation in Anarchy 

By selecting a physical/concrete location as a reference for spatial/cultural reference, 

suddenly there was a knowable place that they could evaluate their representation against. This 

created opportunities for various forms of real world research. A reached out to her family 

member as a gatekeeper for qualitative data: she inquired about the types of people in the area, 
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what they were wearing, how they spoke; beyond that, she asked here to take photographs of 

different locations in Little Russia (e.g. the boardwalk, the interiors of shops and restaurants, and 

the signs in front of these places). Finally, she asked her to find out what music was playing in 

these shops, so that it might be included in their game. Armed with this battery of descriptive 

information, the group began to delegate productive responsibilities.  

In-so-far as divisions of labor were concerned, each team member had a combination of 

both General & Specific Obligations: 

• In terms of  General Obligations, each team member was responsible for developing:  

o At least one specific area within the gameworld 

o The appearance (sprite and portrait) of at least one NPC in the gameworld. 

o The script (if applicable, dialogue tree) associated with their NPC. 

o Contributing to the overall plot structure of the game. 

• In terms of Specific Obligations, each team member had the following responsibilities 

o A gathered all the pertinent research information about Little Russia; she then 

used image manipulation software to create custom assets for the storefronts (i.e. 

signs); finally, she used her distributed-knowledge of the to identify suitable 

assets for the interiors. 

o B handled all of the game’s programming, imported each of the externally 

produced assets, and created the map for the boardwalk itself.   

o C developed the music for the game. After listening to the songs that had been 

heard in the shops, she worked with an audio technician to develop SNES style 

music tracks that emulated the more general sounds and rhythms of what she 

heard: ultimately creating three unique tracks.  
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In many respects, the work they did bears a striking similarity to what was produced by 

other groups, with a few notable differences. 

• Like Seinfrog, the visual novelty of their game was based on the development of new 

assets that had external references. However, Seinfrog was (at best) absurdist: the novel 

elements were in no-way related to the experience of the game, they were a simple 

mashup. Whereas in Anarchy, the custom assets represented an effort to recreate a 

specific location in a manner that required deliberate research. 

• Like Beachblasters, the student-created music was brought into the gameworld. 

However, in the case of that prototype, the music had nothing to do with the gameworld; 

it was independently produced. Within Anarchy, the music represented a meditation on 

how the gameworld differed from the real world, and, as such, it was an effort to 

reconcile the sounds of the real world with the aesthetics / affordances of the gameworld. 

• Like Vampires vs Clones, there was an aesthetically unified world — however, that 

became a world of pure reaction to danger, rather than one which allowed a gradual 

discovery of and interaction with the inhabitants. In Anarchy, the gameplay was itself 

about discovering the people and how they fit into the local ecosystem. Whereas the 

former created a virtual space, the latter produced more of a virtual place.   

Despite my praise, I must note serious limitations in the plots, that would preclude (much 

of what I would consider to be) the application of lived (as opposed to strictly conventional) 

experience as a means of navigating the gameworld. The opportunities for interactions with the 

characters were limited, and the bulk of them were two dimensional. However, I view this as a 

limitation of time and the objectives that I set up for the prototype. If we look at the (2) Twine 
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projects (i3) produced by A, B, & C, we can see a great deal of potential that could be combined 

with a virtual placemaking activity.     

Earlier in the term, pairs of students were asked to develop a Twine game (interactive 

fiction, written in HTML, CSS, & JavaScript) in which “a conversation goes bad”. B & C 

collaborated on a rather complex encounter, based around a combination of mistaken identity 

and careful reading of innuendo. They developed a robust conversation tree, where players were 

presented with a wide array of conversational options that could lead them to 1) get shot, 2) walk 

away, 3) have a reasonable night drinking with a stranger, or 4) commit a robbery. Though 

descriptive, because of conversational ambiguity, I, as a player, had to constantly dip into my 

own hunches and assumptions about interpersonal communication in order to progress in the 

game, with each of these decisions shaping future outcomes/possibilities77. 

 

Figure 7.7: Screenshot of Volatile Volition (Twine of B & C) 

Though less technically sophisticated, A (working with another collaborator) developed 

an interesting game that could be played from two different perspectives. Regardless of the 

perspective, the premise and setting of the game were the same. A man and a woman, in a 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
77 Though not strictly accurate for this game, the flowcharts provided in Chapter 5 (figures 5.2 & 5.4) explain how 
this can be accomplished programmatically. 
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relationship, would get into an argument at a club, wherein the woman would accuse the man of 

infidelity. In the objective gameworld, the allegation was true; however, in the starting state, that 

information is only known by the man. The game plays out with the same basic events occurring: 

the woman raises her concerns, confronts the man with evidence, the man argues for a specific 

interpretation of the evidence and tries to move the conversation towards his innocence. If you 

are playing with the man, the objective is to deflect the evidence; if you are playing as the 

woman, the objective is to overcome those deflections. 

If we consider the formal characteristics of these two Twine games in the context of the 

“socially-critical games” discussed in chapter 5, we can identify two basic characteristics 

appearing in student game design, which could be leveraged in pursuit of critical multiliteracy:  

I. The conscious decision to build conversational encounters that provide the player with 

inadequate information, such that they will need to leverage lived experience (which may 

or may not apply) in order to progress within the world. Rather than adhering to a simple 

play of the game, discovered congruence or discrepancy between gamic outcomes and 

lessons taken from lived experience, can create that space for a critical reflection 

(wherein the inadequacy of the simulation is considered), folding into a flavor of complex 

play. 

II. The creation of a scenario, wherein the same circumstance is revisited from multiple 

standpoints, wherein one’s capacity to act, perceive, etc. is predicated on their subject 

position relative to the gameworld. Provided that the gameworld is designed to support 
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the previous element, the presence of this feature (controlled by any number variables78) 

would allow for a more extended form of complex play, wherein the nature of these 

subject positions is considered, relative to the gameworld and real world. 

Although it may be readily inferred that these group members developed a number of functional 

literacies during the production of these projects, it is important to note that this plays out in the 

survey and reflection documents as well: 

• A reported a net gain of 5 points (mean 3.5), most of which were within the theme of 

“self-directed learning” (4 raw vs average of 1.3). She reported that her work with the 

project allowed her to develop new technical skills: image manipulation (general) and 

level/character design (game oriented). As a note of background: she was multilingual 

and had some background in creative writing. 

• B reported a more modest gain of 2 points, which becomes interesting when we 

recognize that self-reported confidence averaged 4.8 (the highest response against an 

average of 3.7). None-the-less, he reported improvement in the only two areas where he 

previously reported 4’s. He reported developing functional competency with RPG Maker 

while also expanding his image manipulation skills. 

• C reported a high overall gain of 9 points, most of which related to self-directed learning 

(4 raw / 1 normalized) and directing teamwork (4 raw, 1.33 normalized). She reported 

that the work in the project led to her developing basic audio editing and musical 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
78 In a general sense, I explain how this can be done programmatically in Chapter 5 (figure 2 & 3), with varying 
possible levels of sophistication. 
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composition skills (which were supported by a source external to the class), in addition to 

script writing, and 2D character design79. 

In these respects, we can begin to understand this broader activity of virtual 

placemaking as a promising vehicle for developing multiliteracy (i.e. functional, critical, and 

rhetorical) and self-directed learning skills among novice-game design students. With that said, 

we cannot disentangle these specific results from the group that attained them. Of the three 

students, all were high performing and engaged: A was a graduate student, B was a skilled 

programmer, and C ended up with the highest overall grade in the class. Respecting that each of 

these students was (in some way) exceptional, and that the success of the prototype was 

predicated on the contributions that each of them made, I assert that we should look very 

carefully at the circumstances that allowed them to translate their ideas into a coherent 

gameworld.   

I believe that one student among them served as a fundamental facilitator for much of the 

overall activity, akin to that sort of functional sounding board that we observed with Sound Guy 

(i.e. the individual who understood the GDE’s affordances well enough that could be reconciled 

with the lived experiences the other member). If we look into B’s background and interests, he 

had a generalist background in a number of areas ranging from game design, raster/vector image 

manipulation, game modding and development — though no familiarity with RPG Maker (the 

GDE that would be used). In his own words, “I am interested in designing games 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
79 I am intentionally separating the work of character (and level) illustration from the of more general image 
manipulation because of the game-specific nature of the software that it relies upon. In practice, many of the sprites 
(as opposed to portraits) were made using external software that was specifically oriented towards game design. 
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professionally... I also have an interest in architecture and design, which has led me [towards]... 

world design for video games” this latter part becomes especially interesting if we contextualize 

this with his prior work. In response to a prompt about work he’d done as a programmer, he 

brought up several simulations that he’d developed:  

“a [grid-based] ecosystem... where animals moved around eating prey or dying... 
[also] a hospital ER management program simulation that allowed admission 
and assignment of patients....”  
 

From this account, I mean to draw attention to two qualities he possesses: 

• General Facilitator: in that he understands a number of discrete modes of media 

production (e.g. procedural, visual, audio) and has some degree of prior, technical 

experience. This competency puts him in a good position to direct colleagues towards 

external software/practices (e.g. audio editing, image manipulation) that will support the 

prototype without being constrained to the GDE.  

• Systemic Worldbuilding: though not the exact term he used, nor one I was familiar with 

at the time, we can define worldbuilding as “the process of creating a representation of a 

fictional world” which is inclusive of not only “where the story takes place” but also the 

overarching politics, social structures, economics, geography, history... “all of the 

available information about the world, and how those pieces fit together” (Hergernrader, 

2018, p. 17). From his responses, much of his interests related to the physical structuring 

of worlds, inclusive of the more ecological or sociological systems at play.  

By outlining these attributes, I do not mean to reduce the success of the project to his 

contributions alone — this is fundamentally not the case. However, I believe the complement of 

skills and sensibilities that he possessed, catalyzed the conditions for the group's success. 

Because of his broader familiarity with peripheral software (e.g. audio editing, image 
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manipulation, resource repositories) he was able to guide his teammates to the many of the 

external tools that they would leverage, while also being able to help with troubleshooting. 

Furthermore, because he took it upon himself to handle the games programming, his team 

members were able to direct more of their energies towards illustrative (e.g. narrative, visual, 

aural) elements of worldbuilding, without requiring them to develop a syntactic understanding of 

code.  

Respecting that he was an exceptional student, this gives rise to the question: to what 

extent could course scaffolding be redesigned, so as to account for many of the qualities he 

brought to the group? Furthermore, as he was not the only key factor behind the group’s success, 

to what extent is it possible to scaffold the techniques of the group into class instruction? In the 

remainder of this chapter I will lay out many of the core lessons learned from the classroom data. 

However, a more practical articulation of how to scaffold the work of placemaking will be 

covered in Appendix I. 

 

Application 

Though completed several years before I refined the concept of complex play, the 

classroom data provides us with rich accounting of the specific circumstances under which 

students developed a number of multiliteracies. Given the limitations of the current data, I cannot 

generalize findings beyond these classrooms; however, as a pilot study, it presents a number of 

novel, and even counterintuitive findings that could be used to inform non-CS instructors who 

are interested in bringing games design into their classrooms.  

1. The Inadequacies of a GDE have tendencies to drive designers towards external 

software, much of which will have more general application (i.e. useful outside the scope 
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of game design). As such, students working with these softwares may discover more 

divergent applications for the technical literacies that they develop during the game 

design process. While this approach may be less beneficial to students who want to 

pursue game design professionally, for a more general student body, inadequate tools, 

because of the activities they stimulate, may serve as a better catalyst for broader 

technical discovery. 

2. The work of formally evaluating and comparing different toolsets proved beneficial on 

several counts (e.g. self-directed learning, teamwork, general reference), but also hints at 

a missed opportunity, as the majority of references produced were not regularly leveraged 

by students (i.e. concerning GDEs that no prototypes were built with). Taking tool 

inadequacy into account, labor could be redirected away from fully separate tools, and 

towards supplemental tools and or community-developed extensions (for the target 

GDE). This would preserve the benefits, while also facilitating expansive learning, and 

increasing the probability of any given (student developed) resource being leveraged by a 

classmate. 

3. Utilizing mid-level sophistication toolsets for group projects makes it easier for most/all 

group members to develop a baseline familiarity with the software (provided they have 

access to it). While this will still allow for some degree of specialization, it will reduce 

the likelihood prospect of a single-point failure (i.e. the student responsible for 

programming not responding to the team,) while enabling more pragmatic discussions of 

what can and cannot be done with the (group’s collective understanding of the) GDE. 

Though not the same as programming, this manner of engaged, peripheral work allowed 

for programmatic thinking and meaningful group collaboration. 
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4. No team that pitched their game around a novel, sophisticated set of mechanics was able 

to produce a game beyond the sum-of-parts state. Furthermore, any socially-critical 

mechanics that they pitched tended to evaporate as they pursued mechanical goals. 

Teams that had a higher tolerance for abstract action (i.e. actions generally described 

rather than being fully simulated) tended to have better luck characterizing lived 

experiences, or allowing players to leverage their own lived experiences in the 

gameworld. In this respect, games that emphasized conversation and text-supported 

observation provided the best opportunities for this form of play. 

5. As a structuring principle, an activity focused on virtual place making, as opposed to 

more open-ended game design, offers a promising scaffold for multiliteracy development 

and the production for socially-critical games: 

a. If developed with a specific reference point (fictional or real), external research 

becomes a component of the planning and development, which could range from 

literary, to historical, or anthropological subject matter. Furthermore, having this 

as a reference can facilitate reflection on translation, fidelity, etc. 

b. The work of placemaking can simultaneously facilitate specialization of roles 

(e.g. programming, asset production, and writing) and shared common activities 

(e.g. each person designing an area, characters, section of script). Participants 

reporting the highest gains (in perceived competency) tended to describe their 

work in these terms. While there are still possibilities for failure with this 

approach, it limits the extent to which a single failure could break the entire 

prototype — rather, failures would simply lead to areas/aspects being 

underdeveloped.  
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c. Asking students to articulate the inhabitants of place, and their relative social 

roles, will allow a greater opportunity to bring some flavor of social-realism into 

the space, which could be expressed through interactions as well as the 

visual/aural characteristics of the virtual place. 

d. An emphasis on developing multiple characters (each in their own elements) 

lends itself to emphasis on dialogue and observation, which, if deliberately 

designed, can create opportunities for players to bring their own lived experiences 

to inform ingame judgements. Furthermore, this general design creates 

opportunities for students to critically reflect on the representations within the 

game, and the extent to which they match with or deviate from perceptions of the 

real world. 
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CHAPTER 8 

Conclusion 

To recap, the work of this dissertation moves along several trajectories: some theoretical, 

others practical. This dissertation builds upon the decade’s worth of scholarship that has 

examined connections between learning, gameplay, and game design, in both formal (e.g. in the 

classroom) or informal (e.g. as a part of recreation or creativity) contexts. In this vein, the 

dissertation elaborates upon the educational merits of specific forms of game play as well as 

specific forms of game design. It builds upon this idea that certain modes of gaming/design are 

themselves embedded in larger constellations of knowledge building and communicative 

practices. I contend that though prior research has identified and documented instances of this as 

well as gestured at their pedagogical value, the existing scholarship has not yet provided a 

holistic and systematic accounting of these activities, and how the possibility space for these 

activities evolves over the lifecycle of a game. Furthermore, this dissertation provides 

methodological insights into how these adjacent activities can be integrated into classroom 

activities concerned with specific patterns of play or design.  

In a parallel movement, this dissertation further elaborates upon the concept of critical 

play, by suggesting a more ecological understanding of how these games can be researched, 

developed, structured, deployed, and sustained. While I make no claims as to the limits of what 

critical play can entail, I provide a detailed accounting of how socially-realist games operate (as 

a form of complex play) as well as the basic, mechanical features that facilitate this mode of 

engagement: specifically, one that is structurally driving by feminist standpoint theory.  Beyond 

theory building, my dissertation attends to the more pragmatic work of design in terms of 

building the programmatic components required for generating contrastable standpoints, 
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designed with deliberate omissions so as to allow for the integration of lived experiences into 

gamic action. As a companion piece for this, I explain how, through extension games with robust 

anthropological characterizations can be meaningfully paired with qualitative research methods 

as a vehicle for formal (design-based) analysis, methodological practice, and theoretical 

application80. In a reversal of conventional ordering, many of the theoretical contributions of this 

dissertation have already been published in peer-reviewed journals/anthologies, contributing to 

the broader field of Game Studies: 

• “Me and Lee: Identification and the play of attraction in The Walking Dead” (2015) 

• “Expansive genres of play: Getting serious about game genres for the design of future 

learning environments” (2017) 

• “Seven Dimensions of a Feminist Wargame: What we can learn from This War of Mine” 

(2019)  

The final contribution my dissertation makes is one of educational theory and practice, 

pertaining to the integration of game design into humanities classrooms as a vehicle for 

cultivating multiliteracies. Recognizing game design as a complex activity, I have been able to 

draw attention to recurrent patterns of actions (inclusive of access, organization, delegation, and 

development) that lead to the development/demonstration of functional, rhetorical, and critical 

literacies among the students. Given that I employed Design-Based Research, I cannot, at this 

point make claims as to the generalizability of these findings. However, as an iterative pilot 

study, my research has yielded to novel, educational principles:  

                                                 
 
 
 
 
80 The (pseudo-)qualitative approach to analysis is demonstrated in Chapter 5 (specifically the “Virtual Case 
Study”), the expansion of this into a (pseudo-)ethnographic, intersectional analysis is covered in Appendix A.  
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1. The value of structuring game-design activities around relatively simple, inadequate 

tools, as a means of encouraging more divergent work (towards the discovery and 

integration of new tools), while placing an emphasis on the evaluation and comparison of 

external resources.  

2. Orienting students towards the more constrained work of virtual place-making, rather 

than the more freeform activity of game design, as a means of encouraging location-

specific research (e.g. anthropological, historical, literary), standpoint-driven 

explorations, and generalist/flexible development practices. 

The final stage of DBR is the movement towards another mode of study. It accepts 

constant intervention and modification as an essential element of classroom studies; yet, at the 

same time, it argues for a rigorous accounting of variation and modification, in an effort to 

develop a pedagogic framework that can be externally tested and evaluated. While I have not 

initiated protocol for a general testing of this approach, I have taken the first steps via the 

publication of “Understanding & Designing Virtual Places” in the open source book Teaching 

the Game (2021), a collection of robustly scaffolded and annotated syllabi for college classes 

concerned with the study and design of games. Although this entry is not as inclusive of complex 

play as an explicit concept, it indirectly engages with it on many fronts81.  

Initially, I planned to include a chapter on procedural generation in this dissertation; 

however, in an effort to tame this already unwieldy beast, that work has been excised. 

Conceptually/Pragmatically, I see procedurally-assisted generation, wherein designer inputs are 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
81 I completed this piece at the end of 2020, before fully systematizing my concept of complex play 
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combined with pattern-languages (Alexander, 1977) and noise equivalent functions (e.g. 

Gaussian, Voronoi-grids) in order to create logically consistent terrain — be it a forest, village, 

or cityscape. Such tools could serve to jumpstart the placemaking activity: generating a specific 

location on top of which a virtual place could be built.  Additionally, by exposing students to the 

work of parameterizing the characteristics of a place, and seeing how those parameters interact 

with algorithmic rules in order to simulate a given environment, we would give students a 

vantage from which they could begin to think about simulations both critically (i.e. 

understanding the behaviors and limits) and rhetorically (i.e. working with parameters and 

instructions to produce specific effects).  

As a component of this project, I spent several years working with my father to develop a 

java-based terrain generator which currently functions, but is not yet suitable for introduction to 

a humanities undergraduate classroom. To be clear about my contributions to this project were 

research, implementation methods, and prototyping discrete elements — the code as it appears in 

this project was not written by me. Regardless, we envision the application as a series of stacked 

modules: the first producing an abstract Voronoi mesh, the second using abstract shapes to create 

terrain, the third applying hydrological features to the terrain, and the fourth applying vegetation 

to the space. It is our intention to develop an iterative simulation component (e.g. how vegetation 

changes over time;  how vegetation affects erosion/deposition, after which point we will develop 

a means of simulating populated structures (e.g. the composition of a villages, houses, roads), 

which, though initially empty, could be later “dressed” by student designers. Put another way, it 

is our goal to create a tool that would be useful, yet inadequate.   

However, that work and the practical matter of its integration into a course scaffolding 

belongs to another time. The work of this dissertation is done... the drum falls silent. 

https://github.com/markkampe/Java_Terrain
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Appendix A: Published Syllabus: Understanding & Designing Virtual Places 

Course Description 

A gameworld is the strata through which a player experiences story, character, intrigue, 

and challenge. When well crafted, the virtual place is something that a player becomes intimately 

familiar with: the geography, demographics, customs, and even histories. Just as these places 

have the capacity to depict utterly fantastic realms, they can also mirror aspects of our own 

histories and cultures. 

All virtual places are, to some degree, simulations, and all simulations are at best partial 

depictions of a reality. A simulation is by nature persuasive, as its designers consciously decide 

upon elements that are significant (rendered) and insignificant (omitted). With this in mind, we 

can examine how places have been rendered: the populations given voice, the activities shown, 

and the interactions permitted. In this respect we can use virtual places, their development, and 

our subjective experience of these places as sites of study and critique. 

This course will examine place, representation, and simulation in modern video games 

through a variety of critical lenses. Students will employ ethnographic research methods, both in 

observed play sessions and (gamic) qualitative research. As a central project, the class will 

develop a virtual place together: one that is (however loosely) informed by a historical or 

fictional location, complete with populations, their customs and place in the social hierarchy. 

Individual teams will be responsible for detailing specific regions and the characters that inhabit 

them – such that each team will create playable characters that have unique perspectives (a 

standpoint) that operates within a collaboratively produced, virtual place 
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Purpose & Objectives 

This course uses games as a means to facilitate interdisciplinary study: wherein we 

examine games as cultural objects, seek to understand the formal mechanisms by which they 

engage us, while actively designing with them. In as much as this course concerns the 

development of games, it chases notions of critical game design, seeking to explore how critical 

theory and rich social commentary have and can be integrated into game development. In the 

process of this course, students will develop the following skills: 

• Frameworks for analyzing interactive media systems, and how players engage with them. 

• How a subject’s reading position can dramatically change what they see when engaging 

with media objects. 

• A nuanced understanding of feminist standpoint theory and intersectionality. 

• An introduction to qualitative methods and analysis: ethnographic observation, case 

studies, intra/inter categorical of social forces. 

• Technical proficiency with HTML, CSS, and JavaScript driven game development 

environments: Twine & RPG Maker MV. 

• Game Design Skills: tool analysis, project planning, setting up production pipelines, 

playtesting, asset generation. 

• Creative writing skills: source research, setting design, principles for digital character and 

narrative development. 

In a more material sense, students will: 

• Develop analytic and instructional presentations (with support documentation). 

• Compose qualitative reports based on field notes and observations. 

• Build interactive fiction and 2D RPG games; as well as personalized game assets. 
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• Articulate game proposals, timelines, and development logs. 

• Compose basic usability reports. 

Course Context 

This course was developed from an upper division communication course (Game 

Studies) that could be taken as a humanities/social-science elective for computer science 

students. While the bulk of our students came from the humanities and social sciences, the 

course tended to draw a multidisciplinary crowd. Class was driven by a combination of lecture, 

student presentations, and workshopping. Depending on the term, class sizes ranged from 15-30. 

All students had some experience playing games, though this ranged from casual mobile games, 

childhood experiences, all the way to PC modding, and prior game design experiences.  

I felt that I had the best results when roughly one third of class time was dedicated to 

some form of digital production (e.g. game design, project planning, and document design).  In 

these workshop sessions, I liked to leverage the subject-specific experience of my students (e.g. 

creative writing, instructional design, programming, art/music design) so that they were able to 

act as mentors during workshop sessions. This approach requires some careful monitoring. If a 

mentor gets assigned a leadership position in a team and they misjudge their own capacities or 

become burned out, it can lead to catastrophic failure for a group, which could have otherwise 

been avoided. 

Based on entrance and exit surveys, a minority of students wanted to go into professional 

game design, while a majority of students had some interest in recreational game design. Even 

students who had no interest in designing games (recreationally or professionally), asserted that 

they got something out of the experience of game prototyping (e.g. deeper understanding of 
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games, exposure to new tools, understanding of design principles, or planning and coordinating 

group projects).  

To a certain extent, I think the most productive thing an instructor can do is take stock of 

the productive proficiencies of the students at the start of the class, and then consider what types 

of games the group could be prepared to make by the end; more than anything, this will dictate 

the Game Development Environments that students are asked to work with.  The challenge will 

be finding the right balance between playing to your students’ existing strengths and giving them 

the opportunity to develop new skills and software proficiencies. To this end, entrance, exit, and 

intermediate (check-in) surveys are your best friend. 

The whole idea for this class came out of my dissertation work. I had students working 

with a variety of prompts and a variety of game engines. After reviewing many prototypes, I 

noticed that groups who communally created a hub area, linked to numerous, individually 

created areas, tending to do best. This approach forces every member to have some working 

knowledge of the GDE itself, while also allowing them to specialize.  

My favorite group used RPG Maker to simulate the boardwalk of Little Russia in NYC. 

They were able to use google street maps to get a first-hand look at the location; a relative even 

went into stores, taking pictures of the interior and even noting the music. The students used a 

combination of found, modified, and digitally produced assets (e.g. store signs, music, etc.). One 

student even made her own music, emulated the style of the music heard in the stores. The 

project was complex enough that each student had their own specialization, and general enough 

that each student knew what the others were doing.  
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My focus on virtual placemaking stems from this: a desire to formally recreate the 

conditions that gave rise to the group’s success by emphasizing assignments that, as an 

aggregate, will cultivate the creative, technical, and analytic skills that the exemplar group 

leveraged. At the same time, I’m trying to cultivate a sense of distributed expertise and 

comradery in the classroom, so that students are in a position to share insight and ideas with each 

other, and ultimately gain some team building competencies. 

 

Course Pedagogy 

My course is designed around a combination of analysis, production, and documentation. 

Because of this, the pedagogy I favor borrows extensively from Stuart Selber and Donald Schön; 

with the former informing analysis (i.e. how I want my students to consider each media object) 

and the latter informing practice (i.e. how I want my students to engage with work of production 

and peer-critique). 

In Multiliteracies (2004), Selber describes digital literacy as a multi-dimensional, moving 

target: the various communicative media forms are ever evolving, as are the tools we leverage to 

produce them, the expectations of the audiences we create for, the contexts in which they will 

access our media, and the channels we will use for dissemination. As a means of navigating this 

shifting quagmire, he divided the more amorphous notion of literacy into three categories: 

functional literacy (an awareness of the tools available, as well as the affordances and 

constraints each provided, etc.), critical literacy (an understanding of a given technology as 

historically situated, inclusivity and exclusivity, associated with specific practices, etc.), and 

rhetorical literacy (a recognition of how a given media/interface can be used to persuade 

audiences, generic expectations, etc.).  
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Though simplistic, by exposing students to the idea of multiliteracies, we are 

encouraging them to think of games as culturally situated objects, predicated on certain 

technologies, and designed to communicate some message (even if it is only instructions on how 

to play). Components of critical and rhetorical literacy allow us to interrogate representational 

methods conveyed through games, while functional literacies (pertaining to engine and game 

development environments) pertain to more formal analysis and the production of 

mechanics/dynamics in games.  

In Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1990), Schön takes inspiration from less-

mainstream methods of teaching (e.g. coaching, studio work), culminating in a process he called 

reflection in action or the practice that gives rise to ‘artistry’. He contends that, within any given 

discipline, there are known ‘best practices’ that prescribe solutions for certain problems; 

however, there are also ‘indeterminate zones of practice’ that arise out of more complicated 

problems. In these instances, there are multiple available actions, each constraining future 

opportunities. Skilled practitioners recognize such problems; following identification, they 

engage in a form of anticipatory thinking, wherein they imagine multiple, available actions and 

the consequences (e.g. first order, second). He argues that this conscious consideration (i.e. what 

options are available to me, how will they constrain future options) guides practitioners away 

from intractable problems and towards elegant solutions. 

Reflection in action is a discipline agnostic habit relevant to the production of any 

media, ranging from games to documents and presentations. In planning stages, I encourage 

students to consider multiple design/structuring approaches and tradeoffs associated with each of 

them, before committing to a single approach and deciding upon the best tools to use. In more 

complex cases, I ask students to identify their core assumptions (e.g. I can use ‘Library A’ to get 
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‘Effects X-Z’), consider how they will test these assumptions before committing to them (e.g. 

building a game around them, designing a guide), and then consider what their fall back plans 

will be if these assumptions prove faulty. Once students understand this basic practice, I 

encourage them to interrogate each other’s approaches and (design-driven) reasoning. 

I use the idea of multiliteracies as a general heuristic for class discussions. While I don’t 

feel it’s necessary to perform such a robust analysis on every media object we scrutinize, I try to 

ensure that each of the three domains (e.g. functional, critical, rhetorical) are touched on during 

each class – with the understanding that some days will be more lopsided. 

On game development days, I view the practice of reflection in action as indispensable. 

Novice game designers will often get excited and set themselves down an overly complex path 

that they will be unable to complete, or they might start to structure their game in a manner that 

will foreclose on capabilities that they will later need to rely upon. When I attend to individual 

groups or students, I find that I need to model reflection in action for them initially, then I ask 

them to do it for their own work (i.e. they talk me through it). If I’m attentive at the beginning, 

before long I hear groups starting to do it without prompting. 

 

Course Text, Games, Software & Hardware 

Books 

• Ford, M. (2016). Writing interactive fiction with Twine. Que Publishing. [KINDLE] 

• Hergenrader, T. (2018). Collaborative Worldbuilding for Writers and Gamers. 

Bloomsbury Publishing. 

• Galloway, A. R. (2006). Gaming: Essays on algorithmic culture (Vol. 18). U of 

Minnesota Press. 
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• Lidwell, W., Holden, K., & Butler, J. (2010). Universal principles of design. Rockport 

Pub. 

Games 

• Spent (2011). http://playspent.org/ (FREE) 

• The Fiscal Ship (2016). https://fiscalship.org/ (FREE) 

• Depression Quest (2013). http://www.depressionquest.com/dqfinal.html (FREE) 

• Loneliness (2010). https://tinyurl.com/yyqnzh8r (FREE) 

• The Stanley Parable (2013). https://tinyurl.com/y77uccql 

• Kentucky Route Zero (2013). https://tinyurl.com/y5tasnbe or https://tinyurl.com/yxeatofs 

• This War of Mine (2014). https://tinyurl.com/yy3rd3nz or https://tinyurl.com/yckgrkuu 

• Disco Elysium (2019). https://tinyurl.com/y3bnq4u4 or https://tinyurl.com/yb3gnlj6 

Game Development Environments 

•  Twine: https://Twinery.org/ (FREE) 

• RPG Maker MV*: https://tinyurl.com/y66n6v62 or 2D alternative: 

https://tinyurl.com/yyteht8m 

Relevant Software (Use as needed) 

• Google Drive, Google Docs, Google Slides, Google Sheets, Google Forms (FREE) 

• 2D Character Sprites: Sprite Maker. https://tinyurl.com/y5qwa7og (FREE) 

• 2D Character Portraits: Portrait Wizard*. https://tinyurl.com/y67ybjjp   

• Fantasy Cartography: Wonder Draft. https://www.wonderdraft.net/ 

•  Vector based illustration: Inkscape. https://inkscape.org/ (FREE) 

• Image manipulation: Gimp. https://www.gimp.org/ (FREE) 

•  Audio editing: Audacity. https://www.audacityteam.org/ (FREE) 

http://playspent.org/
https://fiscalship.org/
http://www.depressionquest.com/dqfinal.html
https://tinyurl.com/yyqnzh8r
https://tinyurl.com/y77uccql
https://tinyurl.com/y5tasnbe
https://tinyurl.com/yxeatofs
https://tinyurl.com/yy3rd3nz
https://tinyurl.com/yckgrkuu
https://tinyurl.com/y3bnq4u4
https://tinyurl.com/yb3gnlj6
https://twinery.org/
https://tinyurl.com/y66n6v62
https://tinyurl.com/yyteht8m
https://tinyurl.com/yyteht8m
https://tinyurl.com/y5qwa7og
https://tinyurl.com/y67ybjjp
https://www.wonderdraft.net/
https://inkscape.org/
https://www.gimp.org/
https://www.audacityteam.org/
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• Additional RPG Maker MV assets*: https://tinyurl.com/y5zgkqs7 

 

Additional Notes: Software 

All of the games (as well as RPG Maker MV) are Mac, PC, and Linux/Proton (see 

https://www.protondb.com/) compatible. However, some of the optional software is Windows 

exclusive. All games/software should be able to run on low end computers, and few will cost 

more than $20.  As both Steam and GOG have regular sales, encourage students to wishlist the 

games (and * marked software), buying them when the price is low.  Finally, it is worth noting 

that GOG games (unlike Steam games) are not packaged with DRM software.  

For documentation and reports, I require my students to use the Google Suite, mainly 

because it allows me to identify individual contributions, while facilitating collaborative 

development, commenting, and review. I expect students to leverage instructional resources and 

design techniques developed by their peers, gDrive & gDocs readily facilitate this without 

incurring cost. Furthermore, while I expect planning documents to change over time; I want 

students to be able to accurately detail those changes, and reflect upon them when the work is 

done – the version history of gDocs facilitates this. Finally, I frequently use surveys/spreadsheets 

to touch base and coordinate with students, while gForms is not as not as sophisticated as 

Qualtrics, it serves these purposes well enough.  

 

Additional Notes: Game Selection 

The first four games serve as examples of ‘serious’ games: with Spent and TFL serving as 

prime examples of procedural rhetoric. Spent conveys a snapshot of a micro-level experience and 

TFL describes the relationships of a macro-level system. Loneliness is a near perfect distillation 

https://tinyurl.com/y5zgkqs7
https://www.protondb.com/
https://www.protondb.com/
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of how a single mechanic can impart an abstract but human experience. Depression Quest does 

similar work, but through textual description. Furthermore, DQ is a Twine game, so it has the 

added benefits of showcasing a tool that students will be working with throughout the term. 

The next two games (The Stanley Parable and Kentucky Route Zero) are dauntingly rich 

‘formal’ objects. TSP explores the types of experiences that gamic mechanics can impart to a 

player, while transparently discussing the illusory surface to the programmatic structure upon 

which it is conveyed.  KRZ is an episodic game with strong trans-medial elements (e.g. 

companion script, virtual play, magical realist information hotline). The game is highly reflexive, 

relating to specific media technologies, modes of production, and even academic inquiry – all the 

while moving towards a painful exploration of how debt, exploitative labor, and substance abuse 

destroy lives. I’ve done my best to sync the play so that it directly relates to reading and 

development discussions (e.g. the players will enter into a surreal, interactive fiction chapter as 

they develop a Twine game). 

The last two games (This War of Mine and Disco Elysium) are crucial to the idea of 

critical placemaking; furthermore, they are representationally complex enough to facilitate some 

deep analysis via the GameLog exercises. While I don’t mean to be prescriptive about the games 

that should be brought into the classroom, I’d argue that these two games (especially DE) have a 

requisite, critical complexity that makes them well suited for this work and course trajectory. 

TWoM is a brilliant inversion of the wargame, told from the perspective of the 

marginalized and leveraging actual accounts of war survivors in order to tell the story from their 

(approximate) perspectives. In this capacity, it really lends itself to analysis by way of Feminist 

Standpoint Theory. Instructionally, the goal is to get students to think about how critical theory 

can inform game design, and what the outcome of that looks like (in terms of 
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mechanics/dynamics). I’ve wrote a chapter that outlines how this game does: “Seven Dimensions 

of a Feminist Wargame,” which I will provide a free link to (see GameLog folder in 

Assignments), as soon as I am contractually allowed. I would not assign this reading to students, 

because I want them to do the work of analysis for themselves; none-the-less, it may be useful 

resource for teachers. 

DE is a masterclass in virtual placemaking and the representation of plural standpoints. 

The details of the locale, and the fact that only certain character configurations will be able to 

access them, will lend itself to pseudo-ethnographic exploration. Though the world is fictional, 

its depth lends itself to intersectional analysis. Furthermore, because the final project is a virtual 

place, the dynamics and details that DE imparts will inform student place/character design. On a 

productive level, students will need to figure out how they can replicate some of the basic 

features of DE in RPG Maker (e.g. through switches, events, and triggers) in order to create a 

place that can be experienced from multiple standpoints. 
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Course Assignments 

Survey & Reflection (5%) 

At the beginning & end of the course, students will be asked to complete a brief survey 

about their gameplay experiences, game design experience, and the software competencies that 

they developed. At the end of the course, students will be asked to compose a brief reflection 

about their experiences in the course. 

Presentations & Instructions (20%) 

Working in pairs, students will be responsible for 3 presentations, two analytic (A) and 

one training (B), which are defined as follows: 

1. An analysis of some gamic object or an event peripheral to gaming that leverages some 

of the more recent readings (i.e. the current, or the week prior).  Presentations should be 

~10 minutes in length, with ~5 minutes for follow up discussion. Just as these 

presentations might apply a critical theory to a game, they might also take on a more 

formal/design based analysis (e.g. how does the skill system of DE contribute to the 

dynamics of play? How do the designers of KR0 make use of remediation). 

2. A training presentation, in which the leaders teach the students how to accomplish some 

specific effect in one of the GDEs that the class is using (e.g., incrementing variables in 

Twine and using them to trigger threshold events). If the effect is complex, leaders must 

develop a tutorial file that the class will engage in, which must be shared with the class 

prior to their presentation. These training sessions should be ~10-20 minutes in length 

(depending on complexity), with one student leading and the other student assisting. 

Additionally, the students will produce a formal instructional document that details 

everything covered in the procedure. 
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All presentation topics must be approved by the instructor. For each presentation, the 

students must select two principles of design (at least one of which must be novel for both 

presenters) that they will integrate into their presentation. During the presentation, they must call 

attention to it, and briefly explain how it works. 

GameLogs & Reports (25%)  

You will be asked to critically play games, observe others playing them, and 

methodically report your experiences/observations using a tailored document for field notes 

(called a GameLog).  You will then use your GameLog and those of your colleagues as the 

primary documents from which you will generate critical, qualitative reports that will leverage 

specific modes of analysis (e.g. Standpoint Theory, Intersectionality, MDA, Textual). 

[Instructors, links to my updated GameLogs and related documents can be found here 

(https://tinyurl.com/1koef15n). Make a local copy for your students.] 

1. Using GameLog I, you will examine the gameplay and representation present in This War 

of Mine (2014), paying special attention to how a player’s “reading positions” informs 

their interactions with the gameworld.  Working in groups of 2-3, you will fill out your 

GameLog and then share it with your teammates. After sharing notes and discussing 

findings, each of you will submit a 1000-1500 word report in which you discuss 

representational dynamics of the game, the standpoints accessible through these 

dynamics, and the extent to which different player backgrounds informed interactions 

with said dynamics. 

2. Using GameLog II, you will explore the game world of Disco Elysium (2019) as though 

you were performing a (simulated) critical, ethnographic study of its inhabitants. This 

project can be roughly divided into three phases: 

https://tinyurl.com/1koef15n
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1. Students will be paired with one of the three detective archetypes, and randomly 

assigned a number of geographically, co-located subjects (NPCS) whom they 

must then interview, with the stated goal of gathering as much information about 

them as they can, noting said information in their GameLog. 

2. In groups dictated by common subject assignations, students will share notes and 

develop collaboratively case studies for each of the assigned characters (~500 

words). These documents should include: a brief biography of the character, 

qualitative observations about said character’s life & behavior (e.g. where they 

work, what they believe, how they communicate who they are), and some 

indication of the social forces that shape their identity (e.g. gender, poverty, 

disability, addiction). 

3. Finally, individual students will then review the collectively produced case 

studies, and apply an intersectional analysis to them; first summarizing the 

various forces that shape character identity (linking forces to specific characters); 

second, they will use a single case study to demonstrate how multiple forces, 

intersecting together either marginalize or empower a specific character.  (1000-

2000 words) 

Twine Game (15%) 

In teams of two, you will create a brief Twine game that simulates a conversation that has 

the possibility of going bad (e.g. a conflict leading to a breakup, an argument leading to a fight.) 

This conversation can be fictional or based on personal experience. Importantly, this 

conversation must occur within a virtual setting (e.g. a bar, a bus stop) and players must be able 

to effect different outcomes based on the aggregate of their dialogue options. Finally, the player 
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must be given control of two slightly different personas, each of whom will receive slightly 

different information and possess slightly different options for interaction. Students will submit a 

complete draft of the game to their peers for playtesting; they will summarize the key findings of 

that playtest (250-500 word report), and modify the game accordingly.  

Virtual Placemaking (35%) 

In teams of 3-4, students will use RPG Maker MV (or Unity, if they are more 

advanced) to create a 2D virtual place that is loosely based on a specific historical or fantastic 

location. Rather than creating a quest/level, you will provide a place populated by characters that 

the player will be able to interact with – and in doing so, players will get a “feel” for the 

character of the place. This is a complex project, some of which have individual stages: 

 

Proposal (10%): Individuals or pairs of students will propose places worth constructing. The 

will be expected to provide a 2-3 slide presentation in which they: 

1. State the source material (e.g. a 19th century steamship, a Neolithic village, 

Deadwood) that will serve as inspiration for your place, provide links or 

references to sources. 

2. Coarsely describe the setting in terms of: the appearance/composition of the place, 

the activities that happen there, the actors (people, animals) that populate it, and 

the prevailing forces (e.g. social, material) acting on these people. 

3. Elaborate on the possible standpoints from which the player explores the place, 

and how these standpoints would affect interactions with the place and its 

inhabitants. 
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4. Candidly evaluate your own skills, and resources you have discovered, indicate 

the sorts of help you would require in order to develop this virtual place. 

 

Group Plan (10%): Groups of 3-4 students will provide a concrete summary of the place they 

intend to build, the features their design will require, the responsibilities of each team member, 

and the timeline for production, and a changelog that will be updated as tasks are completed. 

Students will revise this plan according to instructor feedback. Each team member should take 

responsibility for at least one of the following, specialized roles82: 

1. Lead Programmer: responsible for reviewing code, ensuring functionality and 

compatibility. 

2. Story Editor: responsible for proofing all text, checking for: narrative consistency, 

typographical errors, and readability, while ensuring variation among the 

standpoints. 

3. Researcher: responsible for gathering all pertinent data (e.g. populations, 

activities, appearances) about the source material and how documenting it’s 

represented in the gameworld.  

4. Set Manager: responsible for designing/locating suitable assets (e.g. character 

portraits, sprite assets, and music/sound effects) that are appropriate to the 

setting.  

 

                                                 
 
 
 
 
82 Shared responsibility is fine so long as it is formal and agreed upon. 
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Twine Prototype (20%): The group will collectively build a complete draft of their virtual place 

in Twine. This prototype must include the following: 

1. All the spatial areas are described and/or rendered (via embedded images) in 

nodes. 

2. All non-player characters (NPCs) are described, positioned in their locations, and 

given dialogue options that will shift according to player character (PC) traits. 

3. All traits (i.e. qualities that a PC can possess which stipulates interactions) must 

be articulated, and leveraged by the playable gameworld. 

4. The gameworld must be traversable from 2-3 playable perspectives, with each 

perspective representing a crude sort of standpoint; possessing a rich description, 

and a number of variable traits that will influence how they interact with the 

gameworld. 

Each team member will be responsible for building 2-3 locations, each of which should have 2-3 

sites of possible interaction which will vary according to PC traits. These locations must be 

in/directly accessible from a centralized node/hub location. 

 

Play-testing Reports (10%): as a part of the development process, students will play each 

other’s games. 

1. The Playtesters will adopt a think aloud protocol, and will be observed by the 

design team. With the gameworld traversed, the designers will then formally 

interview the playtesters about their experience, and any suggestions they have. 

Ideally, each team should observe three playtests, discuss them, and then 

summarize key findings. 
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2. The designers will then be responsible for producing a 350-750 word write up of 

their participant’s experience and actionable findings that came from it. This 

report will then be appended to their project plan. 

3. Playtesting will be conducted twice: once for the Twine Prototype and again 

when the RPG Maker Prototype is completed. 

1. RPG Maker Prototype (40%) The team will be responsible for 

producing a 2D place that attempts to simulate (to some crude extent) what life was like for some 

of the people living there. In most respects, this gameworld will be a faithful translation of the 

Twine Prototype that integrates the first round of playtesting feedback. However, the designers 

will be expected to include the following, additional elements: 

a. 2D furnished areas that represent the Twine hub structure and its connected 

locations. 

b. 2D characters and objects, that trigger events (those prototyped in Twine) when 

approached or interacted with (as appropriate). 

c. Custom assets (e.g. character portraits, custom sprites, sound/music) that have 

been developed externally and incorporated into the gameworld. 

d. This gameworld must (through a combination of scripting and narrative) possess 

activities that certain characters can engage with, through the mechanics afforded 

by the GDE. 

2. Project Reflection (10%) the team will be responsible for a 750 – 1500 word document 

in which they reflect on the project and the design process: 

1. Explaining how (if at all) their plans changed during the development process and 

the reasons for those changes. 
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2. Describing what aspects of this place they felt they were able to capture, and what 

elements they wanted to include, but were not able to (given the constraints of the 

GDE or their knowledge of it). 

3. Speculate as to how they might expand upon this prototype, or something similar 

to it, if they wanted to make a game out of it. 

 
Course Assessment 

Survey/Reflection (2.5% CG each) Credit/No-credit; optional partial credit for incompletes  

Presentations & Instructions 

(20% CG total) Grading breakdown as follows: 

1. Analytic Presentations (5% CG, each): expectation: 3 content slides + 1 reference slide. 

a. Demonstrates clear understanding of the subject matter. (30%) 

b. Uses examples pertinent to or illustrative of the selected theory. (30%). 

c. Delivery is well spoken, engaging, and adheres to time limit. (20%) 

d. Presentation slides appear methodically designed, making good use of the 2 

selected principles of design. (10%) 

e. All resources are correctly cited; presentation added to class gDrive. (10%) 

2. Training Presentations (10% CG):  a guided, real time demo of the software/code 

functionality, packaged with novel (student designed) instructional documents. 

a. The procedure demoed is complex enough to warrant a training session. (20%) 

b. The instructive document provides a thoughtful overview of the process, while 

linking to all requisite materials (e.g. starting conditions, technical docs). This 

document should make use of diagrams and screenshots when appropriate, and 

must be shared with the class via gDrive. (40%) 
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c. Demo provides adequate instruction such that most (if not all) classmates are able 

to follow along and generate a simple prototype. (20%) 

d. Speaker is engaging and adheres to the time limit. (10%) 

e. Assistant is actively moving through the class offering help when asked. (10%) 

GameLogs 

(25% CG: 10% / 15%) In both cases, the physical GameLog should be given credit/half-

credit/no-credit based on how complete the log looks and whether the instructions were 

followed. Skim to see if the writing and reflections relate to the given prompts. 

1. This War of Mine Log/Report (5% CG physical log; 5% CG report); report breakdown: 

a. Explains how the game, through mechanics and aesthetics simulates the 

standpoint of a civilian war survivor; specifically illustrating common features 

held by all characters and communal behaviors that must be engaged with in order 

to progress/survive. (25%) 

b. Details the representational differences between the characters, both in terms of 

aesthetics and their mechanical analogs. The goal hear is to communicate that 

active elements of a standpoint (i.e. how it changes the way that a subject can 

interact with the world). (25%) 

c. Demonstrates an understanding of how the players “reading position” (e.g. prior 

habits and enculturation) can change the manner by which they approach gamic 

problems/solutions, as well as their affective responses to the game. This should 

touch on the issue of “social realism”. (25%) 

d. Quality of the submitted report, relative to organization, reasoning, example 

pertinence, and general clarity. (25%) 
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2. Disco Elysium Log/Reports (5% CG physical log; 5% CG case study; 5% intersectional 

analysis report) 

a. The Case Study should be evaluated in terms of: 

i. The vividness of the description of said character and the social milieu in 

which they are situated. (25%) 

ii. The robustness of the intersectional analysis: the extent to which the 

prevailing forces that (can be reasonably said to) shape their relative 

standpoint (e.g. poverty, race, violence). (25%) 

iii. The suitability of the evidence provided (e.g. quotes, paraphrases) to 

justify the presence of the various intersectional forces.  (25%) 

iv. The extent to which case study is able to explain how said forces converge 

to create a distinctive standpoint. (25%) 

b. The Thematic Analysis should be evaluated in terms of: 

i. The extent to which the selected case studies, when taken as a whole, 

speak to a compelling grouping of people (e.g. homeless, children, 

disabled). (20%) 

ii. The use of cross-case study evidence to demonstrate the pervasiveness of 

specific, intersecting issues (e.g. poverty, substance abuse, violence). 

(50%) 

iii. The suitability of the solution posed (i.e. some sort of intervention) 

relative to the problems identified. Respecting that this solution will be a 

product of imagination, evaluate the extent to which the solution seems (at 
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least somewhat) in-line with the rules of the world and can be said to 

address an intersection of issues. (30%) 

Twine Game 

(CG 15%) This game will be evaluated according to: 

1. Quality of the writing (e.g. descriptive/ believable language, coherence of events). (20%) 

2. Complexity of narrative structure (e.g. number of nodes/connection). (20%) 

3. Complexity of programming (e.g. use of variables, macros, etc.) (20%) 

4. Aesthetics of game (e.g. use of images, audio, typographic decisions, etc.) (20%) 

5. Clarity of playtesting report (e.g. general takeaway, strengths, weaknesses, actionable 

targets for improvement) and integration of said feedback into the final submission. 

(20%)  

Virtual Place 

(CG 40%) For most students, this will be the hardest assignment. It is an exercise in planning, 

creativity, coordination, and translation. There are many ways for this assignment to fall apart; 

however, by breaking it up into constituent parts, instructors can either mitigate the prospect of 

catastrophic failure, or spot it from enough of a distance that some intervention can be attempted. 

Having (over) articulated each phase, I offer only general guidelines: 

1. Proposal (10%): did the student submit something viable and suitable given the tools at 

their disposal, the time constraints, and the abilities of their classmates? 

2. Group Plan (10%): do not grade them on what they first submit, grade them on what 

they submit after getting feedback from you; then consider: 

a. Is the distribution of labor fair? 
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b. Taking as a given that no plan of action will be perfect, such that revision is a 

natural component of complex work,  does this project err on the side of ambition 

rather than ease?   

c. Is the timeline both realistic and detailed? 

d. Do you believe that the students are adequately assessing both their own abilities 

as designers and the expressive capacities of the GDE that they are using? 

3. Twine Prototype (20%): evaluate this object relative to the plan they delivered, use it as 

a means of reality checking the group’s ambition. Allow students to resubmit this part of 

the project until they get it right, because if the students are unable to deliver their vision 

in Twine, they will be fundamentally unable to do so in RPG Maker. This phase of the 

assignment is an acid test. Look for the portents of catastrophic failure here. 

4. Playtesting (10%): see Twine (e). This can be reduced to, are they spotting new 

problems and figuring out ways to address them – are they drawing actionable 

conclusions (even if it is towards the formulation of new content) from their discoveries. 

5. RPG Maker Demo (40%): 

a. The appearance of the play; the extent to which it seems thoughtfully laid out and 

decorated. If applicable, the suitability of the music, and the extent to which 

custom assets fit well with the world. (25%) 

b. The quality of the narrative & dialogue; the vividness of the characters in terms of 

how they talk and appear. (25%) 

c. The extent to which the place can be said to present differently according to the 

qualities of the subject that engages with it. As this will be largely accomplished 
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by programming and scripting, use this opportunity to evaluate the complexity of 

the interactions as well. (25%) 

d. The extent to which the specific student’s work meaningfully contributes to the 

project as a whole… even if the project failed. (25%) 

2. Project Reflection (10%) 

a. Coherence of development narrative and explanation of each member’s 

contribution. (40%) 

b. Critical reflection upon what the game’s mechanics could or could not capture 

about the source material. (40%) 

c. The extent to which their future speculation, about what the game could be, is 

conceptually interesting. (20%) 

 

Expanded Course Outline 

Note: For readings in this section, I only list the first author’s name, and the key words in the 

title. Given the small number of references, this should not lead to any confusion. 

Week 1: Video Games as Formal Objects 

• Discuss games as a media built upon prior media and conventions. 

• Discuss gameplay as emergent from the interplay between operator and machine. 

•  Strategically identify diegetic and non-diegetic elements of gameplay. 

•  Discuss player agency relative to gamic constraints. 

• Thoroughly differentiate mechanics and dynamics, working through multiple examples. 

•  Discuss cases where aesthetics do and do not align with dynamics. 
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• In the context of the class, this week and the week that follows set up some very 

foundational concepts and terms. This can lead to information overload. In order to 

prevent this from happening, you need to constantly dip into either of the two games, 

focusing on specific moments and asking students to unpack those moments using these 

terms. 

Assignments 

• Bolter (1999). “Immediacy, Hypermediacy, & Remediation” 

•  Hunicke (2004). “MDA: a formal approach to game design… & research” 

•  Galloway (2006). “Gamic Action in Four Moments” 

• The Stanley Parable (2013) 

• Kentucky Route 0 (Act I) 

 

Week 2: Persuasive Games/Simulations 

• Discuss how rules/parameters can make persuasive arguments. Lean on TFS. 

• Examine the role of the player as interpreter of the game’s messages. 

• Consider how the narrative, affective, and mechanical elements of a game can be used to 

convey the specific or general experiences. Lean on Loneliness. 

• Consider the affordances and limitations of media as a way of exploring perspectives. 

Lean on Spent, Depression Quest, and “The Entertainment”. Each of these does some of 

the same thing, but in a fundamentally different way. 

Assignments 

• Bogost (2008).  “Rhetoric of Video Games” 

•  Galloway (2006). “Social Realism” 
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• Spent (2011) 

• This Fiscal Ship (2016) 

• Loneliness (2010) 

• Depression Quest (2013) 

• Kentucky Route 0 (Act II), and “The Entertainment” 

•  [Student Presentations]  

 

Week 3: Studying Games/Play 

• Review methodology for qualitative analysis of games with special emphasis on 

gameplay logs. 

• Using TWD study as a blueprint, highlight the types of information students should look 

for, relative to the attractors. 

•  Discuss conventional and lived attractors relative to social realism/artifice. 

Assignments 

• Consolvo (2006). “Developing a methodological toolkit…” 

• Taylor (2015). “Me & Lee…” 

•  Carr (2019). “Methodology, Representation, & Games…” 

•  Introduce GameLog I, paired with This War of Mine (2014) 

• Show TWoM Trailer 

• Students should perform the solo play sessions of TWoM before the next class. 

•  [Student Presentations] 

 

Week 4: Standpoints 
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• Introduce think aloud protocol; this will serve as the foundation for playtesting. If you’re 

unfamiliar with it, there is a very concise definition in Universal Methods of Design. 

• Set up teams and coordinate observation sessions. In person observation is idea, but 

failing that, Twitch with webcam will suffice. 

• Discuss the Marxist feminist origins of standpoint, and its utility (e.g. analysis, activism). 

If you get pushback, emphasize that engaging with multiple views will always be 

beneficial for analysis. Stress that one view need not be subordinate to the other, rather 

each must be accepted as a perspective and form of experience that actually exists in the 

world. 

• Emphasize standpoint as being more than perspective (i.e. capacities to inter/act); this is a 

pitfall for a lot of students. Reconnect to Spent as need: it’s not just the world they see, 

but their limited capacities to engage with it (e.g. the card cannot be paid off). 

• Discuss the idea of a civilian war survivor standpoint; query how TWoM creates this 

through dynamics and aesthetics (e.g. the activities that are represented, the emotions 

presented). 

Assignments 

• Harding (2004). “Introduction: Standpoint Theory” 

• Cockburn (2010). “Gender relations as causal…” 

• Students will need to complete GameLog entries and add reflections this week. 

• Give students one full class to work through reflections and start drafting out their 

reports. 
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Week 5: Twine Crash Course I 

• The first workshops should be instructor run; you will need to introduce students to the 

basics of Twine. Ideally, you will want to lead them into Boolean variables and 

conditional statements (e.g. the door that can only be opened if the player has found the 

key). 

•  Encourage students to start thinking about possible Twine projects, and start recruiting 

savvy students to do instructional presentations 

Assignments 

• GameLog I due. 

• Read: Ford (2016): 

o Ch. 1: “The Nuts and Bolts…” 

o Ch. 2: “Using choice… “ 

•  Introduce Twine Assignment: A Conversation that Goes Bad. 

 

Week 6: Twine Crash Course II 

• Pivot to a support role wherein students are leading more of the discussion; start asking 

“how do I…?” questions to the class. Be prepared to meet with students outside class. 

• Early in the week, have students informally pitch ideas for conversations that go wrong; 

try to get pairs set up by the end of the first class. 

• Talk to students about the two perspective options: ideally, you want to use the same core 

text progression, but have variable states configured at the start (e.g. a traffic stop where 

the protagonist is white or black, an argument where the speaker is angry or calm) that 

will impact outcomes. 
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• Explore the Interactive Fiction section of KR0 (III), the fungal cave computer as a 

historical object – reconnecting with remediation as a concept. Get the students to 

playfully analyze the features it displays. 

Assignments 

• Read Ford (2016): 

o “Ch. 4: Designing Puzzles” 

o “Ch. 5: Building Objects with Variables” 

• Play Kentucky Route 0 (Act III) 

•  Form pairs for the Twine project; Pairs should start writing out a plan for conversation: 

subject, context, speakers, variables, protagonist variations. 

• [Student Presentations] 

 

Week 7: Playtesting & World Building 

•  Continue the Twine workshops; give the students breaks in between the presentations so 

that they can try to integrate some of the techniques into their Twine projects. 

• Reserve roughly one hour for play testing. Remind students that they are looking for 

changes that they could implement by next week. 

• Present Disco Elysium as a game that will tell them a great deal about making complex 

characters and places. Foreshadow some of the topic of intersectionality as a logical 

continuation of standpoints. 

o Encourage them to start playing DE because it is a considerably longer game. 

Remind them that they’re going to have to produce a study based on their 

interactions with a few characters, so they should make a hard save every 30 
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minutes, giving it some descriptive title. This will help them get back to moments 

they care about. 

o Let them know that they can brute force progress in the game by abusing the 

quick save/load mechanic to retry skills. However, remind them that part of the 

goal will be identifying the paths they can’t take based on their character, so this 

approach is not generally desirable. 

Assignments 

• Read Ford (2016): 

o “Ch.14: Wriggling Words…” 

o “Ch.8: Before you begin your project” 

• Hergenrader (2018,) Ch.4: Frameworks for fictional world 

• Introduce Game Log II: Disco Elysium 

• [Student Presentations] 

• [Playtest Twine Drafts] 

 

Week 8: Critical Theory, Critical Play 

• Explore intersectionality as a continuation of standpoint theory. 

• Emphasize the multiple lenses of analysis it deploys, and the complex composites it 

produces. 

• Draw attention to intersectionality’s connection to activism. 

• Start asking the question, how could one bring this theory into game play and game 

design? 

Assignments 
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• Twine Project Due 

• Flanagan (2009). “Introduction to Critical play” 

• Collins (2020). “What is intersectionality?” 

• Create groups for GameLog II 

• Introduce Virtual Placemaking  Project (VPP) 

 

Week 9: Simulated Ethnographic Work 

• What does it mean to play a game as a qualitative researcher? What do we need to pay 

attention to in the gameworld? How might our own habits, backgrounds change what 

we’re able to see? 

• For the case studies, encourage students to both leverage some of the more common 

intersectional elements (e.g. gender, race, class) while asking them to look for other 

pertinent forces (e.g. mental illness, violence). 

Assignments 

• Play Disco Elysium (2019) 

• Winker (2010). “Intersectionality as multilevel analysis” 

• Work on GameLog II (DE) Case studies 

• VPP Proposal Presentations Due 

• [Students VPP Proposals] 

 

 Week 10: Understanding the Design of Complex Places 

• Revisit Winker’s three levels of analysis, and ask students to look for both patterns and 

(in the traditions of activism) solutions that might work for the gameworld. 
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• Remind them that they are also studying DE as designers. Lead them in discussion about 

how the skill and thought systems work. 

• Consider how the complexity of the skill system might actually force designers to make 

deep characters that defy a single mode of analysis. 

Assignments 

• GameLog II Case Studies Due 

• Assemble VPP Groups 

•  [Student Presentations] 

 

Week 11: Using Case Studies 

•  Get them to see the process by which numerous cases studies become a corpus, and how 

that corpus can then be used to identify both larger trends. Finally, talk about how 

combinations of trends can lead to particularly strong effects. 

•  Keep the students moving back and forth between their study of DE’s gameworld and 

the plan of the virtual place that they are proposing to make. 

•  Start reality checking student plans: is the scopa too big? Are the features too advanced? 

Would this work with RPG Maker MV? 

Assignments 

•  Review GL2: Case Studies for GL2: Thematic Analysis. 

• Hergenrader (2018), “Ch.5: Structures and Substructures” 

•  VPP: Plans Due 

• [Student Presentations] 
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Week 12: Recognizing Structural Forces 

• We’re looking for synergy between the analytic work of inter/intra-categorical analysis 

and the creative work of placemaking.  Ideally, as they talk about the forces (and their 

intersections) that they are seeing in DE, they should move into technical discussions of: 

how could we replicate this in our game? 

• For the VPP, they should be in a good position to enumerate the standpoints they want to 

showcase, and start describing variables that will govern gamic interactions (e.g. who 

goes where, who sees what?). 

• At this point, they should be familiar enough with Twine that they can start prototyping 

this immediately.  

Assignments 

•  Hergenrader (2018), “Ch.10: Developing Structures &…” 

• Game Log II: Thematic Analysis Due 

• VPP: Twine Prototyping workshop 

 

Week 13: Prototyping -> Translation 

• Not all teams will be ready to playtest at this point, allow them to playtest next week if 

necessary (see advice for VPP assignment). Students should not think of their Twine 

game as complete at this point, rather it’s a work in progress. They can continue 

expanding it, but they need to start thinking about how they are going to translate their 

Twine into RPG Maker. However, because it will always take less time to describe an 

interaction in Twine than to make an area, with characters, and events in RPG Maker, 

they should continue developing their place in Twine, for now. 
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• Encourage students to start developing assets (e.g. music, image) now. 

• Encourage students who are not actively writing to start experimenting with RPG Maker. 

They need to start thinking about translation: how will we get the effects that we need in 

this new program? 

• The students who are ahead of the game will be in a good position to lead instructional 

presentations on RPG Maker. Students will need to have a working understanding of 

switches & events. At the same time be open to presentations on efficient level 

generation, asset import procedures, etc.  Ideally, every presentation after today 

should be instructional rather than analytic, and there should be no more Twine 

instructional pieces.   

Assignments 

• Read: Ford (2016). “Ch. 18. Developing a Strong Player Character” 

• Twine Playtesting & Report 

• RPG Maker Asset Generation + Integration 

• [Student Presentations] 

 

Week 14: RPG Maker Crash Course 

• Demo only if you need to. Ideally, you want students running the training sessions by this 

point. For this project to work, all students will need to develop: basic level design and 

even scripting proficiency. 

•  If students are having difficulties getting an effect in RPG Maker, and you don’t know 

how to solve it, put a bounty on that problem (offering extra credit to a student to solve it, 

more if they lead an instructional presentation on it). 
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• Watch for signs of a catastrophic failure. At this point, if a team is not done with Twine 

and working away in RPG Maker, give them a second option for the VPP assignment. 

They may be disappointed, but this is an act of mercy; get them thinking about cool 

things they can add to their Twine and they’ll get over it pretty quickly. 

Assignments 

•  Workshop: Twine to RPG Maker Translations 

• [Student Presentations] 

 

Week 15: Workshop, Playtesting 

• Help students to spot errors and debug. 

• Whenever possible, crowdsource problems; constantly open things up for short 

discussions. 

• If a group is scrambling with a bug and you can’t find it, put a bounty on it; if that 

doesn’t work, open it to a floor discussion on a work-around.  At this point you should 

be running more of a studio than a classroom. 

• Regarding playtesting, keep students realistic about what changes they can implement in 

the time they have. Tell them to save bigger problems for the reflection document, which 

will describe how they could develop the game/place if they had the time and inclination. 

Assignments 

•  RPG Maker Playtest and Reports 

 

Exam: Playing Together & Reflecting 

• Bring the class together and play each other's games. 
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• Bring food and drink, make it a celebration. 

Assignments 

• VPP: RPG Maker Demo Due 

• VPP: Reflection Due 

• Exit Survey Due 

 

 

Course Best Practices 

You need to play all of the games before the course starts. 

Disco Elysium is the longest and most complicated of the bunch. Kentucky Route Zero (with the 

supplemental media) and This War of Mine are the next longest, followed by the Stanley 

Parable, which can be exhaustively competed in 2-3 hours. All the other games are mercifully 

short. You will not need to ’beat,’ This War of Mine; in point of fact, it will beat you and that’s 

the point. 

Throughout the process of game, presentation, and document design, refer to the 

Universal Principles of Design. These principles are (largely) content agnostic, and you want to 

help students internalize notions like ‘signal to noise ratio’, ‘progressive disclosure’, and 

‘affordance’, so that they will gain new metrics by which to evaluate the work they’re producing. 

This is key to ‘reflection in action’.  

For the (first) Twine Project, you’re probably going to have a number of students with 

little to know experience programming. Remind them that the skills they develop here will have 

application outside of game design; with HTML, CSS, and JavaScript all having direct 

application to web design, typography, and event based programming languages. I find that 
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letting them know that these skills will have purchase elsewhere adds helps them get past a tough 

start. 

Keep in mind that you’re going to spend a good deal of time talking newcomers through 

if/else control structures, Boolean variables, conditional text, and thresholds. As a rule of thumb, 

it’s productive to make the core dialogue terminate when some ‘frustration’ threshold has been 

reached. In this sense, you can allow a fairly linear progression of dialogue, in which actions add 

to the threshold value; this way, the ‘last straw’ becomes dynamic, and the conversation can 

terminate at any arbitrary point in which the threshold has been met. Mechanically, this means 

that ‘threshold check’ (whose code can be written in a single node) will need to be run in each of 

the ‘progress’ nodes.  All of these basic skills will have direct application on the final project. 

For both of the GameLogs, emphasize that the assignment is more about the process: 

critical and analytic play, gathering data, making observations, inferences, and then synthesizing 

them. For the Disco Elysium assignment in particular, acknowledge that a character wiki exists. 

Ask students not to reference the wiki until after they’ve completed their case studies. After this 

point, allowed them to reference the wiki, adding missing information that no team member was 

able to uncover. 

Primarily, the GameLog activity is about learning/emulating qualitative research 

methods, in this sense the end products are (to some extent) less important to us than the process 

itself. With that said, the goal, by way of the reports, is to demonstrate the types of information 

and inferences that these methods can be used to generate. Remind students that there are real 

world applications for these skills and that the games merely provide a low stakes environment 

for their development. 
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As a secondary consequence, the activity will force students to develop a deep familiarity 

with the dynamics of DE. In this vein, the class can have fruitful discussions about how, on a 

programmatic level, DE creates these effects; this can pivot to more germane discussions of, 

‘how can we replicate these effects using Twine and RPG Maker?’ This brings us to the final 

project, the Virtual Place, which has two major components: the Twine prototype and the RPG 

Maker adaptation. 

The Twine project serves two fundamental purposes. First, it allows students to quickly 

prototype and playtest their gameworld. Playtesting at this phase will allow them to spot 

problems before they’ve invested too much time into development. Second, it acts as a 

gatekeeper/acid test. If a group is unable to complete and test the Twine prototype, it is likely 

that they will be unable to complete the RPG maker assignment. Using your own judgment, 

consider offering the group a lifeline: the option to get a lower grade on this assignment (-15%), 

with the expectation that they will dramatically improve and embellish their place using only 

Twine. Include character portraits, area sketches, music, etc., but don’t force them to translate the 

work into RPG Maker.  

With all that said, there are certain quirks to RPG Maker that you as an instructor should 

be aware of.  RPG Maker assets are biased towards fantasy, students may need to reimagine 

some of their places using an aesthetic that is more easily reproduced using the GDE in question 

(i.e. functional literacy). While the sprite and portrait tools will allow most students to produce 

functional visual assets, music production can be trickier. If there is no musically savvy student 

in the group, allow them to import music from elsewhere. In all cases, the prevailing criteria will 

be, do the aesthetics of the game seem consistent, and do they fit with the dynamics of it. 
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Finally, during the playtesting process, encourage students to look for novel techniques 

and/or implementations in their peers’ work. Actively encourage them to borrow code from each 

other. Offer stronger teams extra credit if they can help weaker teams in this capacity. As this is 

not a programming class, I don’t view borrowing code as problematic – all the same, they should 

provide some form of attribution in the reflection that they submit. 

 

Future Plans 

I’m fascinated by procedurally-assisted generation, whereby software is used to create 

terrain, buildings, and set pieces within them. Both procedural and procedurally-assisted 

generation techniques rely on pattern languages (i.e. rule systems which dictate how objects 

should appear together), the former works using noise and the latter, allows the designer a more 

deliberate degree of control. 

Increasingly, indie developers are leveraging procedural generation as a way of creating 

content more quickly, and building worlds that can be systematically enriched (e.g. changing 

types of trees that can appear in a forest, or the set pieces that appear in a laboratory). These are 

powerful tools that designers of the future will need to master if they are to create compelling 

places populated by complex characters 

My father and I have spent the last few years developing simple procedural generation 

tools for students, designed to automate the work of geographic and ecologic place creation. 

However, these tools are currently in an early alpha state. Over the next few years, we will 

continue to update them. As these tools mature (with my own understanding of how to use 

them), I will integrate them into my placemaking course, and create modules based around 

working with them. 



  330 

 

Speaking to the state of the technology itself: once we finish the hydrology & ecology 

models, we will start creating rule systems for the generation of structures and (later) the 

adornment of rooms. As it stands, the source code for our prototype is available on GitHub: 

· The Java-based generator itself: (https://github.com/markkampe/Java_Terrain), 

· An architectural overview of the application: 

(http://cs.hmc.edu/~markk/WorldBuilder).  

 

  

https://github.com/markkampe/Java_Terrain
http://cs.hmc.edu/%7Emarkk/WorldBuilder
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Appendix B: Variations in Readings across Course Iterations 

The assigned readings varied between iterations, based on changes in our interests, and 

responses to student engagement (from prior semesters). As course readings were always tied to 

instructor/student presentations and class discussions, it is entirely reasonable to assume that 

changes in reading/discussion priorities changed, this could have some impact on students’ 

productions. In my experiment, I did not control for changes in readings — so, at best I can 

account for variations, which could serve as external variables affecting results (i.e. self-reported 

changes in competency, differences in game/prototype qualities).  

The number of readings assigned declined in each of the iterations. In order of iteration: 

1st 37 assigned readings, 2nd 33 assigned readings; 3rd, 27 assigned readings; mean, 32 assigned 

readings. Of those readings, roughly 31% (n = 10) appeared in every iteration, and 50% (n = 16) 

appeared in two of the three iterations. This difference is borne out in part because I chose to 

work more with book chapters (assigning multiple chapters from a single book), whereas Dr. 

Taylor tended to assign articles or one chapter taken from a book. In an absolute sense, roughly a 

third of the readings remained constant; however, if we turn to a thematic analysis of content 

covered, we see a slightly different picture. 

I reviewed each of the readings assigned, using listed key words, instructor notes, 

abstracts, and skimmed readings. During this review I performed a round of open, thematic 

coding; then non-exclusively applied those codes to each assigned reading. In order of 

prevalence, the various readings (n = 63) addressed issues of: 

• Context (n = 30): where & when games are played; social circumstances surrounding 

gameplay. 

• Practices (n = 20): what gameplay consists of; behaviors that accompany it. 
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• Formalism (n = 14): the components of games; representation with games. 

• Design (n = 13): practical & creative consideration for the design of games. 

• Theory (n = 11): theoretical approaches pertinent to the analysis of games 

(formal/contextual). 

• Gender (n = 8): as it pertains to portrayals, norms, and extant discourse around games. 

• Learning (n =7): possible mechanisms; games in formal/informal learning environments. 

• Economics (n =7); industry practices, reach; in game economies; market forces. 

• Events (n = 6); forensic reviews of specific events (e.g. art shows, competitions, etc.) 

• Race (n = 3), as it pertains to norms among players and in-game representations. 

• Reviews (n = 3); purely descriptive surveys and meta-analyses 

• Study Methods ( n = 3); accounts focusing on methods for studying games 

• Other (n = 5); specific topics including: mobility, history, rhetoric, eSports, & harassment 

However, we should not take this snapshot as an entirely accurate portrayal of what 

appeared in each course; as a lower number of readings can suggest that we found something 

they liked early on, and did not feel a need to experiment with other readings. Instead, we can get 

a more accurate view of the “reading priorities” in each iteration of the class, by examining the 

frequency with which an assigned reading examined a theme, relative to the raw number of 

readings assigned in that course. 
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Table B.1: Reading Themes by Term 

Prevailing Themes 
   

Term Context Practice Formal Design Theory 
   

1 59% 35% 16% 16% 14% 
   

2 53% 52% 15% 15% 15% 
   

3 41% 37% 37% 30% 22% 
   

Minority Themes 

Term Gender Learning Economics Events Race Review Methods Other 

1 8% 11% 11% 8% 3% 0% 8% 11% 

2 7% 15% 19% 11% 4% 4% 4% 19% 

3 15% 7% 11% 11% 11% 4% 4% 11% 

 

From this table, we can see that the first two courses (taught by Dr. Taylor) put a greater 

emphasis on gaming as a situated activity and discussion of the practices embedded in said 

activities; the third course (taught by me) put a greater emphasis on formal understanding of 

games and practices relating to design. Beyond this, while proportional focus on the remaining 

topics varied somewhat – priority difference did not exceed 8% (6.3% mean). With those 

similarities accounted for, I should note a rather essential difference: I assigned roughly twice as 

much reading on design and the formal study of games; neglecting (by virtue of relative priority) 

readings that examined games more critically as socially situated objects. 
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Regarding the declining number of assigned readings. Dr. Taylor and I approached the 

first course with an ideological perspective: we both took game studies quite seriously, and 

wanted to ensure that anyone looking at the syllabus would immediately recognize the heavy 

reading load. Furthermore, because I served as a TA in the first course, Dr Taylor and I were 

both able to focus on different aspects of the reading when we lectured the class. However, over 

the course of the semester, we realized that our undergraduate students were feeling 

overwhelmed by this reading. As outcomes, this lead to discussions where individual students 

focused exclusively on a single reading, and had considerably less to say about the others. 

In efforts to ensure that students completed the reading, Dr. Taylor and I took different 

approaches. At the start of each class, he handed out a brief quiz (5 questions) to each of the 

students. The questions were generally multiple choice, with occasional short response answers. 

This approach doubled as a means of taking attendance. For my own class, I required each 

student to present on three of the readings, alone or in pairs. Presentations lasted from 5 - 10 

minutes, after which point a separate discussion leader was required to ask relevant questions to 

the presenters and facilitate class discussion for 5 - 10 minutes. For each of these presentations, 

students were required to connect themes in the week’s readings to a game (brought into the 

classroom), a recurring event (e.g. GGJ), a news story, or the practices associated with an actual 

online community. It was my belief that this assignment would force my students to engage with 

the readings, and this was generally the case for the specific student presenters, I cannot 

conclude that my methods were any more successful than Dr Taylor. I suspected that students 

focused heavily on the readings they were directly responsible for (i.e. presentation or 

discussion), while neglecting other readings. And while this was not universally true, at the end 

of class I asked my students in candor, and they confirmed that, based on their own interests and 
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other obligations, this was frequently the case. I suspect that marrying Dr Taylor’s approach with 

my own (i.e. regular low risk quizzes + irregular presentation and discussion obligations) might 

lead to a more desirable outcome. 
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