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I promise I'll get to serious games, but let me take a step back for a moment.


I'm a Computer Scientist, a technologist, and about 10 years ago I was researching playful ways of learning and practicing musical concepts, and the panorama of 
educational games



Partitas

One Hand Clapping

was already pretty decent back then, and it got better with time. Some of these games are better than others, but overall we have some good options these days.


When I was younger, we didn't have very good educational video games. Those I can remember were mostly of the type known as INSTRUCTIONAL – CBT (Computer 
Based Training) – often very focused and based on drill-and-practice.


so I figured if things improved for music, they must have improved for other topics too, but when I started lookin



this is what came up. Tons of cookie-cutter, generic, drill-and-practice games, in some cases you could even see the pages of the exercise books through the disguise. 
CBT-style, again. Not very exciting.


There are tons of these out there and for good reason: teachers love these because they map to the curriculum, and they focus on skills practice and evaluation, and 
that's exactly what the teachers need. This is mostly what comes up on an online search!


And it's really hard to find something to learn broader or more general skills and topics. So that got me thinking.



Minecraft

- I spent HOURS on Minecraft for fun

- I already knew digital electronics

- The game gave me a new appreciation for its applications


- simple circuits to full blown computers

- Elements of geology, chemistry, farming, ecology, planning, problem solving, lateral thinking, maths

- EVEN language



Minecraft

Language learning puzzle mini-game developed by Cambridge Assessment 

Cambridge Assessment uses it to teach English as a first and second language


and on this topic



«… personally one of the games that taught me the most 
was Monkey Island 2, because […] it taught me a lot of 
vocabulary :D that's because it was really fun and rather 
than missing out on the game, little 12 year old me 
preferred to learn English, luckily :D»

I've had this conversation while making this presentation, the important bit is


THE GAME WAS REALLY FUN AND RATHER THAN MISSING OUT I PREFERRED TO LEARN ENGLISH


Means make progress dependent on learning

- not the best according to the educators I spoke to

- but FORTUNATELY there are other ways to teach through games

- I'll just go through some examples, like



Assassin's Creed

Assassin's Creed can be a vehicle to talk about history and social studies, so learning and gameplay are ORTHOGONAL, and in a similar but different way we can use



Age of Empires

… Age of Empires, to learn strategy, management, and development ALL THROUGH GAMEPLAY



Sim City

… or you can play local government, here we are

- building and managing a city (URBAN PLANNING)

- deal with real-time events (CONTINGENCY planning, emergency response, problem solving)

- all conveyed THROUGH GAMEPLAY…



Wired

… and in the same way we have electricity and circuits again, here in a puzzle-platformer where the electrical puzzles are woven INTO the gameplay with explanations 
given as part of the story…




Kerbal Space Program

Even better, here we

- manage a space program and send rockets to space

- so we learn budgeting, experimental design

- additional bonus of physics and orbital mechanics


So, back to the original question: why do the vast majority of games seem so dull and boring and badly designed?



This is not just me wondering, it's like



the entire gaming and education communities











BUT I think



HoneyBadger08 here is asking the right question.


WHY AREN'T EDUCATIONAL GAMES THE SAME QUALITY AS ENTERTAINMENT GAMES?


There are a number of causes, chiefly



MAKING GAMES IS HARD

Making games is hard. This sounds obvious, but it's true.



If we go back to this kind of games, these are games made by teachers or for teachers with basically two requirements



REVISION 
EVALUATION 

 
THEY'LL PLAY ANYTHING 

THAT LOOKS LIKE A GAME

- revision

!  evaluation


- and one assumption: kids love video games so !  they'll play anything that looks like a video game

which is just not the case. But I won't blame teachers, they have a hard enough job, anything that makes it easier, right?


But of course there are also more specific reasons.



Lack of expertise 

Conflicting requirements 

Financial incentives 

(fear of) Stigma

- There may be a lack of expertise: educators that aren't game designers, game designers that aren't educators

- We have conflicting requirements – for example when the educational content needs to be as clear as possible and that may get in the way of the gaming 

experience, and the engagement and entertainment values

- It's hard to get funding and sales. However, the EU is actively funding the European video gaming industry and also has a digital strategy that puts education front 

and center. Not very often that our goals align so well with those of a funding body, so might as well get a piece of the action

- And last but not least, there's stigma around video games used as educational interventions, video games are kids toys, right? Which takes us to…



Serious Games

Serious Games, and all the related ontological undergrowth. We all know everything that we need to know on the topic so I'm just going to focus on a small but crucial 
aspect.


At some point we developed this strange idea that games that aim to educate and instruct should be called "serious", and…



Serious Games
* games that have a purpose 
other than pure entertainment

*

… by and large, that's OK. Serious games are just games that have a purpose other than pure entertainment.



Serious games have become more and more popular in professional spaces, where instruction and training is necessary, and some times it feels like the instructional 
aspect has taken over the field.


The label "serious" has slowly grown into the idea that education and training is serious business, not funny toys for children — I'm simplifying here, but stay with me — 
and so



So, to make positive use on the EU's funding of the video games industry, as well as to action some of the EU's digital strategy, and at the same time to address 
HoneyBadger08's question here, we launched a research project
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to bring together the expertise of game designers and developers, educators, and education and game researchers, to hopefully help create educational video games 
that are the same quality as entertainment video games — and as a proof of concept, we are focusing on the theme of disinformation, which happens to be central to the 
European Union's digital strategy.


I'll bring this slide back, I promise.



EduGames 
Play to Learn

What can you learn playing video games?

How do you make an educational game fun to play?

In the first few months, we've engaged in conversations with players and educators around two main areas:


- what do they think one can learn playing video games

- what do they think would make for engaging and entertaining educational video games — like, what's your ideal of a fun educational video game, if you could make it



EduGames 
Play to Learn

What can you learn playing video games?

Players 

Facts, notions, decision 
making, problem solving, 
management, languages

Educators 

Cooperation, conflict 
management, skills through 
gameplay, self-improvement

As expected, players and educators have different opinions (and wishes) of what can be learned.


Players are more focused on lower level, practical skills

Educators focus more on higher level, developmental issues


Both agree that skills are something that can be learned



EduGames 
Play to Learn

How do you make an educational game fun to play?

Players 

Story 
Immersion 

Interesting mechanics

Educators 

Role-playing 
Content through gameplay 

Story

As for how to make edugames fun to play, again, different level of focus, but story, role-playing, and immersion are something both groups can agree on.
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These are very preliminary results. We'd like to move outside the classroom and into lifelong learning, so we need to consider different paradigms, different 
demographics, different gaming preferences, and so on. It's a complex job.

We are moving on to organize workshops with educators as a first step, and bring in game designers and developers following that, hoping to see some synergy between 
these two groups and gather more insight. If you want to be involved, please get in touch!


This is all the time I have, there would be a lot more to talk about and I'll be here all week so catch me around!

Meanwhile, if you have been, thanks for listening.


