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Gaming and Liberal Education



Why are we talking 
about education and 
gaming in 2021?



The plan
1.Gaming now
2.The potential of gaming in higher 

education
3.What went wrong?
4.The liberal arts angle
5.Looking ahead





How big is the gaming world?

●>3 billion players worldwide (DFCI)
●Nearly $200 billion industry (Variety)
●“More than 214 million people in the 

United States today play video games one 
hour or more per week” (ESA)

●244 million (NPD)
https://www.dfcint.com/product/video-game-consumer-segmentation-2/  
https://variety.com/vip-special-reports/the-state-of-the-video-game-industry-in-2021-1234980415/  
https://www.theesa.com/resource/2020-essential-facts/  
https://www.npd.com/wps/portal/npd/us/news/press-releases/2020/more-people-are-gaming-in-the-us/ 

https://www.dfcint.com/product/video-game-consumer-segmentation-2/
https://variety.com/vip-special-reports/the-state-of-the-video-game-industry-in-2021-1234980415/
https://www.theesa.com/resource/2020-essential-facts/
https://www.npd.com/wps/portal/npd/us/news/press-releases/2020/more-people-are-gaming-in-the-us/


Overwatch: <> 25 million players
https://www.polygon.com/2017/1/27/14417214/how-many-people-play-overwatch-25-million 

https://www.polygon.com/2017/1/27/14417214/how-many-people-play-overwatch-25-million


Some received game genres
●Real-time strategy 

game (RTS) 
●Open-world or 

sandbox
○ Variant: crafting 

(Minecraft)
●First/third-person 

shooter   
●Role-playing game 

(RPG)  

●  Massively 
multiplayer online 
game 
(MMORPG/MMO)

● Interactive fiction 
(IF)

●Sports games
●Puzzles



•



Analogies

Movies + television

Music



Five established uses of gaming in higher ed

1. Learning content
2. Student-produced games
3. Gamification
4. Game studies as scholarly enterprise
5. Student life



● Curriculum 
content

● Delivery 
mechanism

● Creating games



https://ops.muzzylane.com/demo/web/OpsM1 

https://ops.muzzylane.com/demo/web/OpsM1


https://www.cdc.gov
/mobile/applications/
sto/ 

https://www.cdc.gov/mobile/applications/sto/
https://www.cdc.gov/mobile/applications/sto/
https://www.cdc.gov/mobile/applications/sto/






Pedagogical principles

From digital media:
●Replayability
●Media generation
●Remix/modification



Pedagogical principles

●Many games teach
●Regime of competence
●Probing/exploration/discovery
●Projective identity 
●Psychosocial moratorium
●Rapid assessment and feedback

-James Paul Gee



Production

“Mineclass”



See also https://youtu.be/O4qXjjakyGA 

https://youtu.be/O4qXjjakyGA






http://blog.annedumanat.georgetown.domains/technology/gamification/

http://blog.annedumanat.georgetown.domains/technology/gamification/

http://blog.annedumanat.georgetown.domains
/technology/gamification/ 

http://blog.annedumanat.georgetown.domains/technology/gamification/
http://blog.annedumanat.georgetown.domains/technology/gamification/




https://tuitiontracker.org/temp/game-of-college/ 

https://tuitiontracker.org/temp/game-of-college/


Gamification

● Levels, points, roles, badges
● Collaborative mystery or quest
● Multilinear paths through class
● Game-based exercises, such as Kahoot 

quizzes



Game studies as academic field



Game studies as academic field



Game studies as academic field



https://www.lib.umich.edu/locations-and-hours/computer-and-video-game-archive 

https://www.lib.umich.edu/locations-and-hours/computer-and-video-game-archive


esports



https://youtu.be/BRlAFfVgOkU 

https://youtu.be/BRlAFfVgOkU


Non-pedagogical reasons

●Technical skills
●Game production careers
●Soft skills



So why hasn’t 
gaming taken 

over academia?



2003 - What Video Games Have to Teach Us About 
Learning and Literacy

2008 - Arden: The World of Shakespeare

2008 - Nudge: Improving Decisions about Health, 
Wealth, and Happiness



2008 - financial crash

2011 - Ian Bogost: gamification is bullshit, 
exploitationware

2014 - Gamergate

2015 - Horizon Report drops mentions of gaming



Why hasn’t gaming taken over academia?

● Perceived development costs
● Not enough appropriate content 

for curriculum



Why hasn’t gaming taken over academia?

● Gamings’ bad reputation in academia
○ perceptions of gender bias and 

limitations
○ persistent concerns about violence
○ sense that games are inappropriate 

(childish, tawdry, anti-intellectual)





Now, steady growth and development

● Continuous R+D
● Nudge theory in policy
● Increasing attention to students and 

their experience
● New technologies
● Continued research





So why bring 
gaming into liberal 

education?



All of the preceding reasons, plus:

● Creativity
● Undergraduate research
● Interdisciplinary approaches
● Student-centered learning





LAC instances

-Harry Brown’s book

-Chris Fee’s games

-Ed Webb’s empires class

-Reacting 

-my Vietnam class game



LAC instances

-Harry Brown’s book

-Chris Fee’s games

-Ed Webb’s empires class

-Reacting 

-my Vietnam class game



LAC instances

-Harry Brown’s book

-Chris Fee’s games

-Ed Webb’s empires class

-Reacting 

-my Vietnam class game



https://reacting.barnard.edu/games 

https://reacting.barnard.edu/games


What’s next with 
games in 

education?



http://lti.lse.ac.uk/
games-in-he/ 

http://lti.lse.ac.uk/games-in-he/
http://lti.lse.ac.uk/games-in-he/


What next?

● Continued interest, incremental growth
● New projects
● New hardware: VR, XR
● New and improved software

○ Twine, Storyboard
○ Game Maker
○ Unity (Ben Salzman)
○ https://itch.io/ 

https://itch.io/


What next?

● Continued 
critical, social 
justice 
research and 
production



http://playspent.org/html/ 

http://playspent.org/html/


https://caitkirby.com/downloads/Fall%202020.html 

https://caitkirby.com/downloads/Fall%202020.html


What next?
Connections to information, digital literacy

https://ig.ft.com/uber-game/ 

https://ig.ft.com/uber-game/


What next?
Connections to information, digital literacy

https://ig.ft.com/uber-game/ 

https://ig.ft.com/uber-game/


What next?



What next?

Analogies:
● Movies
● Music



What next?

●



http://futureofeducation.us/ 
http://twitter.com/bryanalexander  

http://futureofeducation.us/
http://twitter.com/bryanalexander

