
Learning About Videogames: Implications for Learning From Videogames 
Jose P. Zagal 

jp@cc.gatech.edu 
College of Computing 

Georgia Institute of Technology 
 
Interest in the use of videogames for educational and pedagogical purposes has surged in 
recent years. For instance, Gee and Shaffer have argued that certain qualities present in the 
medium of videogames provide valuable opportunities for learning (Gee, 2003; Shaffer, 
2006). These assertions are starting to be explored and there are still many open questions. As 
we explore the use of games for learning we need to consider not only the affordances 
videogames may have for learning but also the potential constraints the medium may impose. 
In what ways can the medium challenge, as it where, the pedagogical purposes that are being 
proposed so enthusiastically? 
 
Of all the domains we might consider, none may be better suited for exploring this issue than 
the study and learning about games themselves. What do people who play videogames know 
and learn about videogames from videogames? What challenges do student game designers 
and future game studies scholars face? By looking at the difficulties involved in learning 
about games we can gain insight into the issues faced when using videogames for pedagogical 
purposes. We report on the findings of a research study that explored the challenges of 
learning about games and identify issues that need to be considered when using videogames 
for learning. It turns out that learning about games is harder that one would think.  

Study and Methods 
In order to explore the challenges of learning about games, we interviewed professors and 
instructors who teach games studies courses. In our study we use qualitative methods to 
explore the diverse ways in which game studies courses are taught at the university 
undergraduate and graduate levels. As part of our ongoing research, we have also interviewed 
students taking games classes to investigate the challenges they perceive. Although those 
results are not reported here, they are consistent with what we learned from our interviews 
with instructors. 
 
We take an inductive approach based on general research questions informed by games 
studies and learning literature as well as some initial hypotheses. In addition to asking for 
details about the courses the instructors teach and the challenges faced by the students, our 
interview protocol includes open-ended questions about changes they would make to courses, 
what they expect students to get out of the courses they’ve taught, what skills and knowledge 
students are expected to have in order to be successful in the class and what role their prior 
experience with games plays in their success in the class. Interviews are semi-structured to 
ensure that all participants are asked certain questions yet still allow participants to raise other 
issues they feel are relevant to the research.  
 
As recommended for qualitative research (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), we employ theoretical 
sampling in which cases are chosen based on theoretical (developed a priori) categories to 
provide polar types, rather than for statistical generalizability to a larger population 
(Eisenhardt, 1989). We looked to interview instructors and professors from a variety of 
institutions of higher-learning with diversity in teaching experience, from those who had 
taught a game studies course only once, to those who had taught multiple courses. Other 
categories covered the types and sizes of courses taught, ranging from large, and introductory 
undergraduate lecture-style courses to small, advanced graduate discussion-based seminars. 
We also made no attempt to provide definitions of what a “game studies course” was. This 
helps ensure a broader range of courses, which was one of the desired goals. 
 



We conducted twelve interviews between August and December of 2006. Interviewees 
represented ten institutions of higher learning from eight countries. Many interviewees 
reported on multiple classes. Interviews were conducted in person and by telephone, 
averaging 62 minutes and ranging from 35 to 74 minutes in length. All interviews were audio-
recorded and transcribed. Data analysis was conducted in an iterative process, in which data 
from one interviewee were confirmed or contradicted by data from others in order to refine 
theoretical categories, propositions, and conclusions as they emerged from the data (Glaser 
and Strauss, 1967). All interviewee names in this article have been changed for privacy. 

Role of Prior Experience with Videogames 
Literature in education has highlighted the importance of prior experience in learning 
(Bransford et al., 2000). It is also important to establish personally meaningful connections 
with what is to be learned (Papert, 1980). We hypothesized that students’ extensive personal 
histories with videogames would be an asset towards learning about games.  
 
Our research shows that prior experience with videogames can have a positive effect in the 
students’ motivation, commitment and dedication. Also, students’ personal game histories 
provided them with a rich source of knowledge to draw from. 
 

“[Students] regularly come up with really good examples that aren’t 
discussed in any of the class materials. They rely on their own experiences, 
memories, and the expert knowledge they have of some genres. They can 
highlight the complexities that are involved in an issue rather than have this 
kind of uniform understanding of some received wisdom. We regularly ended 
up with this kind of varied and multicolored idea of the multiple points of 
view related to all the various aspects of games, their features, their role in 
social life, culture and so on.” – Bert 
 

However, we found that the role of personal game playing experience, especially when it was 
significant, was often negative.  
 

“Their personal experience with games is actually a hindrance. It would be 
far better if they were coming at it without any experience in games. I find 
that what I do most is peel away what they already think they know from 
playing these previous games. So that's the biggest problem: peeling that 
‘knowledge’ away.” – Lance 
 

In many ways, being expert videogame players interferes with their abilities to step back from 
their role as “gamers” or “fans” and reason critically and analytically about the games they 
are studying or designing. As Edward describes, “it's harder for them to step back objectively 
and get past the [idea that] I like games, I like to approach it as a fan, I wanna like a game… 
anything else either doesn’t interest them or they can’t seem to get around it.” 
 

“Students who know every game often have preconceptions about what 
games are, and I have to break those preconceptions. I have to find ways to 
make them see that games are an aesthetic form that hasn't been exhausted. 
Just because these are certain games or genres in existence, and this is the 
way things are... This is not the only way it can be! And so, breaking that 
down is sometimes more difficult than starting from scratch with someone 
who's maybe a casual gamer or just curious” – Faye  
 

Students also find it harder to accept new ideas about games when their judgments are 
clouded by false assumptions about particular genres, titles and even the era a game is from. 
This is an important issue when considering the expectations and preconceptions that students 



may have with respect to what “educational games” are, or should be. Students may expect 
similar production level as commercial “AAA” titles or may be reluctant to fully engage in 
the game under the assumption that it is boring or uninteresting. 
 
The diversity of the prior videogame experience students also plays an important role. While 
they often have many years of experience playing videogames, student’s experience can be 
limited in diversity. It is typical for students to have a specialized understanding of a 
particular game genre, like first-person shooters, but be completely ignorant, in terms of 
experience, of other genres like puzzle or sports games. Their knowledge is so ingrained in 
particular genre conventions, that taking alternate viewpoints and discussing other phenomena 
becomes much harder. Pre-conceptions regarding certain genres and styles of play can easily 
interfere with the learning that instructors are hoping will occur. 

Games Literacy 
A lot of experience with videogames can also help confuse two issues: playing for fun and 
entertainment with playing for critical analysis and understanding. Kirk describes how 
“[students] mistake being successful at the play of the game, being a good player, as being a 
clever player...or a player with insight. The ability to perform in the game is not the same as 
being able to read or think about the game carefully.” Playing a game for learning requires 
students to approach the game in a different modality; something they will likely find 
challenging.  
 
We found that it is common for students to have problems expressing ideas about gameplay 
or articulating their experience with games. Our research suggests that students are generally 
lacking in models of what an in-depth analysis or a game critique look like. “They write 
reviews, so they say this is a really good game. I think that that's because most of the things 
that they've read have been games journalism, so they're kind of following that mode”, says 
Judy. Unfortunately, game reviews, which are written to help consumers decide whether or 
not they want to purchase a certain game, are a poor referent for the kinds of in-depth analysis 
and critique which are often expected of students. While students often have a very good feel 
for gameplay aspects, they can have difficulties articulating what these aspects are, and how 
they interact with each other to produce a game experience. 
 

“We don’t have a strong vocabulary for understanding what happens when 
you play. It’s difficult to open up emotionally and describe what you feel. We 
experience games at a very visceral level and don't have, as a culture, a 
strong literacy in discussing games. You might go to a movie and someone 
who's not a filmmaker can discuss with you, at a deep level, the character 
motivations, or the editing of the film. The same can't really be said about 
gameplay. People can discuss the technology, but that's not what I'm 
interested in. I'm interested in how gameplay affects the human being, how 
the emotional experience is playing out” – Faye 

 
The difficulties that students have in articulating and expressing what they are experiencing 
with a regular commercial game can also transfer to games designed for learning. While 
students may be learning how to play a game, and may be successful in such play, the 
difficulties in articulating and expressing what they are observing and doing provide a 
significant challenge towards educational games achieving their pedagogical goals.  
 
It is important for instructors to adopt a variety of approaches to help students practice and 
engage in the sort of discourse and articulation that is expected. For example, George 
describes, “I provide a vocabulary and framework for games, both game design patterns and 
the game ontology project, so that they can look at a game and see the kinds of parts which 
are used when you describe what happens during a game, what are the structural components 



in a game, and so on.” Charlie, who also uses game design patterns and the game ontology 
(Björk and Holopainen, 2005; Zagal et al., 2005), illustrates, “with these tools they recognize 
things that they might know, and then transform their language together with their 
comprehension of games.”  
 
Students are also often asked to write journals or take notes of their experiences playing 
games. These self-reflective, often story-telling, experiences help students, in Faye’s words, 
“get into their emotional state and try to understand what they’re feeling and thinking.” Also, 
as Judy points out, “they [students] can begin to illustrate an argument or analysis with 
concrete examples of how a particular aspect of something is managed. Instead of going into a 
generality about a game, they are thinking about it in more specific details.” 
 
In the case of games for learning, being able to articulate ideas about the game, explain how 
the game works and what going on in the game is necessary for demonstrating that the 
learning goals have been met and students need to be provided with the appropriate 
scaffolding and guidance in order to do this successfully.  

Issues of the Medium 
Fully experiencing a videogame is comparable to being skillful at playing it. Can you push 
the buttons fast enough in order to gain access to the final area? Iris describes how a student 
once confided, “I no longer play videogames because I don’t understand the controls. Give 
me a NES controller any day, but these new ones with all those buttons? I don’t know what to 
do with so many buttons!” 
 

“The idea of being good at something, especially in a videogame, where we 
don't really have random access to every page, we can’t skip around, means 
that in some games there may be certain aspects of the game that are 
unavailable to you. You know, unless we use saves, or all these sorts of tricks 
that we can use to see parts of the game. But you might, whether through 
frustration or just through inability, not really unlock the game’s 
secrets…even if you're very adept at uncovering them once you find them.”  

– Kirk  
 

This problem of access poses a challenge to students and instructors on multiple levels. 
Students who are unfamiliar with a particular game have to acquire and practice the skills 
necessary to be proficient at it. And, as we have shown earlier, it is dangerous to assume that 
students will be proficient at playing all kinds games. Many will have a lot of experience in 
certain genres and kinds of games, which may or may not be similar to the particular learning 
game presented. Harold describes his experience with a student unfamiliar with first-person 
shooters, “we were playing Counter Strike, and it was painfully clear that [the student] did not 
know anything about how the game worked, or how any first person shooter works.” While 
you could assume that most students are familiar with first-person shooters, the same cannot 
be said of other genres.  So, as Squire also noted, it is critical to understand that learning the 
skills necessary to play a game can be a significant entry barrier (2005).  

Discussion 
Games can be motivating when it comes to learning (Malone, 1981). However, it is dangerous 
to assume that learning will be easy, fun, or happen felicitously simply because the subject 
matter is games. Research has shown that when using commercial games for educational 
purposes, motivation and fun only go so far.  There is a need for significant amounts of time 
to become experienced with a game before any “learning” can start to happen (Squire, 2005).  
 
Our research shows that teaching and learning about games can be challenging for multiple 
reasons. Often, the extensive prior experience students have with games is counter-productive 



to their learning goals. The medium itself also presents obstacles to access and students have 
significant difficulties articulating what they know, see, and experience in videogames. 
 
Professors and instructors teaching about games are actively exploring ways to overcome 
these difficulties. Encouraging students to keep journals of their gameplaying activities seems 
to help them better reflect on the nature of games as well as encourage articulation of their 
experiences and observations. Providing them with theoretical frameworks for the discussion 
of games seems to help improve the quality of game analyses as well as enrich their 
vocabulary. There is evidence to suggest that similar activities would also be necessary when 
using games designed for particular learning objectives. 
 
Further research is still necessary. When it comes to using games for learning, what should 
we take for granted and what should we not? Should these students be implicitly required to 
be gamers? We need to further examine the issues and challenges faced by learners, both 
experienced with games as well as not, as they use games for learning.   

Future Work 
This study is part of a broader research project exploring the educational and learning issues 
involved in studying games. We are studying how to better support students leveraging 
knowledge from their personal experiences to create abstract and deeper knowledge about 
games. Our findings have informed the design and implementation of two online 
environments currently used in games classes. GameLog, a web-based tool for writing 
journals of game-playing activity, is designed to help students reflect and articulate on their 
gameplaying experiences (Zagal and Bruckman, 2007). The Game Ontology Wiki allows 
novices to collaboratively build new knowledge about games in the context of the Game 
Ontology Project (Zagal et al., 2005). We look forward to reporting on their use, effects, and 
their impact on students understanding of games and learning in general. 
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