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Using commercial video games to learn is a potentially
exciting concept. The engaging and motivating features
of a commercial video game make them a potentially
powerful educational tool. Although there has been
considerable speculation that commercial video games
can assist the educational process, there is a lack of
studies to support this. In this proposed research a
series of studies is planned to see what and if any
learning takes place within a commercial video game.
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There has been an increased interest in the use of
video games in education to engage students in the
learning process [1, 2, 3]. The concept is not new but
the ready availability of rich digital environments has
become more accessible for educational institutions in
the last decade.

Gee [1] suggests that commercial video games can be
used for:


Empowering learners



Enhancing problem solving skills



Helping users in solving well-ordered problems



Improving understanding



Developing systems thinking

Moreover there is the potential of video games to
enhance strategic thinking and leadership skills [6].
To test these assertions three studies will be
established. The first study will focus on individual
game play and problem solving. Volunteers (N=50) of
various backgrounds and prior exposure to playing
video games will play a specific level of a game in a
play-test laboratory. The game will include a specific
problem that needs to be solved before the user can
proceed to the next stage in the level. The same
problem will be included at a later (variable) stage in
the game. The data collected (time to solve, number of
attempts, and any improvements in solving the
problem when encountered the second time) will be
compared with the amount of prior game play
experience each user has.
Participants will be asked to think aloud as well as have
periods of uninterrupted play. All game play and user
actions (and reactions) will be video recorded and the
combined videos will be shown to the participant and
they will be asked a series of open-ended questions.

The second study will focus on group game play and
the leadership, cooperation, communications skills
within the different teams and what learning takes
place within these worlds. Volunteers (N=50) of various
backgrounds and prior exposure to playing video games
will play a specific level or map of a Role Playing Game
(RPG) in a play-test laboratory. Pre and post test
surveys will be conducted to get an understanding of;
previous leadership development, previous game play
experience, how the leader was chosen, get feedback
on decisions made and find what (if any) learning took
place. Comparisons will be made between different
levels of play experience and their leadership and
decision making capabilities.
The second phase is a twelve month ethnographic
study which will involve the researcher playing two
online RPGs. In this study the researcher will observe
his own learning experience and observe and interview
other players.
The third phase entails surveying clan (or guild) leaders
(N=40) of well-established massively multiplayer online
role-playing games (MMORPG). The surveys will be
used to measure self-perceived leadership and decision
making skills. The extent of leadership experience
(time) and the size of the clan (quantity) will be
considered as the moderating variables.

Rationale
Learning is a difficult abstract to qualify, especially if we
focus on the individual [7] and therefore to try to
understand what learning has taken place a mixed
methods approach [8] was chosen using multiple
learners.

In the first study (play testing) a combination of
thinking aloud [4] and playing the game in a ‘normal’
or ‘natural’ state will be used. The concern with the use
of thinking aloud is that it may interrupt the normal
gameplay or learning experience. In this phase a
specific problem will be included in the game and the
player will need to solve this puzzle to be able to
progress to the next stage in the level. Measures of the
time taken, the number of attempts and the use of
external resources (online cheats, chat logs and so on)
to solve the problem will be calculated. The same
problem will be included at a later stage of the game
and the same measurements will be calculated and
these results will be compared to measure if the player
has learnt how to solve the problem from the first
attempt. Furthermore, a varying number of different
events will be included between the two problems to
potentially measure retention. The decision on the
sample size (N=50) will consist of ten groups of five
users is based on the work of by Microsoft Game User
Research [14, 15].
The rationale of the ethnographic study is based on the
work of Nardi and Harris [9] who suggest that players
(of the MMORPG World of Warcraft) learn explicit and
tacit knowledge [10] through playing a video game.
The final study uses a standard research instrument
(reflective survey). The rationale for this choice was
that as the clan or guild leaders held positions of
leadership and made tactical and strategic decisions on
a regular basis they made for ideal candidates to test
the assertions of Beck and Wade [6].

Conclusion
This research will result in establishing the
effectiveness of specific commercial video games as
tools for learning. Additional research is to follow which
will consider the use of video games in an educational
context and evaluate the novelty factor.
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