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The Context: Consider the content of EPSY 441, Research Methods in Education, in which the design of true experiments and qualitative methods are described.  Next consider that is has been proposed to deliver all or part of this content as a computer game.  The proposal is just an outline.  Here is what has been stated:

The main challenge of the game will be to communicate an idea or phrase to another group, with the limitation that every statement must be proved.  As you enter the game you will be given a "mission" of what you must communicate, for example, "Good Morning."  But instead of just saying it, you must prove it.  So in this example case, one would have to display evidence showing that it is morning and the morning is, indeed, "good," including an operational definition of "good" in observable terms, presenting survey results of how many respondents said it was good, objective evidence of good things occurring, etc..  If the receiver group is convinced, you complete your mission and receive points accordingly.  All during the interaction, there is a running meter showing estimations of how convincing you are, so you can alter or amend your tactics as you try to be convincing.  It is also possible to build alliances with other groups, trying to communicate slightly different things (with common themes or purposes), but this is a higher order gaming strategy.

Unfortunately there are several faculty adamantly against this approach.  

a) List three (3) arguments you would anticipate hearing from these colleagues, and then b) list three (3) rebuttal argument you would make in response (drawing from the literature and discussion we have had in EPSY 434).

c) Help the game designers by outlining how a limited trial of the game approach might be investigated for its impact on student achievement; that is, propose what aspects of the game (as you design it or as is) might be active in affecting student achievement (possibly both positive and negative effects) and how that might be measured to correlate with (or determine, depending on the scientific method) achievement.

My Response 

Given the description outline in the proposal, I would first materialize the kind of computer game that is possible to deliver this content.

“If the receiver group is convinced, you complete your mission and receive points accordingly.” “The receiver group” constrained that this computer game will be in the format of multi-user virtual environments (MUVEs), which can be either text-based Moo environments or avatar-based virtual worlds. Of course avatar-based virtual worlds, because of their commercial gaming property, do not intimidate students and younger folks who grew up playing Nintendo and thus like 3D a lot (Fusco, 2003 personal communication). However this content can be designed in Moo-based or java-based text virtual gaming environment, which might engage older users, such as teachers, because there is a shorter learning curve in terms of how to navigate and communicate within an environment. This might be a plus because it will be easier for teachers to buy in to the content delivered in computer games. The following is my approach to the scenario: 
Teacher Gao: Have you heard that our school (No. 90 Middle School) will use a computer game 

to teach English vocabulary and conversation? It sounds interesting, but I don’t believe computer games should be in the regular English classrooms. If they do the game, when do we, teachers teach them vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, reading comprehension? I cannot imagine how playing games can help our students increase their English test scores.  And you know the national standardized tests test these areas. They will be just spending the time on playing games and will forget the most important thing for them at this age 

Teacher Tang (Americanized –expresses her opinion directly): Well, I am thinking 

differently. I am fascinated by how fast our country is moving toward the use of technology in the classrooms, and our principal’s open mindedness in agreeing on using the computer game context to deliver the content. Electronic stuff did not exist in the classroom at all when I went to middle school, even in collage. It is great what we are doing here and we need to prepare our kids for the 21st century literacy skills. Kids will be able to communicate with American, Australians and even Singapore students live. Can you believe that! Boy, we are paying 200 Yuan a month for our daughter to go to an after school English class. We are willing to pay this big money because they have a foreign teacher come in one hour a week to converse with kids IN ENGISH. But there are 25 or 30 kids in class, each kid probably can only speak 2 or 3 sentences during the class. Plus my daughter is very shy; sometime she didn’t say a word in class. I really don’t know how useful the class is. But we don’t have many other options in terms of providing our students with authentic context to practice and use their English. This computer game thing will be great. It will force kids to use English and converse with native English speaking kids from America and Australia. Can you imagine how much our students will be able to learn from this? Oh, I am so excited about this.

Teacher Gao: But I still don’t see how communicating with American kids can help us increase 

English scores. The national standards testing doesn’t test how well they can speak English, but tests the grammatical facts such as filling in the blanks, making a sentence, reading comprehension. 

Teacher Tang: Well, even though kids do not learn about the grammatical facts directly, 

learning English through this game environment is more motivating and engaging and goal-oriented. You see how much time and pain our students go through in memorizing the grammar facts and vocabulary. The retrieval rate is still very low given the time and effort our students have put in. We traditionally and now still teach them to memorize the facts, words, and texts, and hope they can remember when taking the test. Even though this approach works for some kids in short term transfer tasks, this approach doesn’t work for most of the kids when test items are slightly altered to make them look like new questions. How we are teaching English here is very much what Brown, Collins. & Duguid described about learning vocabulary from a dictionary:

“Learning from dictionaries, like any method that tries to teach abstract concepts independently of authentic situations, overlooks the way understanding is developed through continued, situated use. This development, which involves complex social negotiations, does not crystallize into a categorical definition. Because it is dependent on situations and negotiations, the meaning of a word cannot, in principle, be captured by a definition, even when the definition is supported by a couple of exemplary sentences.” 

In this gaming environment, our students are situated in the task in which they negotiate meanings with other groups, and detect information including the word use, the sentence structure, etc from their counterparties who are native English speakers. Our students can pick up the information, knowledge and invariants on the fly and use them right away to defend themselves. This process of detecting and acting will allow them to learn new things in a more meaningful way, and thus be able to perform better in tests. I will provide you with some interesting readings in this regard if you are interested in this new paradigm of theories on how people learn. 

Teacher Gao: Hum, now I am somewhat convinced. But I am not going to be very happy about 

this game usage in my class. I mean, what do I do as a teacher? Sitting there watching them playing games? If students tell their parents this is what I am dong in English class, the parents will not very happy about me. You know how parents are these days… it is too risky

Teacher Tang: That’s an interesting way to describe your role as a teacher in this gaming 

environment. I think you can do much more than watching. You will be more actively involved with kids. And you will be respected more when students see you use English in an active way. For example, when kids are playing the game, one student has a question about how to construct a certain sentence in English to express herself, you can demonstrate to her specifically how she should be able to do it. According to the literature, the more you are engaging in an activity with students, the easier it is for students to build a good relationship with you, and therefore, kids are more motivated to do things and learn from you. There is also other research done to show that teacher has to know many more things in order to “teach” this way. I think the people who help design the whole game thing will provide intensive teacher training. 

Teacher Gao: Now, I am more convinced about this. However, before I use this, I need to see 

research results that prove delivering content in a game environment can have impact on student achievement. You know test score is everything. If our students did slightly worse than the pervious years, our schools’ good name will be ruined, less students will want to come to our school, therefore, less money will come, you know the consequences…

Teacher Tang: There is research done that shows that students who participate in a virtual 

gaming environment show an increase in character insights, conceptual understanding, ability to take multiple perspectives, motivation, and academic efficacy (Sasha et al.). I am glad you asked this questions, because we are designing a research experiment with the university people to measure certain aspects of the game and how they might be affecting achievement. Briefly, here is what we want to investigate: How can participating in a competition game with native English speakers in a MUVE increase Chinese students’ English scores?  

Teacher Gao: Sounds interesting. There might be negative effects here. You know how 

competitive our students are in order to achieve high scores. The school is planning to do something with the competition phenomena, but the built in competition of the game is in opposition to the school’s social plan.

Teacher Tang: Since the competition is between individuals, in order to win the game, students 

need to build alliances with other groups. Alliances will build cooperation not competition. Thus the competition might be lessened and nationalistic competition eliminated.

Teacher Gao: Now I am really convinced, please share with me how you measure the 

correlation between participating in competition  games and achievement.

Teacher Tang: Before we deliver the game context to the whole grade, we will choose two 

Classes (n=120) to participate in the study. We will randomly assign 120 students either to the traditional approach (control) or the game context (experiment) for a period of four weeks. After four weeks we will to administer an English achievement test to both groups and then do statistical analysis. This is a brief outline, if you are interested in the details; we can continue our conversation tomorrow.

Teacher Gao: sounds good to me.
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