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ABSTRACT

Traditional schoolwork is out of step with twenty-first century life and work. In the future, student
work will focus on creating interactive online worlds instead of on writing paper-print essays.

The future is here. It's just not widely distributed yet. ~ William Gibson

INTRODUCTION

Only 28 percent of high schools seniors rated their schoolwork as meaningful in 2000, down from 40

percent in 1983. Only 21 percent reported that their courses were interesting in 2000, as compared to
35 percent in 1983. Even among A-students, fewer and fewer believe that their schoolwork will be important later in
life."

Q?O here has been a dramatic negative shift in the attitude of students toward the work they do in school.

This degeneration of student attitude toward schoolwork is yet another sign of the lag between school
practices and social change. In the twentieth century, student work was dominated by paper-print assignments,
particularly essays. This was a reflection of the dominant media technology of that century - books, magazines,
newspapers, radio, and television. But those days are gone. The number of adult Americans who read newspapers, for
example, dropped from 78 percent to 54 percent between 1970 and 2001.2

In the twenty-first century, the dominant media technology of today's students is the Internet. In fact, Internet
use among 18 year olds and younger is approaching 100 percent® while 18- to 34-year-olds are far more apt to log on
to the Internet (46 percent) than watch TV (35 percent), read a book (7 percent), turn on a radio (3 percent), read a
newspaper (also 3 percent) or flip through a magazine (less than 1 percent). *

ONLINE WORLDS

Today's students not only prefer a different media technology, they also have different entertainment
preferences. Video games ($12 billion annually) have now passed movies ($8 billion annually) as the most popular
form of entertainment in the U.S.> Seventy percent of U.S. college students play video games (thirty-two percent even
admit to playing video games during class without the knowledge of their instructors).®

In addition to being one of the most popular video game genres (along with adventure and sports), RPGs are
perhaps the most appropriate video game genre for educational purposes. RPG stands for Role-Playing Game. A role-
playing game is a game in which each player takes the part of a character and participates in an adventure. Dungeons
and Dragons’ is one example of a popular role-playing game (originally played in-person with dice) that is set in a
medieval fantasy world. Oregon Trail,® where students take the role of nineteenth century pioneers in the American
west, is one early example of an educational RPG (originally played via a CD on a computer).

There are currently more than 25 million people worldwide playing RPGs online.® Below are some of the
most popular MMORPGs (Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games):*°
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The Sims Online: 100,000 players™*
Runescape: 100,000 players'?

City of Heroes: 200,000 players®?

Dark Age of Camelot: 250,000 players™
Ultima Online: 250,000 players'®

Star Wars Galaxies: 300,000 players'®
Final Fantasy XI: 500,000 players*’
EverQuest: 500,000 players'®

Lineage | and I1: 5,500,000 players™®
Ragnarok Online: 17,000,000 players®

Since each of these online games requires a monthly subscription fee (usually $10-15 per month) to play,

there is clearly something fundamentally attractive about online worlds. Leveraging this attraction for educational
purposes seems like a no-brainer. Thus, instead of students writing yet another boring, derivative paper-print essay
about, for example, civil rights, they could be asked to create an online civil rights RPG where visitors can play the
role of any number of characters in real or imagined worlds with real or imagined civil rights issues and events.

BARRIERS TO THE FUTURE

There are at least four potential barriers to the transformation of student work from paper-print essays to

educational RPG websites — skills, costs, theory, and assessment.

Creating educational RPG websites requires some instructional design skills and some understanding of the
characteristics of good RPGs. Fortunately, because of their vast game-playing experience today’s students
intuitively understand the latter while today’s teachers are trained in the former. Each group simply needs to
share their respective expertise. As for the technical skills, it is no more difficult to use an html editor (such
as Microsoft FrontPage®) than it is to use a word processor.

The costs of paper have skyrocketed while the costs of electronic media have plummeted. For example,
textbook prices have been doubling every ten years since 1965. The average cost of a single textbook now
exceeds $100.%? In contrast, there are now many places on the Internet that will store student web pages for
free. >® The point is that it is already cheaper for students to create websites than it is for them to create paper
materials.

Constructivism, collaborative learning, project-based learning, problem-based learning, independent learning,
engaged learning, self-directed learning, and situative learning have all been recently touted as the latest and
greatest approaches to student work. They share a focus on active student involvement, highly relevant
learning, and skills transferable to real life problem-solving. These are exactly the kinds of characteristics
that student-designed game-based websites feature. Thus, the theoretical basis for the transformation of
student work already exists, although it might be prudent for educational theorists to examine the literature
on RPG theory.?*

Traditional assessment judges students by essays and factual memorization (often without a relevant context)
even though that knowledge is easily accessible online. That model of assessment is no longer valid. Today,
actions and events are interconnected, and there should be a premium on getting students to think reflectively
about complex systems. Designing educational video games is one of the best ways to do that. For example,
in games like Civilization® or Rise of Nations® (both of which are best-selling computer-based video
games), the player manages a civilization's people, politics, and resources in settings that can range from
ancient times to a sci-fi future. Designing such worlds requires a deep understanding of systems and how
they are interconnected. Student learning is maximized when the game designers are so caught up in the
creation of their worlds that they don't realize they are learning or how much they are learning. But how
should the students who produce such games be assessed? First, well-designed video games must immerse
players in intricately detailed worlds and make them rely on problem-solving skills to reach defined goals.
Second, players must learn new skills and see the consequences of their knowledge, or their lack of
knowledge, during play. Third, successful players must exhibit reflective thinking about complex systems
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(e.g., workplaces, communities, government, global institutions, the environment, etc.). Designing a good
video game requires that the designers learn facts, but the real value of game design is getting designers to
think deeply about complex systems. Designing a game like Civilization, for example, can get the designer to
see that history could have happened in different ways and that things happen for many different reasons
which interact in complex ways. These are the intellectual skills and dispositions that a modern assessment
model must focus on.

In summary, the barriers to the transformation of student work, although not insignificant, seem far from
insurmountable.

CONCLUSION

Student-designed RPG websites motivate students to produce high quality work in ways that paper-print
essays cannot. The fact that websites are globally and publicly accessible allows friends and relatives (as well as total
strangers) to review student work. In addition, websites can provide a link between school and work (e.g., electronic
portfolios can help students get a job). Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a sense of ownership results when a
student creates his or her own RPG world and shares it with the rest of the world. For example, students in my online
RPG course (EAF 2282") create their own educational online RPGs. It is not uncommon for these students to continue
working on their websites long after my course is over.

Requiring students to design online educational video games lends itself to nearly all academic disciplines.
For example, geography is necessary for in-game navigation, art for landscape and architecture, political science for
government and communities; history is essential for back-stories and for accurate re-creations of events, characters
and societies; English for story and character development; music for sound and sound effects; philosophy for game
values and cosmology; and so on. Indeed, the multi-disciplinary nature of video game design results in much deeper
learning than traditional student work.

Although there is always a time lag between social change and educational change, social change eventually
and inevitably begets educational change. Once it becomes common for students to create online worlds instead of
write paper-print essays, student attitudes toward schoolwork will improve. This will persist until, of course, the next
major shift in media technology (perhaps the holodeck?®?), when the cycle will begin again.
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