DONALD WILLIAMSON SHAFFER

The Educational Value
of Computer Games

hat are we going to do about computer games?”

This is a question that is on the minds of parents and teachers across the

country. It echoes in staff rooms, district offices, and school board meetings.

Here’s why: Our students today live in a world of technological sophistication and

global competition. Workers overseas are a mouse-click away and good jobs only go

to those who have mastered the new digital technologies of information and com-

munication that let them navigate through the sea of images, text, and video that

surround us all.

On the one hand, computer games
seem like an obvious answer to the
problem. Here is a sophisticated tech-
nology that millions of students spend
hours using. And they don’t just use it,
they want to use it; many of them des-
perately want to use it. What better way
to start building interest in and under-
standing of these new digital tools?

On the other hand, people worry that
students already may spend too much
time playing computer games. People
worry that some games are violent, or
have themes that are inappropriate for
elementary and middle school students.
Teachers and administrators worry that
games in school will distract students,
and make classes hard to manage.
Here’s the good news: This dilemma is
actually a false choice because research
now shows quite convincingly that we
can have the best of both worlds.
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Case in Point

No one expects that just any book
will be good for students, or add to
their learning in school. We use books
as part of a larger curriculum of activi-
ties—of reading, writing, and discus-
sion—that turns reading into thinking.

The same is true for computer games.
Consider, for example, the computer
game Urban Science, in which students
work as urban planners to redesign
a city. The game begins when players
get a project directive from the mayor:
Create a detailed redesign of the local
pedestrian mall. They get a city bud-
get plan and letters from concerned
citizens about issues such as crime,
revenue, jobs, waste, traffic, and afford-
able housing. Players conduct a site
assessment of the street and use iPlan, a
model of their city, to create a redevel-
opment plan. iPlan shows how different
land use changes affect the city. Like

real planners, players have to balance
the costs and benefits of alternative
choices. After completing a land use
plan, players present their proposals to
the city planning office.

Urban Science players aren’t just
playing around. They must understand
issues in civics, economics, social stud-
ies, and history. They have to read and
write complex, professional documents,
and use, interpret, and produce graphs,
maps, and charts. They learn to see
themselves as people who can change
the world around them, and to see the
world as a place worth changing.

Does this sound like a pretty compli-
cated game? It is. But here’s the amaz-
ing thing: This game is designed for
middle school students, who can play it,
enjoy it, and learn from it. In fact, we’ve
tested games like this—just as compli-
cated and just as challenging—with
students as young as rising sixth graders,
and we are working on versions for play-
ers 8-years-old and younger (see box).

Real-World Learning

Why is it that a game like this works
if it seems so much more difficult
than the work students usually do in
elementary and middle school? Urban
Science is fundamentally about some-
thing that matters in the world: about
the places where students live, why they
look the way they do, and how they can
be made better. So part of what makes
Urban Science a good game for learn-
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ing—and part of what makes any game
a good game for learning—is that the
world of the game is something worth
learning about.

Such games based on things that
people do in the real world are what
makes kids learn. They are role-playing
games in which players solve prob-
lems—and thus learn to think—the
way innovative and creative profes-
sionals do. We have built a whole set
of games (and are building more)
in which students learn to think like
architects, engineers, journalists, and
other professionals. With these “epis-
temic games,” students don’t have
to wait to begin their education for
creative and innovative thinking until
college or graduate school. They learn
to solve real problems right from the
start.

They are a good example of what
we need to do about computer games
in the digital age—because part of the
wonder of well-designed games is that
they make it possible for students to

OTHER EDUCATIONAL GAMES

Zoo Tycoon — Players build and
run a zoo, designing exhibits, caring
for animals, and managing budgets
and staff.

Digital Zoo — Players design
characters for an animated movie.

science.net — Players become
reporters working for an online
science newsmagazine.

Civilization IV — Players help a
civilization develop from hunter-
gatherer society to a world empire.

think in ways that we never thought
possible.

David Williamson Shaffer is an associ-
ate professor of learning science at the
University of Wisconsin-Madison, a game
scientist at the Academic Advanced
Distributed Learning CoLaboratory, and
author of How Computer Games Help
Children Learn. His e-mail address is

dws@education.wsc.edu.
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IMPORTANT BENEFITS

® Exceeds Law Enforcement Standards
® Provides an Accurate Profile of a Child
® Provides a Durable ID Card Kept by Parents

CHILD IDENTIFICATION PROGRAM
Parents Expect Schools To Ensure Their Child’s Safety

Parents are concerned! According to sources,
almost a million children are reported lost or
missing each year. The IDENT-A-KID" Program
provides parents with a laminated child
identification card containing a child's
photograph, fingerprint and physical description.
The service is free to schools and performed on
site by your local Program Director.
For more information visit us at:
www.ident-a-kid.com
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Every school in the U.S. is concerned
with students’ Critical Thinking,
Test Performance, and Responsible

Behavior...

Our Superior Training and Staff Development
prograins help you focus on these critical areas
in today’s classroom teaching environment.

For over ten years, Superior Training has concentrated almost exclusively
on these three major areas involving learning programs, instructional
strategies, and leaming environments. The newest training program

i§ a three volume, dynamic, eftective supplement to support

educators in the process of teaching reflective and critical thinking,

We understand teachers need practical strategies, classroom lessons

and activities, so we added classroom sequences demonstrating ways of
teaching for thinking and interactive strategies, presented on DVD, to
guide teachers in developing and using new knowledge about teaching

for higher-order thinking,
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For your FREE resource guide and to leam more about how
our programs can help you, call §00-887- 1540
or visit www.SuperiorTraining].com
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