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Many children have been using video games as a leisure activity. They seem to spend hours engaged in game activities involving video game consoles, hand-held devices, and computers. Children enjoy playing with the games and consider it fun. With so many children enjoying the interaction in games, teachers and school officials have been looking at how games play a role in children’s lives and how to use games in the classroom to make learning more engaging.

Location of Video Game Use & Who the Players Are

It is not hard to notice children interacting with video games. Walk into any pizzeria, library, or store where games are located and you will most likely see children interacting with video games. They appear to be deeply focused and many have a serious look on their face or a big smile. These public spaces allow children to try out new games and talk with others about how the games are played. 

Many children have access to a computer, game console, or hand-held game player in their own home. “Video game consoles and software, which are less expensive than computer systems, are widely spread across all socio-economic levels. In fact, ownership of video game equipment was more common in lower-income households than in higher-income households” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000). Therefore, we have to assume more lower income houses are playing console video games instead of PC games. 

While lower-income families may have home consoles in the home, “Many of the middle-class households own multiple computers, allowing children to have access to their own machines independently of the equipment that is reserved for parents’ own work or for general use” (Holloway & Valentine, 2003).  Children who have a video game player in their room will “spend an average of 15 minutes more playing video games” (Rideout, Vanderwater, & Wartella, 2003). Children’s ownership of their own computer is a powerful thing. This ownership links them into a category where they can talk about owning their own computer, which extends their identity. The child can move beyond talking about the content of the game to the games compatibility with their computer, such as how the game runs a specific type of graphics card.  

Several homes may have both a console and a computer. Research shows that “Over 40% of US households own a home computer (PC)” (Valentine, Holloway, & Bingham, 2000).  “Researchers have found that playing games is the most common way young people of all ages 2-18 use computers” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000). The availability of a computer, game console, or hand-held game player in their own home allows children time to become familiar with their system and engage in games until they become proficient. 

The type of gaming system may make a difference to what children are learning,  “The vast majority of educational software is available only for those who have access to a computer or perhaps a net appliance” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000). Therefore, children who play console games have a lower chance of using the games for educational purposes. Therefore, parents who buy their children a game console is buying it more as a recreational tool than as a learning tool.

Many parents buy their children a computer as an educational tool. They believe that the computer will help prepare their child for life. One report states, “The primary reason cited by parents for purchasing a home computer and connecting to the Internet is education…” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000).  Another article conveyed that parents think children are disadvantage when they don’t have a computer (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). Therefore, the reason that many parents buy their children a computer is not for its recreational purposes but because they believe the computer will help their children learn skills for life.

Many people believe that video games help build up an interest for other activities that take place around the computer. The computer literacy that develops from the interest of game play is believed to help children be successful in life (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). Therefore, many people are concerned with who has access to video games and who is playing these games.

Many people are enjoying the use of video games. There have been some disparities over which racial class is the prominent user of video games. A book showed video game users as predominately white males (Schofield). A research articles compared the minutes of children playing games, “Black (:25) and Hispanic (:24) kids also spend more time on average with video games than White kids (:17). Sixteen percent of Black and Hispanic kids play video games for more than an hour a day (11% of White kids do)” (Roberts, Foehr, Rideout, & Brodie, 1999). This inconsistency may have arisen because the author in the book was observing children’s use of game activities on the computers, instead of on all game systems. 

While there may be some disparities in racial use, there is none over gender use. Males are cited time and again as the dominant users of video games. “Boys spend much more time playing video games than girls do. On average, boys spend a little more than half an hour a day playing video games (:31), while girls average just eight minutes a day” (Roberts, Foehr, Rideout, & Brodie, 1999). Researchers are examining the cause of gender differences in game play in areas such as content, graphics, avatars, types of stimulation, types of games, competition vs. collaboration, and society’s stereotypes surrounding the use of games. 

Many articles have looked at game play and have found that girls are more likely to enjoy game play if there is a female avatar, a story narrative, collaboration, and clear set goals (Ray, 2004). “Girls are not turned off by computer technology. They just need applications that appeal to their interests” (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). The goal then is to select software that appeals to their interest. Choosing a game with a story narrative and has game collaborative or allow students to work together. 

Children’s engagement in computers has been known to range from zero on up. Companies make specialized equipment for children as young as nine-month old and 27% of children zero to three have used a computer without sitting on their parents laps (Rideout, Vanderwater, & Wartella, 2003).  “Thirty percent of children ages zero to six have played video games, either on a console or on a hand-held player” (Rideout, Vanderwater, & Wartella, 2003). Children are taking an active interest in video games starting from a young age. 

Children’s Interest in Games

Children’s interest in games is more for entertainment than for educational value. 

One article found that the four most common appeals of games listed in a 2001 survey [ESA] for game players, was that games are fun [87%], challenging [72%], surrounded by social experiences [42%], and are low cost entertainment [36%] (Kirriemuir, & McFarlane, 2004). As you can see, games for educational value did not reach the top four list, from the players. 


Players get lured into playing because of the dynamic interaction of the player’s curiosity in creating an action and having a reaction occur. A large amount of the students’ interest seems to come from the students’ ability to interact with the technology. The student performs an action and the video game reacts. This cause and effect relationship allows the user to feel involved in games. One article states, “One of the striking features of children in front of the screen is the degree of engagement and animation which they demonstrate. It is precisely the interactive nature of the game playing which so appealed to the participants in our study” (Sanger, Willson, Davies, & Whittaker,1997). This spontaneous feedback seems to fascinate children. Kids start questioning if I perform action X what will happen (Kirriemuir, & McFarlane, 2004). It is more stimulating for children to perform an action and see how the software will react than watch something perform all on its own. Games provide this interaction for the players.


Video games also allow for mistakes. The students are allowed to experiment and try something different. The focus is not always on getting something right, but on experimenting to see what happens (Kirriemuir, McFarlane, 2004). It is okay for the user to make a mistake in the game environment. They can go back and try again leading to hours of enjoyment. Some games also provide save points for longer games, this way the user can retry the spot in which they had difficulties on. This helps the child slowly build on scaffold knowledge. It also allows the child to experiment, which can be more fun than having a set course of specific actions. 

Social Interactions Surrounding Games

Many children build social relationships around games. Social relationships can build with either friends or family. One article wrote, “According to their parents, among children who play video games in a typical day. 64% spend most of their time playing with someone else, and half (49%) have a parent in the room with them most or all of the time they are playing” (Rideout, Vanderwater, & Wartella, 2003). This interaction between parent and child seems to be more valuable to the younger children who call their parents over to show them what they are doing or ask questions. 

Even though young children seem to want their parents there more while they are interacting on the video games, older kids may play with family members too. One article reported, “The results suggested that computer games did have an impact on family interaction – they brought the members together for shared play and interaction” (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). The computer brought the family members together through actual game use, information exchange of strategies, and by bringing family members in closer proximity to each other. 


One article cited how a mother felt the video games had brought her children together. “MRS. Zisek: It actually brought the boys [her two sons], ‘cos these two boys, you know, have had a little bit of, because they’re so different in personality and it actually brought them common ground where they, one would know one bit and one would know another bit, because one’s more practical and one’s more academic. So it actually brought them together quite a lot, so I was quite pleased about it” (Holloway & Valentine, 2003). This mother felt that the games brought her children together and helped them to respect each other.


The location of the gaming device also affects the interaction that takes place. If the computer or console is in an isolated room the child may be more likely to play alone. If the game player is in the center of an active room it allows the users to interact with people around them and draws others into what the users are doing.  “Indeed, the location of the PC in a shared family space rather than in the individualized time-space of a bedroom also encourages the computer to act as a gathering point for members of the family” (Holloway & Valentine, 2003).  This interaction allows several people to become involved in the game use at the same time, making the activity a social event. 


While games may support family social dynamics, they are more known for supporting children’s relationships with friends. Children use the games as a hobby where friends can get together to play and discuss game activities. One author states, “While many assume that interactive games are frequently played in isolation, they are often the focus of vibrant social contact for boys, who compare notes about levels of game play and scores they made” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000). These children find an interest in sharing and comparing game strategies and their successes. 

Groups of game users are often seen using computer labs during lunch recess or in each other homes after school and on the weekends. These children spend time perfecting their game skill so they can compete or play against one another. “The extant research suggests that frequent game players actually meet friends outside school more often than less frequent players (Colwell, Grady, & Rhaiti, 1995) ” (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). “One study found that boys age 11-17 who reported frequent game playing were also those likely to see their friends more often outside of school” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000).  So, game players are actually social people. They use the games as other kids might use sports or other hobbies, as something to talk about and do with friends. 

One article wrote about research on one of their male subjects that spent a majority of his time working on the computer, even he had a friend over during the weekday evenings, so they could work on the computer together (Holloway & Valentine, 2003).  Instead of isolating children, video games are bringing children together. It is providing a link for children to interact with others who also have a similar interest in video games. 

Educational Value of Games

Educators and researchers have been studying the learning benefits of games. The most common reason to use games for education is its ability to motivate students to spend long periods of time engaged in activities. One student states, “… ‘cos you look at the clock when you start and it’s like half past one and then by the time you’ve finished it’s half past seven” (Holloway & Valentine, 2003). This long period of engagement, where the child doesn’t notice the passing of time, is what teachers want, the student completely absorbed in the activity.


Games are also believed to help children learn because the child moves from receiver of information into a role where they take part in creating the information. “They can take control of one of the figures in the game and influence the outcomes. Far from being passive and switched off, they need to be totally alert and reactive to events happening on the screen” (Sanger, Willson, Davies, & Whittaker,1997). “…people can learn to situate meanings through embodied experiences”  (Gee, 2003). This receptiveness helps children take in the information on the screen. If the content contains educational information then the student would be more likely to remember the information because they had a role in creating and interacting with events in the game.


Researchers have found that certain types of games help children develop spatial representation, iconic skills, and visual attention in children” (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield, Kraut, & Gross, 2001). These skills can help children perform better when using the computer or activities where students need to pay attention to multiple things happening at one time. 

Teachers are also interested in making learning fun. Children enjoy interacting with games. One author wrote, “Certainly the children in our study saw computer-based activities essentially as fun, whether the activities took place at home or in school” (Sanger, Willson, Davies, & Whittaker,1997).  This interest in making learning fun is to help motivate students to engage in longer periods of learning and to help the student enjoy the activities. 

Use of Games to Teach

Many educators believe that if games can encourage kids to spend long periods of time engaged in activities, why not have children learn something while they are playing. This form of learning can take place in two ways, either by use of educational software dubbed as edutainment or by the use of traditional commercial games. Some traditional games can be linked to educational material through the games content. 


Kurt Squire looked at how educators having been using “Civilization III”, a traditional type of game, to teach history. One of his claims that was convincing to me was, “…the game is not only interactive text, but interactive as an activity as well. “Civilization III” players reciprocally play the game, pick up the game’s terminology and embedded theories of history, ask questions about history, make historical interpretations, and engage in other activities (reading books, watching documentaries, and so on)” (Squire, in press). The use of the “Civilization III” game was to get students interested in history and help them to become familiar with historical lingo. 


Many authors have stated that it is not the game itself that is so valuable, but the content in the game. “…it is not the medium itself that affects children’s perceptions, attitudes, or awareness. It all depends on the specific kinds of context with which they carry out specific kinds of activities, under specific kinds of external or internal conditions for specific kinds of goals” (Wartella, O’Keefe, & Scantlin, 2000). If the content of the game is used in interesting ways to teach history then the information in the game can be moved from game playing to practical use. The game can be used to create an interest to motivate students and the teacher can supplement other material to help teach the curriculum. All of the information can then be combined together with children using the information to help them be successful in the game. 


Combining a game with curriculum materials can help children use the knowledge they have learned and put it to use in an activity they find appealing. One example, I found interesting was a students recreation of “the Silk Road” within “Civilization III” (Squire, in press). The student had redeveloped “the Silk Road” and the teacher pointed out the recreation to the student. With the help of the instructor the student was able to learn information that he may not have been privy to otherwise. 


Games have been found to help students who have a hard time being interested in school work. “Computer games could be used in educational contexts largely as a means of motivating less engaged pupils” (Sanger, Willson, Davies, & Whittaker,1997). Squire cited one example where one boy was not interested in history, but through the use of the game, the boy became motivated in learning about history because he could try to reshape it. This activity helped teach the boy how trading and geography played a part in shaping history. 


In another article, by Mizuko Ito, an after school club uses games to teach students.  The author found that games were shaping children’s identities. One student was completing the levels on “The Island of Dr. Brain” through the traditional school format. He initially learned how to solve the problems with help and then proceeded to move through the levels with this knowledge. The game’s levels built on one another so he would build on his prior knowledge. As he completed levels he bragged to others about his success, this helped him become known as an expert in the game. This raised the child’s self-esteem.


Another child in the article was known as an expert in SimCity 2000. This child did not use the traditional school method to become good at the game. This child used cheat codes to gain access to as much money as he wanted. This allowed him to experiment within the game. He obtained a deep understanding of the game that few of the other children developed. “…he begins to push the technical parameters of the game even further. For example, he will design experiments to test how many earthquakes different buildings could withstand, or repeatedly testing the flood function to see how they originate, spread, and whether they succeed in dousing the fires” (Ito, 1997). While this students skipped over the basic purpose of the game to learn about urban planning with a limited amount of money, the child instead built up his city, and then practiced scientific inquiry by creating test cases to discover the limitations of buildings and disaster scenarios. Club members saw this child who had been known as a “problem child” in the traditional school setting as “smart”.


These uses of games helped shape children’s view of learning. Children became excited and engaged in the activities, and their completion of the activities helped others see them as specific game experts. This title helped others view them as “smart”, even though one of them had been know as a “problem child”. As you can see, games motivate students to be successful, even though traditional learning may not have. Once children develop an interest in this topic, other information can be brought in to help them develop a better understanding of the content. 

The Use of Amazon Trail


Using the information above, I decided to look into how a game could be used in a third grade curriculum. I decided a great game to help children learn was the “Amazon Trail 3rd Edition”. This game teaches student about the Amazon Rain Forest and the Amazon River. The software includes an extensive guide where the user can look up information as they proceed through the software. Children engage in activities with problem solving, map reading, science, history, social studies, and geography.  Overall, the goal of using the software will be to teach the students about the Amazon Rain Forest and Amazon River. 

Children will use the game to do a journal write with a partner as they travel along the Amazon River. Students will write about the types of people, animals, fish, and vegetations they encounter along the way. The students can also write about any historical facts they learn in the cities. An example is how Henry Ford built a rubber plantation that became the 3rd largest city in the Amazon. The students will also be responsible for researching specific information on two of their finding everyday. The students may use the Guide Book located in the software to look up information and they may also look up further information in class books, on the Internet, or in Encarta. 

The students will have 1 hour to play the game, do their research, and journal write. Students would be placed in partners so they may sort the activities as they see fit. They just need to finish all three activities with the hour. One person could be navigating the game while the other student could write up the information for the day.  Each person will be expected to participate in the journal write and take turns on the computer. These journal writes will be due at the end of each class session. Journals will be written using Microsoft Word, not in the journal provided by the software. Students can also use screen shots to illustrate their journal entries. 

“Amazon Trail 3rd Edition” is classified as edutainment. Its original purpose was to teach students. I decided to place its use in a third grade curriculum because they are old enough to read and research information, but still young enough to be excited about using this game for educational purposes. The game contains a story narrative and students will be working as partners, so it meets two of the suggestions to interest girls in games. The game also includes four selectable guides to help the students throughout the game. The guides vary in gender and racial class. 

To start off the game the student chooses a guide and a traveling package. Once the student sets out on the river they use a compass and a map to move towards the next destination. Along the trip the students collect food and research the animals and insects. As the students fish, they can look up names and information to see if the fish is edible. The students can take pictures along their trip. The students must be able to name the foods, animals, and insects in the picture before they can keep them. The students may look in their picture book at any time. The picture book also contains a check off sheet for animals, insects, and plants that the students has and has not located. The Guidebook has additional information the students can use to research the Amazon. 

 At each location along the journey, the children will learn new information about the Rain Forest. The students can pinpoint their locations on the map. Each location has a different activity the students participate in.  Every stop at a main city allows the students opportunities to trade and to engage in conversation with non-player characters (NPC’s). The students can also find additional information about geographic locations on the Internet. The students are expected to write up specific information about each main location. Information can be gained by talking to the NPC’s.

Through the use of this game the students will have learned about cures for diseases, birds, fish, and vegetation in the Amazon Rain Forest. The student will also have learned information about the people and the cities along the Amazon River. When the students have completed the activity they will have a book of their journey along the Amazon, the interesting species they saw, and the people they met. Their journal will also include a variety of historical information learned throughout the game.  

Conclusion


With children’s increase in computer games educators and researchers have taken an interest in learning how video games affect children’s lives and how to use the video games for educational purposes. As you can see, video games affect children by providing recreational activities kids can talk about and do with friends and family members. There are both gender and racial differences the instructors must be aware of when using games in curriculums. Game use provides children with an interactive environment, which children can use for fun. Game activities engaged children for longer periods of time. Educators are using video games to make learning fun and to provide children with activities they enjoy. These activities helped motivate children who may have had a harder time staying interested in traditional school activities. These video games are now being used in schools to help children learn new content through their interest in games. I suggested “The Amazon Trail 3rd Edition” activity as a curriculum activity.
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