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5. Digital games and media literacy in the
UK: Three examples (Burn, Andrew)

5.1 Overview

Current approaches to media education and to
media literacy are dominated by conceptual
frameworks, critical rhetorics and an adult-centric
emphasis on information media, an influential
current model being the conception of Media
Information Literacy (MIL). These approaches
tend to underplay both the creative aspects of
media production work, and young peoples actuat
engagement with the narratives, fantasics, dreams
and popular acsthetic of a range of media. in
particular videogames. This talk argues for a
rebalancing of the cultural, critical and creative
elements of media education constituted as media
arts, cmphasising commonalities with sister art
forms. It uses examples of young people’s digital
videogame production work to identity forms of
virtual drama, uses of music for affective and
narrative purpose, and specific features of moving
image and game design, seeing them as
multimodal ensembles drawing on popular cultural

experience. It makes a case for ‘ludic litcracy', a
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formulation which encompasses an expanded.
multimodal form of literacy; which recognises the
cultural, critical and creative aspects of media
literacy. and which coalesces around the processes
of game dcsign, using the rule-based system of
games o interrogate and productively disrupt
settled notions of representation, narrative and
text.

Games are a valuable focus in relation to literacy
and arts cducation for four main reasons.

Firstly, they are an important cultural medium
in the lives of young people. They offer access to
interactive experiences of narrative, they extend
engagement with fictional worlds and characters
beyond the older media of literature and film. and
they constitute a significant area of young people’
s cultural capital, on which education programmes
in the fields of literacy and the arts can build.

Secondly, they are richly multimodal. They can
be said to subsume and integrate a wide range of
other art-forms - storytclling in language; film and
animation; music: (virtual) drama; visual design. In
this respect, they are an ideal laboratory in which
to experiment with cross-arts programmes.

Thirdly, they are the art-form closest to
computer science. Narrative-styled games are
computable stories. In this respect, they offer
possibilitics to bridge the persistent arts-science
divide: to provide a means of dialogue between
literacy cducators, arts educators and computer
science educators.

Fourthly, videogames connect with children and
young people's playworlds. Adults may see
different forms of play - physical play on the
playground, play with toys, and vidcogames - as
completely discrete realms of experience in
childhood. But for children, they are all connected.
There are many good reasons why formal
curricula should build on children’s play, and
videogames in the curciculum, whether played or
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made by young people, productively extends these
connections.
5.2 The three examples

The three examples are drawn from funded
rescarch projects conducted over a number of
years. All of them use the game-authoring tool
Missionmaker, developed through these rescarch
projects, and now owned and developed by
MAGICAL Projects at University College London-
https://darecollaborative.net/magical/.
5.2.1 Making Games

The first is a game made by a Year 8 class in
the UK {12-13 years old), as part of the Making
Games project, funded by the Engincering and
Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC). This
three-year pruject, directed by David Buckingham
and Andrew Burn, developed the game-authoring
software ool Missionmaker. One piece of
fieldwork rescarch during the project involved
collaboration with a teacher (o make a class game
with his group of 30 students. The game was
called Jimmy de Mora and the Dying World, and
was collectively built from different ideas
produced by members of the class. The game and
the work surrounding it demonstrates how the
design process builds on the children’s cultural
experience of games and game genres, reflecting
experiences of shooting games. world-building
games and adventure games. [t also demonstrates
how aspects of critical literacy can be developed
through the process of game design:
understandings of media institutions, conceptions
of game-texts including narrative, rules and
economies; and notions of how game audiences
both resemble and differ from audiences of other
media. IFinally, it showed how game design fosters
certain kinds of creativity, transforming cultural
resources. imagining new worlds and narratives,
and inventing ruke-governed ludic sequences.
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5.22 Playing Shakespeare

The second example is drawn from the Playing
Shakespeare project, a collaboration with
Shakespeare’s Globe - httpsv//darecollaborative.
net/2012/10/27/making-shakespeare-videogames/,
This project adapted Missionmaker so that young
people could make games based on Shakespeare’s
Macbeth. The game presented in this talk was
made by two 13-year-old girls, and it demonstrates
how their understanding of game design relates to
their understanding of Shakespeare’s text. It also
shows how coding relates to literary and dramatic
narrative - in effect, how these participants might
code Shakespeare, which suggests implications for
interdisciplinary, crosscurricular work in schools,
connecting the arts through game design. but also
connecting the arts with (computer) science.
Furthermore, the project suggested how questions
of identity are implicated in young people’s game
designs. In this game, for example, the girls
showed an interest in the witches in Macbeth, as
female fantasy creatures; and though the section
of the play allocated to them did not include the
witches, they found ways to incorporate them.
5.2.3 Playing Beowulf

The third example is drawn from the Playing
Beowulf project. a collaboration with the British
Library - https://darecollaborative.
net/2015/03/11/playing-beowulf-gaming-the-
library/.

This project developed a new version of
Missionmaker in Unity, to enable young people to
make videogames based on the Anglo-Saxon poem
Beowulf, the only manuscript of which is held by
the British Library. The project worked with a
wide range of groups, including schools in London,
workshops at the National Videogame Arcade,
Nottingham, a youth drama group at the
University of Sydney. and Anglo-Saxon
undergraduates and graduate students at UCL.

One of the games presented here, made by a 10
year-old boy, demonstrates how game design in
relation to Beowulf allowed younger children to
connect oral narrative, drama and literature with
coding as a form of multimodal engagement with
text. The combination of the boy's performance of
spoken dialogue, his construction of a game-world
with a maze element. his positioning of an end-of
level “boss monster” (the dragon}. and his coding
of the game rules, represent again a set of
interconnected literacies, an engagement with a
range of art-forms, and a bridging of the gap
between the arts and computer sciences.

A second game selected from this project shows
how graduate students at UCL could explore
literary texts through game design, curating their
own images of the manuscript culture of Beowulf
The game in question is intended, in the words of
its student-designer, to allow players to “inhabit
the manuscript culture of Beowulf”, following
clues embedded in the game to learn about the
manuscript repositories of Anglo-Saxon verse, and
eventually to choose a role to play in the game-
narrative modelled on Beowulf itself.

5.3 Conclusion

These examples, taken together, show a specific
set of benefits related to literacy. arts and
computing curricula, They are not examples of
‘gamification’, which is seen here as a problematic
concept in which games become an invisible
mediator of curriculum content. Rather, the games
themselves are visible objects of scrutiny, critical
attention and creative effort. They offer a new
kind of lens through which to interrogate familiar
concepts in the arts, literature and language, such
as narrative, metaphor, fiction, reader response,
obliging students and scholars alike to
conceptualise and tangibly experience these
familiar phenomena afresh.
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