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Game-based Learning for the Development of Literacy Skills 

The following commentary provides the background and rationale for the development of game-
based learning to teach literacy skills, using the virtual world OpenSim (OpenSimulator, 2012). It 
concludes with a lesson plan developed out of this rationale. 

The Target Audience 

The target audience for the lesson are generally in their late teens to early twenties, though a small 
percentage each year consists of adult learners retraining. They are all now first year tertiary 
students studying at the Manukau Institute of Technology and primarily from South Auckland, New 
Zealand, an area with a relatively large Māori and Pacific Island population. There is a predominance 
of low income families, often living in poor quality, over-crowded rental housing. With a correlation 
between fewer economic resources and poorer educational outcomes (Statistics New Zealand, 2011) 
providing further education is seen as an essential step to increasing employment opportunities in 
an area that has the highest youth unemployment rate in Greater Auckland (Auckland Communities 
Foundation, 2011). 

Students at the institute are studying a range of subjects such as nursing, mechanics, hospitality, 
horticulture, etc. When participating in this further study however an encumbering factor for many 
is the lack of literacy skills, the communities they live in having low prose, document and numeracy 
literacy, with Pacific adults’ literacy skills actually declining between 1996 and 2006 (Ministry of 
Social Development, 2010).  

The Context 

Various funding agencies support research into addressing literacy concerns, especially where they 
impact on Māori and Pacific Island communities, and an application for funding has been presented 
to Ako Aotearoa (2012) to research the possibility of using a virtual world to support literacy 
training. The application has been submitted on behalf of the Manukau Institute of Technology by 
Senior Lecturer in Foundation Studies, Merle Hearns, who is currently studying for her PhD on 
education in virtual worlds. Hearns and I have a long academic history together and have 
collaborated previously on the SLENZ Project (SLENZ, 2010); I am the named in-world developer in 
the application. 

In some of our early discussions on virtual world education we had considered possible uses for 
game-like activities. Our collaborative SLENZ Project Foundation Studies build (pookymedia, 2009) 
contained a number of interactive vignettes that included game qualities, mainly in the area of 
engagement (Reeve, 2011), e.g. information boards that appear when a step is stood on, buttons to 
change the “classroom” scene, teleporters to travel to interview rooms. After that project the broad 
context of our discussions when considering further in-world activities for Foundation Studies had 
been about taking the game concept further, and specifically looking at the development of game-
play to teach literacy and numeracy, using the OpenSim virtual environment. 

Eventually, these and other discussed aspects saw the scope of the application in its first stage to be 
the creating of a game like virtual environment, with interactive elements that will assist students to 
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develop literacy skills. Weight has been given to aspects of ROI (return on investment); developing 
the virtual environment in a pre-European setting has been submitted as an example of reusability 
of artefacts, so that many of the objects created for this lesson might be used in later Foundation 
Studies activities. For example these may be used to parallel pre and post-treaty New Zealand, by 
role-playing indigenous and settler characters in the early days of colonisation or used for Māori 
language literacy or cultural studies. 

The application requires outcomes that will have students recognise a well-structured sentence, help 
them to identify a complete sentence and help them identify solutions to common problems in 
grammatical structure. It suggests teams will compete in a game-like quest, with obstacles to the 
final “treasure” solved through correct solutions to sentence structure. The basics of sentence 
structure are to be taught off world prior to logging on to the game. 

After reflection on the project throughout the period of this module, the initial application having 
been submitted prior to commencing the MA Education in Virtual Worlds, the following is my 
consideration of how these outcomes might be successfully achieved. 

The Environment  

From predominantly strong cultural backgrounds and with English often not the first language of the 
household, learning literacy skills can be daunting for students. Loss of face in front of their peers 
can be particularly demotivating, hooking into culturally laden behaviour such as whakama1 
(Sachdev, 1990) and consequently affecting academic performance. Because culture, identity, and 
sense of self and community have such high value, embracing these aspects and integrating them 
into the learning can be beneficial. By using a virtual world to create a culturally relevant 
environment, the potential is there “to foster the development of community as well as improved 
performance through authentic learning” (Chapman, and Stone, 2010, p. 666). 

Students form a cognitive impression of their learning space, even when virtual, and experience an 
associated emotional response. A positive response will not only facilitate learning but will develop 
in students a sense of attachment to that learning space. Graetz (2006) lists coherence, complexity, 
legibility and mystery as four cognitive determinants of that impression, but he also considers a fifth 
determinant; enchantment. While they may at times lack in coherence and legibility, virtual worlds 
can be perceived as complex and mysterious (Graetz, 2006). Applying gaming elements to the 
environment affords integrating a level of enchantment, that experience of being caught up in the 
world. All three of these determinants have the capacity to increase interest, stimulate activity and 
increase learning for the students.  

The environment will therefore be built to satisfy a number of aspects, as its cultural relevance must 
be taken into account along with the ROI requirements. Its game theme will be pre-European 
settlement, the game scenes created as captures of New Zealand’s natural environment, allowing 
the creation of reusable artefacts but also giving the opportunity to create something authentically 
New Zealand. Atmospherics and sounds will be used to bring a sense of life to the scenes and 
elements of Māori mythology added, to not only supply a further cultural level but through their 
integration, afford a level of enchantment, fun and engagement in the game-play. As noted by 

                                                           
1 In its simplest form, shame or embarrassment 
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Thomas (2010, p.503) “engaged learning is an emergent property of learning spaces that are 
designed to provide affordances that actively encourage such engagement”. 

Status and Communities of Practice 

The application suggests team activities and my view is the same. There is a sense of team in virtual 
worlds already, because you are in essence all going somewhere else together, participating in a 
unique experience. Sivan (2012, p. 6) espouses the arguments of Bransford and Gawel when 
discussing Second Life, that there is a “sense of sharing”, of going somewhere new where it requires 
“one another’s help to thrive and survive”. By just being in a virtual world, a prevailing collaborative 
mood is already the background story, therefore continuing this notion of supportive community 
into the game-play narration is a natural evolution. Successful virtual world design incorporates easy 
access to social interaction and the forming of communities (Johnson, and Levine, 2008) and the 
proposed world supports such design. The tools for shared experience are in place. 

There is also an argument by Lave and Wegner, that “A person’s intentions to learn are engaged and 
the meaning of learning is configured through the process of becoming a full participant in a 
sociocultural practice” (Smith, 1999). As many of the student body come from cultures where family 
and extended family are essential aspects of their society, there is weight added to the argument 
that supports them learning from within a community of practice.  

As status in their physical communities has a high value in most of the students’ cultures and also 
carries importance in gaming culture (Schonfeld, 2010), sense of self and identity can also be 
supported through the integration of an individual reward system built into the game. Careful 
consideration will need to be given though to achieving robustness in rewarding achievement for 
lesson outcomes as opposed to just rewarding game play (Bloomfield, 2009). Status indicators can 
be displayed using a HUD (heads up display), acknowledging achievements at certain junctures of 
the game. However the rewards incorporated into the game can be distributed in a way that not 
only supports self achievement; higher status in the community can also be a reward for being active 
in the community. As Johnson and Levine (2008, p. 168) mention “it is extremely common to see 
people interacting in ways that tend to increase the skill levels of everyone in the social group”. 
Rewarding community interactions will help encourage this. 

The Narration 

As immersive learning environments often offer more open-ended, exploratory and experiential 
learning the importance of an alignment between learning objectives, activities and outcomes is 
vital. In a game, the narrative addresses key components for an exploratory learning model by 
contextualising the learning goals, describing the mission and providing the cover story for the 
game-play (de Freitas, and Neumann, 2009). Because of its cultural relevancy Māori mythology is 
employed as the narrative background, with an added benefit of introducing an aspect of the 
fantastical to the game-play. 

Dickey (2006) gathers a number of views that collectively argue for the inclusion of fantasy in 
educational game design, intrinsic to the game-play experience. It can be used to deliver metaphors 
or analogies as aids for understanding or provide potential motivation for the learners. In particular 
Gee “emphasized the value of fantasy and role playing in fostering multi-modal literacy” allowing 
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players to “encounter situations and obstacles that require them to actively and critically reflect and 
solve problems” (Dicky, 2006, p. 247). The narrative also provides opportunities to introduce 
questions, interpret events, provide meaning and guide actions within the learning space (Colne, 
2003). 

The Role of the Tutor 

de Freitas and Neumann (2009) concluded that the modern social modes of learning have realigned 
the role of the tutor such that a more level playing field exists, with the tutor's role becoming more 
one of practitioner, mentor and actor alongside learners rather than aloof from the learning 
experience. They use the analogy of the tutor as choreographer designing "the sequencing of 
activities, which together create a cohesive whole (e.g. ballet, or central learning outcomes)” (de 
Freitas, and Neumann, 2009, p. 351). Being actively engaged in the learning experience the learner 
takes on greater autonomy in their learning though this may result in a more intensive role for the 
tutor in terms of planning, design and control of the activities.   

Just as virtual worlds afford explorations of identity through the ability to change one’s character 
(i.e. avatar), so the tutor can adopt one or more different personas that can be integrated into the 
game-play. Taking the role of the narrator the tutor can supply the backstory, setting the stage for 
what is plausible within the context of the game. This provides the opportunity to introduce 
characters and motives, set the physical boundaries of the game-play and define the characteristics 
of the game, e.g. fantastical elements, mythology etc. (Dickey, 2006).  

The Game-Play 

In describing the game-play and its environment, one is in essence describing the lesson plan and its 
learning space; the two are intrinsically the same. 

The consideration to use OpenSim as the virtual world allows a full simulated area (sim) to be used 
as the game environment such that students logging into the world are logging into the game. 
Configuring a landing point for the sim creates a staging area that acts as the starting point for game-
play. It is at this staging area that the tutor’s initial role as narrator is introduced. Because each class 
taking the lesson will use the same computing lab the main narrator communications will be text 
based, in the main chat window. This enhances immersion by keeping all communications within the 
in-world learning space and also allows students to revisit communications throughout the scenario. 
It also circumvents one avenue of technical concern; voice chat. The initial narration will set 
backstory for the scenario and introduce the rules of play. From the staging point the students will 
then enter the first scenario. 

The submitted application suggests using two teams to compete throughout the scenarios, using 
competition as a motivation for learning. Although winning can give a higher sense of competence 
and create an intrinsic motivation to persist in an activity, losing can conversely reduce motivation 
by affecting self-esteem and one’s sense of competence (Czaja, and Cummings, 2009) and it is my 
view that we should at least test the efficacy of other contributors to motivation mentioned in the 
commentary before adding another variable. 
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Each scenario progresses through to an ultimate challenge and completing that challenge results in 
passing through to the next level of game-play, i.e. the next scenario. The tasks to accomplish in the 
game-play, i.e. completing correct sentence structures, will be integrated as a set of levels to 
progress through, each level (of understanding) building on the last. This scaffolding approach 
mimics the cascading information theory for game dynamics of creating a “simple but staged process 
to avoid information overload” (Schonfeld, 2010). The words for each sentence task will be provided 
to the players individually, as either discovered items, given items, or as the result of completing 
another task. They will then construct the sentence as a group through discussion, collaboration and 
mutual learning to complete the current task. During this phase the tutor participates as and when 
needed to support the learning process, rewarding individual effort and/or collaboration through 
the HUD status system, assuming the role of mentor (or actor) as required by the game-play. 

Not only does this methodology develop literacy skills but it will introduce the students to learning 
through the construction of knowledge in a collaborative environment. 

Further Developments 

In the application the theory of sentence structure is taught outside of the virtual world, in physical 
classrooms, the virtual world activity encompassing the more practical aspects of sentence 
recognition, identification and problem solving. Future use could investigate integrating the theory 
into the game-play however, once the practical aspects have been effectively developed and trialled.  

Creating a gaming environment can add other aspects to the learning experience. As students role-
play in the environment by interacting through their avatars with other students and/or facilitators, 
there can be guided exploration of identity and self “and through these relevant experiences of who 
one could become, one is motivated to learn associated skills” (Lee, and Hoadley, 2007, p. 5). This 
exploration will also allow activities such as the role-playing of tangata whenua (people of the land) 
and tauiwi (immigrants) in pre-treaty New Zealand, experiencing the viewpoints and expectations of 
these early New Zealanders. With Māori content already embedded into the game environment 
Māori literacy in Te Reo (the language) is also a possible extension that could be developed in the 
future. 
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