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Games and university

• HEIs are expected to produce 

graduates adequately prepared 

for the workplace, equipped with 

skills and competencies 

sometimes referred to as 

'graduate attributes'.

• Video games – which exercise 

many of the skills that employers 

seek – may be used to develop 

students’ graduate attributes.

bit.ly/GradSkillsGBL



John Seely Brown

“I would rather hire 

a high-level World 

of Warcraft player 

than an MBA from 

Harvard.”



James Paul Gee

“Learning is a deep 

human need, like 

mating and eating, and 

like all such needs it is 

meant to be deeply 

pleasurable to human 

beings.”





The Educator Perspective



Cities: Skylines

"I took the crazy idea of seeing whether getting people to do 

something that was supposed to be sustainable, in real time in the 

class, would actually be a better way of doing these things. The 

idea of using Cities: Skylines was born, which to me was insane, 

because I don’t do computer games."

– Steve Connelly, Senior Lecturer, Department of Urban Studies and Planning, 

University of Sheffield  
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Cities: Skylines

"So, really, the use of the game was a lever, it wasn’t the be all and 

end all, it wasn’t the thing that everything hinged on, it was kind of a 

pivot point for them to reflect on some of the theoretical concepts 

that they were exploring in the sessions."

– Bryony Olney, Learning Technologist, University of Sheffield (now Higher 

Education Training Consultant for Pearson Education)
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Two Interviewees

"I have found students are looking for more of a connection beyond 

just what’s in our books and what we are trying to present in a 

lecture. So, I bridge the gap with that game into an emotional 

understanding of something that’s very Marxist but also a reality 

that students might themselves face, should they not make 

decisions that are in line with who they are and their identity." 

– Vanessa Haddad, chair of Liberal Arts, General Studies, State University of New York 



Fallout Shelter

"We do very deep analysis of the game, but the point of 

this exercise is that the students were already taught 

theory. I never tell the students, ‘hey this is a theory 

you’re supposed to get from the game’. I just tell them, 

you need to play the game, with a scholarly mind."

– Sherry Jones, Rocky Mountain College of Art and Design, Colorado, US 
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The Long Day of Young Peng

"It’s really realistic, and it’s experimenting with a 

different way of communicating ethnographic 

experience, getting students to empathise in different 

ways or to see field sites from a different perspective. 

It’s something you couldn’t do without a game."

– Tom Boylston, Lecturer in Social Anthropology, University of Edinburgh 



Beyond: Two Souls

"I have observed that students in the sections where I use games 

have a more thorough understanding of the systems that shape our 

society – legal, education, media, et cetera – and are more willing 

to dig deeper when trying to understand how we are influenced by 

our surroundings than students who don’t discuss these games in 

class."

– Johansen Quijano, Assistant Professor of English, Tarrant County College, Texas, US 
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Study design

• 100 undergraduate students randomly 

assigned to either an intervention group 

or a control group.

• Both groups tested at the beginning 

and the end of semester, using 

previously-validated instruments.

• Differences in attainment between the 

two groups were then calculated.

• The game labs operated on a drop-in 

basis.

• Participants were asked to log 2 hours of play on 

most games and 60 minutes on 2 shorter games 

(14 hours total game play across 8 games)
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Results Score change Difference in means
p-

value

95% CI

Control Intervention

Absolute

Cohen's 

dMean SD Mean SD

Communication -2.8 5.65 4.94 8.41 7.74 1.1 0.004

12.79 

to 2.69

Adaptability -8.25 15.99 11.31 18.07 19.56 1.15 0.002

31.32 

to 7.8

Resourcefulness 0.25 9.71 9.69 11.42 9.44 0.9 0.013

16.77 

to 2.11
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Group

Change Control Intervention Row Total 

negative (N) 15 5 20 (56%)

negative (N / row total) 0.75 0.25

negative (N / column total) 0.75 0.31

positive (N) 5 11 16 (44%)

positive (N / row total) 0.31 0.69

positive (N / column total) 0.25 0.69

Column Total 20 (56%) 16 (44%) 36 (100%)

The percentage of participants in the

intervention group with improved

communication scores (69%) was

greater than the percentage of

participants in the control group with

improved communication scores (25%)

(p = 0.016, Fisher’s exact test).
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Results

Pre- and post-test results indicate significantly improved gains 

on the three measures for the game-playing intervention group 

versus the control, with differences of between 0.9 and 1.15 

standard deviations in test scores. 95% confidence intervals 

calculated for the difference between mean scores for the 

control and intervention groups did not cross zero, further 

supporting the idea that playing video games at university 

may help develop students’ employability skills.
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• Buying and installing games

• Multiplayer

• Hardware limitations

• Student engagement

• Institutional buy-in

Challenges 
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The Student Perspective
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• Multiplayer video games require 

players to communicate in order 

to succeed.

• Time-sensitive, high-pressure 

scenarios require players to 

communicate efficiently in order 

to progress.

• Being required to communicate 

with players of differing ability 

and experience.

Effective Communicators 
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The Industry Perspective



"Left 4 Dead and Left 4 Dead 2 were specifically 

designed to enforce cooperation. That was a very 

specific part of the game design where we did not want 

to encourage players to go off on their own, so there 

are consequences for doing that. And we wanted to 

encourage players to work together, so there are 

game mechanics that directly work to that end. So, 

when a player is incapacitated, some other player has 

to save them. You get higher bonuses for getting your 

entire team to the end of the level as opposed to just 

one person surviving, for example."

– Mike Ambinder, Principal Experimental Psychologist, Valve
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"That was certainly not a goal, to make a game 

that encourages people and helps them learn how 

to collaborate or whatever. But I definitely can see 

how the game could help with that. Certainly, 

critical thinking was important to me. My goal 

wasn’t to teach or to train, but from my game 

design standpoint, critical thinking was important 

to me."

– Paul Hellquist, Creative Director and Lead Designer, 

Borderlands 2 (Gearbox Software 2012)
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"I think I’d be hard pressed to name a game that 

doesn’t support learning, because I think if you’re 

introspective or perhaps open to learning or just 

engaged with whatever you, as a person, happen 

to be experiencing at the time, that’s always an 

opportunity to learn something about the world. 

This would be perhaps emotional maturity or 

empathy rather than a particular skill…"

– Matt Charles, Head of Production, Gearbox 

Publishing
bit.ly/GradSkillsGBL



"[Brothers in Arms: Hell's Highway] makes you 

think about the situation that the soldiers were up 

against and constantly being stuck between a 

rock and a hard place. It should teach you about 

the world, it should teach you a little bit about 

yourself. I think if you’re paying a little bit of 

attention, you come away from that sort of game 

with a sense of gratitude for all the people that 

came before you in your life."

– Matt Charles, Head of Production, Gearbox Publishing bit.ly/GradSkillsGBL



"If we could show that games improve 

communication or teamwork dynamics or problem-

solving or whatnot then, yeah, it’s valuable. 

Whatever tools we have at our disposal, to teach 

students how to think more adaptively, or creatively, 

or to work better together, or to solve more difficult 

problems, we should absolutely take advantage of 

them. And games could be useful there, but we don’t 

know. We’d like to figure that out."

– Mike Ambinder, Principal Experimental Psychologist, Valve
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Thank you! Questions?

Matthew.Barr@glasgow.ac.uk

@hatii_matt


