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Merit in computer play

Experts have likened the social impact of the
development of computer games to the introduction of
television. JAMES BRADY reports.

Lessons to be
learnt from the
virtual world

N
EW lessons will be
learnt through square
eyes as the next
generation of
education steps out of

the virtual world and into the
reality of the classroom.

The bridge between education
and computer gaming was made
many years ago, but the link
between the two has not always
been sound.

Games have either lost their
appeal through blatant (and
boring) learning activities or
with cheap and unattractive
graphics.

Funding for such programs
has been notoriously scarce.

The challenge of creating a
game that is engaging as well as
educational seemed all but
impossible.

However, the games-in-
education mindframe is shifting.
And there are examples in
Tasmania.

The merit of programs
designed purely for
entertainment is starting to be
recognised and apparently
showing results.

A group of grade 9 students at
Riverside High School has
managed to create a unique half-
year subject in their school based
on one of their favourite
pastimes, the virtual world of
Minecraft.

Minecraft is a game developed
by Swedish programmer Markus

Persson. The multi-award
winning game was launched in
2011.

It has the ability to be played
solo or with a group of people,
each on their own computer, and
has been described as the
computer game equivalent of
Lego.

In the Minecraft world you can
create houses, mine-cart roller
coasters and arrange coloured
blocks into everything from
favourite cartoon characters to
full-scale models of the Starship
Enterprise — as one avid fan has
done.

The learning aspect of the
game comes into play in more
ways than just creating houses
and works of art from blocks.

Riverside teacher Donelle
Batty said through playing the
game the students learnt how to
moderate in-game behaviour and
manage an online server.

She said they also discovered
the importance of community
and communication through
collaborative creativity.

University of Tasmania
English education senior
lecturer Angela Thomas said
there were many possible uses
for Minecraft in schools.

‘‘Minecraft is a computer game
with a difference — it has a focus
on creativity from its players, as
it starts with a blank virtual
world and asks players to create
their own,’’ Dr Thomas said.

She said teachers could use
students’ experience with
different media platforms to
promote innovative and positive
challenges in the classroom.

PhD student Damon Thomas
said the game was finding its
way into classrooms around the
world.

‘‘Minecraft is essentially a 21st
century virtual sandpit, which
provides players with an entire
world of building blocks that can
be easily manipulated to create

practically anything,’’ Mr
Thomas said.

‘‘Unlike most games,
Minecraft’s creative mode does
not task players with a set
mission to accomplish, but
rather offers them a creative tool
set to play with however they see
fit.’’

Presentations from the
Riverside group have been made
at various teacher conferences
and student workshops.

Gaming has
new role in
education
ADVANCED development of computer
game technology is having the same
impact in society as the introduction of
printed books and television, according
to University of Tasmania faculty of
education dean Professor Ian Hay.

Professor Hay said increasing demand
for gaming technology and rising
popularity was causing a paradigm shift
within all areas of society — including
education.

‘‘I think generally technology is
having a stronger role in education and
also I think technology is having a
greater role across society,’’ Professor
Hay said.

‘‘Increasingly people are doing the
10-minute commute in the train and
they’re keeping their mind active
through these interactive games.

‘‘More and more of these things are
going to become popular or common in
society.’’

Diversity and availability of games
has also caused a change in gamer
demographics.

Studies in the US by the
Entertainment Software Association
showed a 53 to 47 per cent ratio between
male and female players, a change from
the formerly male-dominated hobby.

The potential learning benefit of
games has been recognised by the state
government, according to an education
department spokeswoman.

‘‘Teachers are increasingly looking at
using educational programs and
software to support student learning,
for example study ladders,’’ she said.

‘‘These software and educational
programs are increasingly using
elements of interactive technology that
includes games.’’

Professor Hay said the same programs
could improve the quality of children’s
learning through increased
engagement.

‘‘What we’re seeing in schools at the
moment, in terms of the number of
programs and applications available, is
that they have an educational focus,’’ he
said.

‘‘There are games now, for example,
that help teach literacy, phonics and
can even help to teach higher level
thinking skills such as in algebra and
maths.’’

He said technology was changing the
way people used their leisure time.

‘‘There is a paradigm shift occurring
in that more and more people are now
becoming connected almost 24/7 in
terms of these activities,’’ Professor Hay
said.

‘‘The downside of that is that if you
have an addictive personality the
question is: How do you become
unaddicted?’’

OPTIONS FOR GETTING AROUND THE MINECRAFT WORLD

MINECRAFT is an eight-bit open-world computer
game.
The terrain is fully destructible and supplies the
player with materials that can be used to craft tools
such as axes, mining picks and more.
The game has two play-style options: survival and
creative.
In survival mode, players have to remain well-fed by
farming food from the many animals that live in the
world.
At night hordes of zombies appear and will try to
attack you.

This makes it necessary to build a secure dwelling
while exploring the world.
In creative mode, players are not affected by hunger
or zombies. They are also able to fly and have infinite
items at their disposal with which they can create
intricate sculptures and works of art.
The game has received critical acclaim from compu-
ter magazines around the world.
It has more than 41 million registered users on its
website, 7.4 million of whom have bought the game
for $26.95.
It has achieved more than $200 million in sales.


