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Collaborative Video Game Design as an
Act of Social Justice

RENEE JACKSON
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This research is about bringing social justice art education into classrooms
through the medium of video games and exploring the ways in which
video game design can be a learning tool that can make contributions to
and engage in social justice work. Drawing from a case-study research
project with a small group of middle school students, through the lens
of critical pedagogy informed by recent work by Dipti Desai, this project
examines how leaming happens through dialogue and knowledge weav-
ing. Findings have led me to consider the potential of this type of video
game design as a site of resistance and transformation in art education.

Correspondence regarding this article may be sent to the author at
renee.jackson@temple.edu.
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Introduction

rcade our Way (AoW) is an inclu-

sive video game-design inter-

vention that can take place in
formal and informal educational
contexts. It promotes social impact/
social change game design as an
expressive medium for all creators and
seeks in particular to engage those
whose stories and concerns are not
often represented in  mainstream
games (Jackson & Sheepy, 2019). The
purpose of the research component is
to investigate the way learning about
game design and social issues happens
best through collaborative design,
when “best” is considered through the
lens of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970/
2008) and informed by recent work by
Dipti Desai (2020). The focus of this
research article is on the way learning
about climate change happened
through the process of collaboratively
designing the game The Air We Breathe
(AoW, 2020). The concept of
“knowledge weaving” emerged from
this work. Knowledge weaving is what
| have come to refer to as the collab-
orative game-design process wherein
all participants bring knowledge about
the issue to the table and weave it into
the backstory and narrative of the
game. Other key learning happened
through this process as well, including
questioning game tropes, having con-
versations about representation, and
engaging negotiation skills.

The metaphor of weaving also prevails
when one looks at the larger picture of this
work. As an approach to social justice art

education, the project weaves together at
least four strands of social justice related to
accessibility, inclusion, and student-centered
pedagogy. Regarding access and inclusion, it
provides the opportunity to learn about video
game design from an art education perspec-
tive rather than, as it is more commonly taken
up, within the domain of computer science
and computer programming. It also provides
an access point to learning about video game
design that is not guaranteed in schools,
while also introducing the idea of game
design as a potential career path within an
industry in need of a more diverse workforce.
Finally, as a student-centered initiative, it pro-
vides opportunities to learn and communicate
ideas about social justice issues through a
medium that is loved by many children and
youth and to engage more critically with this
extremely popular medium. | will provide fur-
ther detail about each of these strands in the
literature review.

Literature Review

Social Impact Video Game Design and
Art Education

Social impact video games, also known as
social change, social justice, or humanitarian
games, are made to impact or affect the way
the player may think about and behave in
relation to social justice issues, although there
are many interpretations of what this means,
how to do it, and whether they even have an
impact (Arora & Itu, 2012; Baranowski et al.,
2008; Cunningham & Crandall, 2019; Jackson,
in press; Jackson & Sheepy, 2019; Whitson &
Dormann, 2011). At the K-12 level, as
described above, game design is most often
taught from the perspective of coding and
computational thinking within the context of
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computer science and STEM (Kafai & Burke,
2015; US. Department of Education, 2020),
rather than from the perspective of creativity
and design within the context of art and
design (Peppler, 2010; Sweeny, 2010). Video
game design as a learning tool is a growing
area of research (Bates et al, 2009a, 2009b;
Kafai, 2006; Thumlert et al., 2018), although it
has received much less attention than playing
games for learning (game-based learning;
Thumlert et al., 2018). Within the game design
for learning literature, most current attention
is focused on game design as a vehicle
through which to learn coding and computer
programming (Kafai & Burke, 2015; Salen,
2007; Wu & Wang, 2012). Research about
game design as a process through which to
learn academic subjects is the next most com-
mon area of game design for learning
research. Among this work, most studies
address learning math (Kafai, 1995, 2003; Kafai
& Burke, 2015; Ke, 2014), science (Kafai, 2003;
Kafai & Burke, 2015), and language arts (de
Paula et al, 2018; Kafai & Burke, 2015). Game
design has been used to explore issues
related to social justice (Ingram-Goble, 2013;
Ruggiero et al, 2013); however, very few
game design for learning studies have investi-
gated social justice-related learning through
the design of social impact games (Ingram-
Goble, 2013; Ruggiero et al.,, 2013; Thumlert
et al, 2018).

Within  art  education, game-design
research directly related to learning about
social justice has taken place (Ciampaglia &
Richardson, 2015, 2017; Parks, 2008). Other
exciting game design-related work within art
education has emerged in various ways
related to game jams (Merilainen et al.,, 2020),
work with preservice teachers (Patton et al.,
2020), secondary art curriculum initiatives
(Alexander & Ho, 2015; Gill, 2009; Patton,
2013), and game design as a teaching tool
(Keifer-Boyd, 2005).

Although game design is promoted within
academic art education circles (Patton et al.,

2020), there are many challenges that can
interfere with program delivery at the K-12
levels, including policy decisions (Patton &
Buffington, 2016), lack of teacher training
(Patton et al., 2020), and lack of access to
computers and technology. Video games as
an element of visual art and visual culture to
be studied and critically examined is not guar-
anteed in schools, although integration is par-
ticularly  important, given that many
mainstream games reinforce stereotypes and
reproduce racist and sexist tropes in particular
(Feminist Frequency, 2013; Glaubke et al,
2001; Jansz & Martis, 2007; Leonard,
2003, 2006).

Video Game Design: Strands of
Social Justice

Dipti Desai (2020) described social justice
art education as follows:

Social justice art education, | contend, is
grounded in the desire to create aware-
ness about sociopolitical issues, chal-
lenge common sense attitudes, mobilize
civic participation, take action to shift
unequal power relations in our society,
and work to change policies. (p. 13)

With this definition in mind, it becomes
increasingly clear how video game design as
an approach to social justice art education
weaves together the aforementioned strands
of social justice related to access, inclusion,
and student-centered pedagogy. The video
game industry is in dire need of a more
diverse workforce to shift unequal power rela-
tions in our society. Game developers are 74%
White and male, and most are heterosexual
and cisgender (Weststar & Legault, 2015). The
industry itself and video game culture more
specifically feed misogyny and racism
(Hawreliak & Lemieux, 2020; Massicotte &
Hara, 2017). Diversifying the workforce and
creating games about social issues would also
be strategies toward challenging common-
sense attitudes. Like any media, the stories
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that are told, and the perspectives from which
they come, powerfully impact the way we
think and see things on a societal level.

Video games can engage with social just-
ice through the fact that not all students in
schools will necessarily ever have the oppor-
tunity to engage in activities related to game
design, despite the fact that video games are
regularly played by 97% of adolescents
between the ages of 12 and 17 (Lenhart et al.,
2008), and that there are more recent notable
increases in engagement and spending by 2-
to 17-year-olds (NPD Group, 2019). If we con-
sider it important to listen to our students
and to develop a curriculum that grows from
their interests, as an anti-oppressive curricu-
lum would imply (Desai, 2020; Freire, 1970/
2008), this is an important medium to cover.

Finally, we can take this medium and pro-
vide opportunities for students to use it as a
communication tool through which to both
create awareness about the sociopolitical
issues that matter to them, and potentially to
mobilize civic participation. Similar to the
premise that to teach something, one has to
have an understanding of the topic, | argue
that to design a game about something, one
also has to have an understanding of the
topic. The same, of course, can be said about
making social justice art (Quinn et al., 2006).
Situating social impact game design within
the context of art education both expands a
rich and complex history of social justice art-
making and provides a good point of depart-
ure through which to begin to interrogate the
role of mainstream games in our lives, and
the potential of games to do a wide variety of
social justice-related work, getting beyond
simply being entertaining.

Theoretical Framework: Critical and
Collective Pedagogy
In his landmark work, Pedagogy of the
Oppressed, critical pedagogue Paulo Freire

(1970/2008) reminded us that in an anti-
oppressive learning context, everyone brings
something to the table. There is no distinct
“teacher” because we are all teacher-students
and student-teachers. Knowledge and under-
standing move between and among all partic-
ipants, and humanization, which Freire (1970/
2008) considered the opposite of oppression,
occurs through praxis defined as “reflection
and action upon the world in order to trans-
form” (p. 51). More recently, in Studies in Art
Education, Dipti Desai (2020) called for decol-
onization in art education through “collective
pedagogy” (p. 20). She explained that
“collectivity is a form of cultural production
that is not about individual self-expression or
even political expression, but rather, it is
about democratizing social change that
requires building networks of solidarity” (p.
18). Desai framed this shift from the language
of “I am” to the language of “I want this for
us” and called our attention back to Freire,
who “reminded us that liberation is a collect-
ive project that calls for dialogic participation
grounded in a critical consciousness of how
both oppressor and oppressed are bound
together through power relations” (p. 18).
Further, collaborative video game design
creates the opportunity for what Desai (2020)
referred to as collective pedagogy. She stated:

Collective pedagogy is connected to
anti-oppressive pedagogy, within which
we learn to be together and think
together. It is a process fraught with
tensions, contradictions, and confronta-
tions that have to be worked through
together because the basis of our rela-
tionship is fundamentally grounded in
diversity and difference as central values
that cannot be erased. (p. 20)

Desai’s (2020) emphasis on the value and
importance of collective pedagogy that is
anti-oppressive and within which “we learn to
be together and think together” (p. 20) is at
the heart of the role that social impact video
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game design can play in art education. Large-
scale game design, like film, is by necessity a
collaborative process, although both media
can also take place on an individual level.
When the game being collectively designed is
a social impact game, made with the inten-
tion of having the player engage with a social
justice-related issue, the collaborative process
becomes, by design, a space where partici-
pants learn to be together and think together.

Methodology and Context

Social change video game design is one
example of a site where humanization, col-
lective pedagogy, and engagement with
social justice issues and movements can come
together. To ground this position, | draw from
research derived from an AoW project that
took place in Philadelphia during the spring
of 2020 (AoWS3).

The AoW project is a collaborative game-
design project providing opportunities in
schools for students who do not see them-
selves represented in games to design video
games about the social justice issues that mat-
ter to them. It began as a collaboration
between Angelique Mannella, the chief execu-
tive officer of a former social impact game-
design startup company, and me. | have since
carried the idea with me from Montréal,
Québec, Canada, to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania,
in the United States, and | am working toward
growing further AoW research opportunities.
Social justice issues, the subject of the AoW
video games, are the issues that arise as a
result of inequities and oppression (Young,
1990). Examples of such issues include home-
lessness, poverty, racism, sexism, homophobia,
and the climate change crisis.

There have been two recent incarnations of
this research: AoW2: Girls With Ideas, and
AoWs3: Proudly Untitled. Both were case studies
that took place at Academy for the Middle
Years Northwest Middle School (AMY
Northwest) during the fall 2019 and spring

2020 semesters, respectively, in  the
Roxborough neighborhood in  Northwest
Philadelphia. AMY Northwest is an urban mid-
dle school that consists of a student body that
is 88% African American or Black, and 100% of
the student body is eligible for free lunch
(Public School Review, 2017-2018). Participants
in this project included me as the project lead
and principal investigator. | am an assistant
professor in the Art Education and Community
Arts Practices department at Tyler School of
Art and Architecture, Temple University, in
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Our independent
game developer, Ashley Rezvani (Clockwork
Raven Studios), is an activist who has also
taught game design to both high school and
postsecondary students as an adjunct at
Harrisburg ~ University of  Science and
Technology. | am a White Canadian expatriate.
Ashley identifies as mixed race. She is half
Iranian and a second-generation immigrant.
The artist intern from the Harrisburg University
of Science and Technology, Sierra Kirby, is a
White undergraduate student who was study-
ing interactive media with a concentration in
purposeful game design at the time. She did
not work directly with the 8th-grade partici-
pants. Ashley, Sierra, and | met weekly via
Zoom throughout the semester. These meet-
ings took place after my weekly session with
the 8th graders, and was the time to update
game details based on new art and ideas
gleaned from the youngest participants. Sierra
created the art assets for the game, based on
drawings by the students. There were four
core 8th-grade participants involved in the
project, identified here via their pseudonyms:
Black Panther, Thor, Iron Man, and Star-Lord,
with contributions from Player One, Player
Two, and Player Three. The core group of stu-
dents had been participating in an after-school
comic book club with their art teacher, Walter
Myrick, since 6th grade. Walter is a Black
American art educator, and the core 8th-grade
participants are also Black. Leading up to this
project and beyond, | have developed a

Jackson / Collaborative Video Game Design as an Act of Social Justice



relationship with Walter and the school in vari-
ous ways, from supervising our student teach-
ers, to teaching special projects, to building
opportunities for the AMY Northwest students
to talk to our student teachers about learning
from their perspective.

The research question | sought to answer
through this work was: How does/can learning
about social justice happen through the collab-
orative game-design process? Although plans
did not work out exactly as originally intended,
much was learned and there is much to build
on. The original intention of AoW2 was to work
with a small, local, independent game-design
company to develop a game about climate
change with the participants (in this case, fund-
ing was intended for climate change-related
projects). However, the company backed out at
the last minute, so AoW2 became an iterative
after-school games club where we played,
talked about, and created games. AoW3
involved working with the new game devel-
oper, Ashley, and the art intern, Sierra, to col-
laboratively make a video game about climate
change called The Air We Breathe (AoW, 2020).
Because the fall participants chose to discon-
tinue through the spring semester at the last
minute, the group of 8th-grade students, who
were in the comic book club at the same time,
jumped at the opportunity to design a video
game about climate change when Walter sug-
gested | ask them. The focus of this article,
then, is AoW3, because we developed a com-
plete social impact video game. Because this is
a public-facing project with a website through
which the game is available, the school and
adults are identified. The 8th-grade contributors
are acknowledged by their first names within
the context of the project. Within the context
of the research, pseudonyms are used for these
youth participants, as identified above,
although they are aware that they are not com-
pletely anonymous due to the public nature of
the project.

To answer the research question, |
recorded and transcribed our after-school

sessions. | created pre- and postgame design
surveys to track any learning related to know-
ledge and understanding about social justice
and social issues. Because AoW3 began sud-
denly and unexpectedly, | could not have the
group complete the pregame design surveys
before we started designing the game. | did
not yet have consent, and there was pressure
to begin to work out the game details
because we had lost 2 weeks due to the par-
ticipant transition and no heat in the building.
For this reason, | had planned exit interviews
for AoW3 instead, but they did not come to
fruition due to the COVID-19 shutdown. We
attempted to reach the participants after the
shutdown, to no avail. Within this school dis-
trict, | am not able to reach out to the partici-
pants directly. Walter attempted to connect
with the students and/or their parents, also to
no avail. Life is complex, and our feeling is
that the families had other more pressing
matters to contend with during this time.

There were five sessions of AoW3 (January
28; February 4, 11, and 25; and March 3,
2020). Shortly after each session, | wrote
reflections based on the following categories:
general notes, curriculum, unexpected
moments, and things that stood out. The tran-
scripts of the sessions were coded based on
the following themes: social justice, video
games, excitement/motivation, knowledge
weaving, and origins (tracing the details of
the final game to the source of the idea). The
core group of four males and three occasional
contributors, one female and two males, par-
ticipated during the first three sessions, where
the main premise and the broader strokes of
the game were decided. Black Panther contin-
ued to work with me to establish some of the
finer details during the final two sessions. |
never pressured anyone in the club to do
things. Everything was an invitation that they
could take or leave. After the third session,
the other participants contributed fleetingly
but mostly did homework and socialized.
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Building the Game: The Process

During the first session, there were five
participants. We discussed the basis for
most video games: if-then statements and
win-lose conditions. The participants devel-
oped an understanding of what if-then
statements are by applying them to a sim-
ple game, Pac-man (Bandai Namco
Entertainment, 1980), and then to more
complex games that they play, like Call of
Duty (Activision, 2018). We then began to
discuss climate change. The participants
and | began to conceptualize the game
based on concept/feeling, verbs, narrative,
and characters. We began building the nar-
rative, and then | took this information to
the game developer. She commented on
the plans in a Google Doc shared between
the two of us, and she joined the students
and me for the second session to help
guide the design process. Her main feed-
back was that the game should be
grounded in the reality of climate change
rather than the fantastical idea that the
group had first conceived, in which the pro-
tagonist had the power to summon rain to
extinguish fires. This issue, the importance
of grounding the game in reality, was the
main concept we wanted to discuss with
the group during Session 2.

During the second session, there were four
students, Ashley (via Skype), and me. | handed
out sketchbooks so that participants could
begin drawing background scenes and char-
acters. Over the first few weeks, Black Panther
designed the protagonist and the bosses that
appear at the end of the first two levels.
Thor's background designs inspired much of
the dystopian background in the final level.
During the second session, we warmed up
again by playing the simple game Space
Invaders (Taito, 1978) and shouting out the
corresponding if-then statements. During this
warm-up, we explored the concept of win-
lose conditions. We then segued into connec-
tions with a game they were -currently

playing, Red Dead Redemption (Rockstar
Games, 2010). Next, Black Panther reviewed
the game details the group had planned the
week before. During this session, | reminded
the group that Thor had mentioned previ-
ously that the game should be realistic. Based
on my conversation with Ashley, | reiterated
his point and explained that if the players
“are going to understand that it's our fault as
a society that climate change is happening,
then the hero maybe has some fantastical
power, but should be grounded in reality.
Perhaps a firefighter or something real like
that. What do you think of that idea?” To this,
Black Panther responded, “Right, we have to
ground it and not have the player be like a
superhero that has the power of water.” This
is one example of knowledge weaving. In this
case, an idea, also connected to a thought
brought to the table by a student participant,
was brought back with more context related
to the game narrative and goals. Black
Panther accepted the detail by restating it in
his own words and weaving it into the prem-
ise of the game. The group agreed, and dur-
ing this session, the most essential details of
the game were established. During the third
session, the group excitedly played a game
prototype based on what we had established
so far and gave feedback. During the fourth
and fifth sessions, Black Panther and | spent
time working on some of the more nuanced
narrative details.

The Air We Breathe is about the protago-
nist's desire to honor the memory of their
father. The father was a firefighter in
Philadelphia who died in the line of duty due
to the increase in fires from climate change.
The air is severely polluted, and the protagon-
ist wears an oxygen mask and gathers oxygen
tanks to survive (Figure 1). The protagonist
honors their father by gathering and studying
knowledge about climate change in their
journal (Figure 2) and by throwing pamphlets
(facts and tips) at minions who work for the
oil and gas industry, the lumber industry, and
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Alr Quality: Good

e

Figure 1. The Air We Breathe, screenshot tutorial scene by AoW (2020).

Scientists

Scientists

I met Dr. Woods, who is a dendrologist. She:
asked me to find her colleague and retum to her
once I do.

Dr. Woods explained how bad deforestation is for

Dr. Elizabeth Woods sustainability. If one tree was planted per tree cut
‘down, the negative impact of deforestation would
begin to dwindle.

1 found Dr. Woods’ colleague and
in return for my help she gave me ~cloth mum
a bag of seeds. She asked me to
plant trees to combat
deforestation and help remove
€02 from the air. Dr. Woods told
me one way that I can help with
deforestation is by using less

- use both sidas/, T

— ofpaper B

-

T met Dr. Keet, an omithologist. She was
distraught to find a mother bird separated from
her nest. She asked me to take the mother bird,
find the nest, and retumn her to her home.

Dr. Keet explained how difficult it is for wildife to
adapt to their habitats now due to deforestation

and climate change, and that these factors are

causing many bird species to go extinct. She Dr. Peri Keet
researches how birds are being affected by

climate change.

‘When I returned to Dr. Keet, she thanked me
for returning the mother bird to her nest.
She told me that one way I can combat.
deforestation is to reduce the amount of
meat I consume, since many forests are cut
down to create grazing land for animals. If
there was less demand for meat, then fewer
trees would be cut down.

Figure 2. The Air We Breathe, screenshot journal by AoW (2020).
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Air Quality: Hazardous

BacKpack |

o

Air Quality: Hazardous

Thank you so much
for helping the
wildlife! Let me tell
you more about
deforestation... .

Backpack

onition

Figure 4. The Air We Breathe, screenshot level 1: interaction with scientist by AoW (2020).

the government, converting them into acti-
vists (Figure 3). The protagonist also learns
from scientists and helps them with various
tasks that contribute to cleaner air and

general care for the environment (plant trees,
clean oil-covered animals, save birds, fix solar
panels and wind turbines; Figure 4). At the
end of each level there is a “boss battle,”
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Air Quality: Hazardous

Hey! Your friend
sent me! Fossil
fuels are terrible for
the Earth. You must

stop using them!
fenter]

Backpack LS

Figure 5. The Air We Breathe, screenshot level 2: final “boss battle” by AoW (2020).

where the protagonist shares facts learned
about the related industry to win over the
bosses (Figure 5).

Analysis: Collaborative Social Impact
Game Design as a Site for Resistance
and Transformation in Art Education

The game-design process allowed us to be
together and think together (Desai, 2020) on
several levels. First, participants questioned
details and game tropes in their everyday
game play on a meta level. Second, unex-
pected conversations about games and pop
culture more broadly emerged, leading to
some serious conversations about assump-
tions and representation. Third, details were
negotiated rather than imposed, particularly
when it came to violence. Finally, the way
knowledge was shared throughout the game-
design process, particularly story building,
was humanizing in a Freirian sense. The
young participants chose or rejected details
and ideas they wanted when they were

proposed by either weaving them into the
story or dropping them. | will expand on each
of these points in the paragraphs that follow.

Through the act of game design, partici-
pants were confronted with decisions that
forced them to notice typical video game
tropes and norms related to gender, race, and
violence on a meta level. What | mean by
meta level is that | supported the young game
designers in reflective practices about video
games where opportunities existed for them
to step outside of what is more typically a
critically passive relationship with games
(Jenkins, 2009; see transparency problem spe-
cifically, pp. 14-16). What | mean by tropes,
for example, is that games often require
female characters to be rescued (Feminist
Frequency, 2013), and Black male characters
are often portrayed as criminals (Leonard,
2003, 2006). Although game-design tropes
and norms can easily be regurgitated in game
design with young people, they can also be
noticed, recognized, and questioned as a
result of the design process itself, and
through facilitation and dialogue. For
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example, in the case of AoW3, the group
decided almost immediately (Session 2) that
the protagonist should remain in their pro-
tective suit with a helmet so that they could
become any gender or race the player
imagines or wishes them to be. A more com-
plicated example relates to violence. The
males with whom | worked, all self-identified
avid gamers, repeatedly shared sentiments
valuing the violence in the games they play,
often defaulting to a desire to incorporate
violence into the game. However, despite
their attachment to violence in video games,
they also collectively decided that the game
should not contain violence because they felt
a sense of responsibility to their younger tar-
get audience. This is not to say, however, that
after this planning session the role of violence
never resurfaced. It was an ongoing discus-
sion and negotiation.

A complex example of a negotiation
related to violence took place during Session
3. Black Panther articulated his position about
violence with clarity and conviction. We were
discussing the format of the levels. Black
Panther and Star-Lord had fallen into default
violence mode while planning the game.
What | mean is that their use of language to
describe the game habitually defaulted to
“shooting,” “killing,” and “enemies” despite
the fact that the game involved throwing
pamphlets at minions. The protagonist was
referred to as the hero and the minions were
referred to as the enemy to be killed. Star-
Lord was about to contribute two ideas,
but when | reminded them that we were
“trying not to be violent,” he explained to his
friend beside him that that comment “took
out” his two ideas immediately. He was
not happy with this reminder, but Black
Panther and | continued to talk. This was
our exchange:

BP: Even though you want to stay light
on the violence maybe you could like
give a little taste of a little violence—

maybe not too much—you know what
| mean?

R: (laughing) It's really hard to break
free of the violence.

BP: Cause it's like I'm not saying that's
what kids like, what we like ... but I'm
just saying that's the majority of the
games that we play.

R: It is true, it is the majority of the
games but maybe this is why your
game would stand out if it didn’t do
this—fall for that easy way out.

BP: The only problem is when you try
to be different they kind of push you
away and like not give you the credit
you deserve.

R: Unless you do it really well.

BP: Because you don’t wanna be like
everyone else but then you don’t want
to be too different cause you don't
want to alienate too many people.

R: That's a good point.

BP: So maybe it could be educational,
and like adventures maybe you gotta
give people what they want just a lit-
tle bit.

R: (laughing) Maybe.

BP: Maybe you gotta sacrifice, like take
them out but maybe it doesn’t have to
be graphic y'all end up like right near a
pit—you push ‘em in a pit and you
don't see any violence or you could
like... or he just escapes.

R: Remember, the main weapon is the
knowledge ‘cause you turn the minions
into protestors.

At this point | thought of the powerful
nonviolent example of Malcolm X (Haley,
1964, p. 234) protecting an injured Black
Muslim who was taken into police custody
through solidarity and numbers. | shared the
story with Black Panther. When Malcolm X
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heard that Brother Hinton had been taken
into custody, he rounded up hundreds of
Muslims who stood quietly together outside
of the police precinct, waiting and witnessing
until an ambulance was called to take Brother
Hinton to the hospital. The group followed
the ambulance and remained at the hospital
until Malcolm X was able to speak directly to
a doctor who assured him that Hinton would
be cared for; only then did Malcolm X give
the order for the group to disperse. Black
Panther did not react directly to this story,
but he changed his approach to the narrative.
He now described the beginning of the game
as being overrun with the minions. The min-
ions represent the government and the indus-
tries. You start the game mostly “fighting”/
converting minions into protestors, and by
the time you get to the president, everyone is
on your side. | rode this wave with him and
said, “They collectively take over as a group,”
and he said, “...and become a new society!”
His preoccupation with violence changed to
winning by collective action.

During Session 4, Black Panther and | had
a conversation about representation. As deci-
sions regarding our three different game
levels—lumber, oil, and government—took
place, we discussed potentially having differ-
ent-looking minions for each level. He said
that in the oil level, minions would wear suits,
and | suggested perhaps the lumber-level
minions would wear lumberjack jackets. |
reminded him that there should be mixed-
gender representation, and this led to a con-
versation about his hesitation to have the pro-
tagonist (of unknown gender) physically
fighting with females (at this point he was
defaulting again to physical battles). | drew
his attention to the fact that men fighting
men was also problematic in games, so nor-
malized that it is not even questioned.
Further intense conversation grew as he
shared his perspective about same-sex rela-
tionships not belonging in cartoons. This
opened the opportunity to discuss the

importance of representation and the idea
that there are many ways of being in the
world, and many cultures, skin colors, and
gender identities, all of which should be rep-
resented in all media, and yet we are con-
fronted most often with stories about straight,
White, nuclear families.

Finally, the most significant learning about
climate change happened through the rich
dialogue that took place during collaborative
story building. Through both the establish-
ment of the rule system and the narrative of
the game, there are many further examples of
knowledge building related to the issue of cli-
mate change directly, within a humanizing
framework as articulated by Freire (1970/
2008). In the case of AoWs3, as the narrative of
the story was excitedly being discussed by all,
more typically myself or Ashley, although
sometimes also the younger participants
themselves, would bring the attention back to
climate change by suggesting real-world
details that could be woven into the narrative.
For example, during Session 1, Player Two
explained in detail the way carbon dioxide
molecules become trapped in the atmosphere
and heat up the planet. | mentioned the
increase in the number of 90-degree days in
Philadelphia every summer, and Player Two
reminded us of the increase in wildfires and
floods. Iron Man added that the polar ice caps
were melting. At the time, the fires in
Australia and California had been in the news,
so | mentioned them. Thor asked how the
fires in Australia started. | explained that it
was so hot and dry that brush could easily
catch fire, which quickly spread. Pollution and
fire became the main premise of the game.
During Session 2, Player One built on this
information further, establishing one of the
main win conditions: that we start off with
poor air quality and do things that help to
clear the air as we go (plant trees, fix solar
panels and windmills, clean water, etc.).

This knowledge weaving happened mul-
tiple times throughout the game-design

Studies in Art Education / Volume 63, No. 2

145



146

process. This is clear as we combined our cli-
mate change knowledge in the above
example, but the richness and complexity of
this process was most obvious when many of
us were knowledge weaving within the game
narrative. During Session 2, six of us—four
students, Ashley, and |—were knee-deep in
the narrative. One person would mention an
idea—for example, Black Panther and Thor
were talking about how we would make three
distinct levels. They were describing society as
being guilty of “different versions of global
warming.” They did not yet have the lan-
guage to describe these “versions.” Ashley
helped them to translate this into practical
scenarios: a factory dumps waste into the
ocean, or gas is used instead of solar power.
Thor then added his own example where the
bad guys break solar panels (part of the final
gamel). | then assigned a name to the “bad
guys”: the oil and gas industry. During this
session, where most of the hour was dedi-
cated to building the game narrative and
mechanics, there were eight examples of this
form of knowledge weaving. The number 8 is
derived from eight “macro” topics within
which  more nuanced microknowledge
exchanges took place. For example, in the
description above, Black Panther and Thor
hatched the macro topic “climate change
culprits” as they tried to articulate causes of
global warming. Ashley grounded their idea
in two practical examples. Thor, learning from
Ashley, then added his own example, which |
further supported by helping him to give a
name to the saboteur of the solar panels, add-
ing a further real-world detail to the story.
During Session 5, Black Panther and | had
to figure out the lead-up to the first boss
encounter. Black Panther wove the enemies’
desire for oil into the story narrative, explain-
ing that the boss is hoarding the oil in the
city, and when they receive calls for oil, they
ship it out. | then asked, “To rich people
right?” as an attempt to remind him that in
real life they are not just shipping it around

for no reason when there is money to be
made. He picked up the rich people idea
and continued:

To rich people, where they can get
most of the bang (for their buck), ship

it off to wherever, it doesn’t matter and
they got money shipped back to them.
The more money they make sometimes
the more (oil) they give out, but the
problem is the more they give out while
they're doing it it's actually spilling and
stuff like that.

| then suggest a further detail that would
imply that oil companies often care more
about money than they do about the health
and safety of people and animals. | said,
“Yeah, and they're being careless because
[they're like] we don't care if we damage stuff
we just want to get the money we’re not
maintaining our trucks.” Black Panther
responded: “Yeah, they're just getting the
money,” weaving this notion into the storyline
and continuing with his vision. Participants
continued to develop narrative ideas integrat-
ing new pieces of real-world information
related to the issue. In doing so, the real-
world information was woven together with
the more imaginative storyline, making the
knowledge inseparable from the story. In
other words, if you describe and explain the
story, you also describe and explain the real-
world details. Knowledge weaving and the
subsequent retelling of the story seem a great
way to learn.

Discussion: The Power of Stories

The collaborative act of knowledge weav-
ing and narrative building were key to learn-
ing about climate change within a critical
pedagogy framework. Storytelling not only
helps to make meaning of experience and
convey values, but good stories are also easily
remembered (Moutafidou & Bratitsis, 2018).
Ingram-Goble (2013) argued that video game
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design provides a structure for remembering
what has been learned and plays a vital role
in the transfer of information. Research
related to game design and math indicates
that learning happens best when students
design games where the math is integrated
directly into the story (feed the monster a
quarter of the pie to distract her so you can
run by), rather than interrupting the story to
solve a math problem before continuing
(Ke, 2014).

One could ask, Why design video games
instead of just stories? What is distinct about
video games, in addition to their popularity
and the fact that both designers and players
actively engage and interact with them, is
what lan Bogost (2007) has described as pro-
cedural rhetoric. Video games make argu-
ments or reveal perspectives through the
process of actively playing them. Important
for students to understand is that games, like
any media, can present a persuasive argu-
ment or perspective, but it is only just this—
an argument or perspective that should be
questioned and engaged with. Many art and
media educators have argued that media
making and design is the best way for stu-
dents to share their perspective while devel-
oping their critical-thinking skills through the
understanding of how design works (Albers &
Sanders, 2010; Davis, 1998; Jenkins, 2009;
Peppler & Kafai, 2007; Tran, 2016). More
importantly, however, are the strands of social
justice outlined earlier in this article. Video
game design has an important role to play in
education related to access, inclusion, and
student-centered pedagogy.
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