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game designers embed
powerful learning principles

in good video games*
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Good video games are in fact highly optimized learning systems, carefully engineered to keep players engaged for long periods of time while they develop and refine skills, 
explore and become facile navigating novel and often bizarre environments, overcome increasingly difficult challenges at the threshold of their abilities, and piece together understanding 
of a complex and initially mysterious back-story. (Does this sound at all like learning quantum mechanics?) Studying video games can provide PER with some fresh new ideas…

* J. P. Gee (2003), What Video Games 
Have to Teach Us About Learning 
and Literacy (Palgrave MacMillan).
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#18
        text comprehension

Texts are not understood purely verbally… but… in terms 
of embodied experiences. Learners move back and forth 
between texts and embodied experiences. More purely 

verbal understanding (reading texts apart from 
embodied action) comes only when learners have had 
enough embodied experience in the domain and ample 

experiences with similar texts.

#2
design

Learning about and coming to 
appreciate design and design 

principles is core to the 
learning experience.

#27
explicit information on-

demand and just-in-time
The learner is given explicit information 

both on demand and just in time, when the 
learner needs it or just at the point where 
the information can best be understood 

and used in practice.

#17
situated meaning

The meanings of signs (words, actions, 
objects, artifacts, symbols, texts, etc.) are 
situated in embodied experience. Meanings 

are not general or decontextualized. 
Whatever generality meanings come to have 

is discovered bottom up via embodied 
experiences.

#19
intertextuality

The learner understands texts as a 
family (‘genre’) of related texts… but 
only after having achieved embodied 

understandings of some texts…

etc…
Gee* has articulated 

36 such principles.
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#22
intuitive 

knowledge

#23
subsets

#26
bottom-up 

basic 
skills

#36
insiders

The learner is an “insider”, 
“teacher”, and “producer” (not just 
a  “consumer”) able to customize 

the learning experiences and 
domain/game from the beginning 

throughout the experience.
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#28
discovery

Overt telling is kept to a well-
thought-out minimum, allowing 

ample opportunity for the 
learner to experiment and 

make discoveries.

#1
active, critical learning

All aspects of the learning environment… 
are set up to encourage active and 

critical, not passive, learning.

#4
semiotic 
domains

#15
cycle of probing

Learning is a cycle of probing the world 
(doing something); reflecting in and on this 

action and, on this basis, forming a 
hypothesis; reprobing the world to test this 

hypothesis; and then accepting or 
rethinking the hypothesis.

#8
identity

Learning involves taking on and playing 
with identities in such a way that the 
learner has real choices… and ample 

opportunity to meditate on the 
relationship between new identities 

and old ones…

#3
semiotics

Learning about and coming to 
appreciate interrelations within and 
across multiple sign systems (images, 
words, actions, symbols, artifacts, 

etc.) as a complex system is core to 
the learning experience.

#6
psychosocial 
moratorium


