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Video Games Trickle From Rec Rooms to Classrooms

Through new breed of games, students explore topics from bacteria to Babylon.
By Rhea R. Borja

Orlando, Fla.

High school senior lan Lindfors navigated an underwater maze, bubbles rising as he passed beds of sea
kelp. Rounding a corner, he saw the enemy and fired.

Except no sound came out as green “bullets” punctured Mr. Lindfors’ virtual foe—a blue cube on the
screen of his school computer. So he quickly punched in some changes to the programming code
controlling Bacteria Bash, the video game he was busy customizing during his second-period class. “I'm
going to use a splash sound,” the 17-year-old declared.

Far from telling him to stop fooling around, teacher Paul J. Ackerman merely nodded in approval. “These kids are learning algebra
without knowing it,” said Mr. Ackerman one morning last month, as he watched Mr. Lindfors and his classmates in one of several
courses on video game design that he teaches at Edgewater High School here in suburban Orlando.

“They’ re doing things that my [Advanced Placement computer science] classisn't,” he said.
“They may not master the concepts, but they’ re exposed to them.”

Such exposure is growing more common, experts say, as video games start to trickle out of
family rec rooms and into K-12 classrooms. While many educators may see such games as
distractions from schoolwork, others are starting to view them as a vehicle for honing
students' mathematical, problem-solving, and reading-comprehension skills.

Five high schoolsin five states, for example, are piloting a science video game called Immune
Attack, developed by the Washington-based Federation of American Scientists.

Computer -science instructor Paul J. Ackerman helps 9th grader
Jasmine Grant with her Bacteria Bash project during avideo-game

In January, two elementary schoolsin Port Charlotte, N.C., will pilot an interactive game design class at Edgewater High School in Orlando, Fla
called Cool School: Where Peace Rules!,which teaches conflict resolution and may be —C.D- McGonigal for Education Week

available to all schools by next fall. The Federal Mediation and Conciliation Service, a U.S. agency better known for resolving labor
disputes, created the game with the help of an interactive designer who has worked with the Burbank, Calif.-based Walt Disney Co.
and the commercial video-game company Realtime Associates, of EI Segundo, Calif.

The trend is apparent in other countries aswell. Schoolsin Scotland piloted a multiplayer game called Eduteams, for instance, while a
financial-literacy game called Goonzu may be rolled out in K-5 schools nationwide in South Korea next year, according to Jong-Hyun
Wi, an assistant professor in the school of business administration at Chung-Ang University in Seoul.

‘Serious Games'

Mr. Wi was among the speakers at the Serious Games Summit, a conference held Oct. 30-31 in Washington for video-game makersin
education, national defense, and health care.

He and other conference presenters said that educators are realizing that video games don’t have to be violent. Instead, a new breed of
games, imbedded with core academics and analytical and problem-solving skills, teaches through a method some educators call
“stealth learning.”

Michelle Lucey-Roper, the learning-technologies manager at the Federation of American Scientists, helped design and promote arole-
simulation video game for students called Discover Babylon.

“We designed [the game] figuring that an immersive environment might ... provide a different perspective to convey certain complex
concepts,” shesaid. “It'sadifferent sort of experience from reading a textbook, or even traveling to a major city to see objects locked
in glass cases—and one that is proving to be very engaging.”

With Bacteria Bash, students are given only a*“shell” of the online game, inwhich a [Learning at Play
virtual antibody seeks and destroys a microbe that causes bacterial meningitis, said [ software companies and nonprofit organizations are
Mr. Ackerman, who teaches computer science at the 3,300-student Edgewater High. |developing an increasing number of educational video

That means students must augment the programming language to make the game games—both for free and for sale—that are targeted
work. at students and schools.

Click on "View List" below to see programs for
each subject.

If they want the antibody to move faster through the online maze, for instance, they

must figure out and change the programming to speed up the antibody’s progress. ~ | HISTORY View List

i . MATH View List
“The kids have to do math; ... they have to manipulate numbers,” Mr. Ackerman
said. “They’ re having fun, but they’re asking alot of questions, becauseit’s SCIENCE View List
Complex' View all | collapse this box

Tenth grader Tevin Reid seemed to agree as he stared in frustration at his computer during Mr. Ackerman’ s class, the minutes ticking
toward the end of the period. “I can’t get my music to load,” the 15-year-old complained. “It’s abig headache.”

In Mr. Ackerman’s view, teaching video-game devel opment has few downsides. One challenge arose, though, when some students
started lending their daily class worksheets to classmates. “We commonly refer to that as * cheating,” ” he said. “ They were obviously
missing the point of going through the requirements of learning the ins and outs of the software so they can better manipulate the
code.”

The teacher now requires students to hand in their worksheets at the end of class.

Marketable Skills
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School technology experts say such “design-literacy skills” as analysis and problem-solving are becoming more important to young
people looking for jobs after graduation.

“We want kidsto be creators and innovators,” said Steve Waddell, the lead developer of | Support Learning Inc., the Olathe, Kan.-
based software company that created Bacteria Bash. “ Those are the jobs that will be safe in the future.”

| Support Learning hopes to bring out students’ innovative side by sponsoring a contest at Edgewater High and other schools that are
using the Bacteria Bash software. The winning customization will be given to child patients in Orlando-area hospitals, the company
said.

And the winning student? He or sheisto get an iPod.

“What it all comes down toistrying to get kidsto learn in a different way, and to achieve more than [other students] did in the past,”
Mr. Ackerman said. “The ideais to change how education is viewed, and to reach as many kids as you can.”
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For more stories on this topic see Teaching and Learning and Technology.
For background, previous stories, and Web links, read Technology in Education.
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Get more information on the video-game design classes Paul J. Ackerman teaches at Edgewater High School in Orlando, Fla.
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