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ABSTRACT

A central goal of education involves helping students develop deep understandings of complex models
at the heart of core learning goals. Interestingly, an analogous goal of commercial recreational digital
games involves helping players develop deep understandings of the models at the heart of those games.
Given that games can motivate players to engage voluntarily over extended periods of time in develop-
ing understandings of complex game models, one may ask whether and how one might foster similar
engagement with educational concepts and models. Much fanfare has accompanied claims about games’
potential for engagement and motivation, but many of those claims have focused on a shallow idea of
“fun”. This chapter takes a deeper view of motivation and learning by employing Pintrich’s synthesis
of research on motivation to learn as a lens for examining (a) how popular game design conventions
currently scaffold motivation to learn and (b) how game design conventions might be augmented to more
effectively scaffold motivation to learn in the future.

INTRODUCTION

“Kids like games, and they are motivated to play
them.” This statement, while simple and perhaps
self-evident, forms the cornerstone of many argu-
ments advocating digital games as learning tools.
Motivation to engage and play, the argument
further reads, can be parlayed into positive edu-
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cational outcomes through skillful design of the
game’s various elements. Essentially, if students
are provided an opportunity to play a game, they
will eagerly play it. As a result, if the game is
about mathematics (or whatever other subject),
the students will learn mathematics because
they are motivated to play the game. This line of
reasoning acknowledges that digital games are
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an important part of the lives of young learners.
Many school age children invest substantial time
inrecreational digital games, and in return, these
games provide:

1. A collective culture and vocabulary,

2. Asetofsignifiers of skill, achievement, and
hierarchy, and

3. A sense of community, shared enterprise,
and self-image (Kafai, Heeter, Denner, &
Sun, 2008; Squire, 2003; Thai, Lowenstein,
Ching & Rejesky, 2009).

That said, digital games present an interesting
puzzle from an educational perspective. Successful
recreational games can be challenging and involve
complex models and systems at their core. Games
must therefore effectively motivate and scaffold
the player in learning to master these models in
order to be playable. Remarkably, successful rec-
reational games must motivate players to engage
voluntarily in this learning process and to pay for
the opportunity.

What makes people, especially young people,
want to learn, master, and persist at difficult
games that require substantial understanding of
complex models and systems? It must be that well-
designed games successfully motivate players
not only to play, but also to learn. Thus, we may
find the answer by investigating certain traits of
well-designed games. Afterall, if all recreational
games are not equally motivating to all players,
then it stands to reason that games that are more
motivating to large numbers of players must
share certain traits, and that these traits may be
stable and reproducible. And while these traits
have evolved independently of research efforts
in psychology and education, these traits may
provide significant affordances for supporting
learning and motivation to learn in the context
of games for learning.

Beyond Fun

GOAL AND STRUCTURE
OF THIS CHAPTER

The principal goal of this chapter is to expand and
refine the theory of games for learning by situat-
ing the unique affordances and features of digital
games within Pintrich’s widely cited framework
on motivation to learn (Pintrich, 2003). Pintrich
reviewed and synthesized the literature on motiva-
tion to learn in terms of five motivational gener-
alizations that are robustly supported by research
and then proposed sample design principles for
supporting motivation to learnin classrooms based
on these five foundational factors. Our intention is
to demonstrate that many design features common
across games (what we call design conventions) are
not simply genre rules that structure play. Rather,
these design conventions reify well-founded and
agreed upon practices that motivate learning
reflected in Pintrich’s synthesized framework.
From this point of view, when researchers and
instructional designers build these design conven-
tions into educational games, they not only make
learning environments more game-like: they also
introduce elements that strongly affect students’
motivation to learn the underlying content.

A more distal goal of this chapter is to address
two underlying assumptions that researchers,
teachers, and policy makers may have regarding
motivation and games for learning:

Assumption 1: Digital games are inherently
motivating, and so learners are more likely
to engage with a learning environment that
is game-like, due solely to its ludic appeal.
This assumption drives, at least partly, the
well-meaning yet unsubtle infusion of game
elements into a digital learning environ-
ment in an effort to make it more motivat-
ing. Bruckman (1999) famously described
these combinations as “chocolate-covered
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