
  489

Chapter XXVIII
A Policy Game in a Virtual World

Martha Garcia-Murillo
Syracuse University, USA

Ian MacInnes
Syracuse University, USA

Copyright © 2009, IGI Global, distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of IGI Global is prohibited.

AbstrAct

Advances in computing and telecommunications make it possible to take advantage of immersive elec-
tronic environments to deliver content. In this chapter we present a policy game to be used in a virtual 
world. The benefits of this tool are examined using Gee’s learning principles. From this analysis we 
find that games in virtual worlds enable reflective exploration that helps participants learn from their 
mistakes. Learning takes place from the content conveyed through the game and through the multimedia 
immersion that allows students to learn the nuances of these virtual contexts. Because there are no real-
world consequences, participants can take risks, provide or receive help from other students, and most 
importantly, apply this knowledge to a real-world situation. Recommendations are provided to educators 
to help them exploit the great potential of games while being prepared for the obstacles they will face.

INtrODUctION

The purpose of this chapter is to explore whether 
virtual worlds can provide a setting for a rewarding 
learning experience for college students. It defines 
the technology and examines the potential appli-
cation of games in virtual worlds for education. 
We believe that virtual worlds engage students 
cognitively and these encounters can be potentially 
more rewarding within the context of games that 
help illustrate topics in the college curriculum. 
The chapter also makes educators aware of the 

potential challenges of using virtual worlds to 
support learning.

There are two main contributions that we seek 
to make in this study. First, this chapter attempts 
to map the benefits of virtual worlds to a set of 
learning principles. This is unique, as studies 
to date have only documented the use of virtual 
worlds to teach specific subjects without analyzing 
the overall educational contributions of this tool 
to learning in general. The second contribution 
is the focus of the potential benefits that these 
virtual worlds have to enhance online education 
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at the college level. We recognize that stronger 
evidence can be provided by testing the game, 
which will be the next step for this project.

While online college education is a fairly com-
mon practice today, most distance interactions 
with students rely on relatively mature technolo-
gies such as course management systems (e.g., 
WebCT, Blackboard), message boards, electronic 
mail, and Weblogs (‘blogs’). These applications 
have facilitated the asynchronous interaction of 
individuals located in various places and time 
zones. However, information and communica-
tion technologies have advanced considerably, 
and college professors now have the opportunity 
to experiment with more innovative software 
applications that could make online interactions 
more engaging and stimulating. Virtual worlds 
represent one such application. In this chapter we 
explore the pedagogical benefits of virtual worlds, 
which we describe here as graphically immersive, 
persistent, shared, and typically avatar-based 
digital environments. We believe at the outset 
that virtual worlds offer instructors a potentially 
powerful tool for student learning and interaction 
through simulated experiences.

The chapter is divided in five main sections. 
The first section presents evidence from academic 
research of the potential benefits that virtual 
worlds can offer to distance students. Here we 
focus on video games and virtual worlds, and 
the educational benefits they can provide. The 
section also identifies the differences between 
virtual worlds and video games. The second sec-
tion describes a lobbying game that was adapted 
from a traditional classroom to a virtual world 
environment. This was done because of the in-
creasing popularity of online classes at university 
campuses. There is thus a need to find online 
activities that maintain the interest of students. 
Here we describe the simulation and the process 
that we followed to select a virtual world that 
could work with this simulation. The third section 
of the chapter analyzes the educational value of 
the lobbying game within the virtual world. To 

do this we used Gee’s learning principles and 
determined if virtual worlds offer those benefits. 
The fourth section presents some of the challenges 
to educators of the process of developing games 
for virtual worlds. The fifth and last major section 
prior to the conclusion talks about future trends 
of virtual worlds in educational settings.

VIDEO AND cOMPUtEr GAMEs 
As PEDAGOGIcAL tOOLs

Work, leisure, and education have all been affected 
by advances in information and communication 
technologies. Technologies for entertainment pur-
poses can be so captivating now that traditional 
classroom and electronic education programs 
sometimes pale in comparison. The video and 
computer game industry, in particular, has evolved 
radically over the past decade to offer interactive 
capabilities that were only imagined 20 years ago. 
The cutting-edge animation, opportunities for 
interaction, and dynamically generated narratives 
that can be found in today’s games have attracted 
large, diverse audiences, and many American 
teenagers and young adults play these computer 
games on a routine basis (Jayakanthan, 2002).

It is thus not surprising that aspects of our lives 
that were not initially affected by computer-based 
multimedia are now being transformed. Two such 
aspects that are being integrated and made increas-
ingly less distinct are entertainment- and learning-
related activities. Educational video games, for 
example, are now being designed around movie 
titles (Jayakanthan, 2002) and routinely played on 
home computers (Kerawalla & Crook, 2002). In 
contrast, computers at many schools are still be-
ing used heavily for word processingan activity 
that students report finding less than stimulating 
(Mumtaz, 2001). Given the many mediated outlets 
that students now have, each one competing for 
the student’s attention, there is greater pressure 
on educators to be more creative in the delivery 
of instructional material.
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