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Games as a learning systems 

 
Both argue that games are by nature systems designed to promote learning. 
Players have to learn how to play the game, and games must teach the player 
how to play. Tulloch argues that “games function through pedagogy,” meaning 
that the in game mechanics, like points, levels, badges, etc. are foundational to 
training players into performing correct play practices, often by providing real 
time feed back on a player’s action. Gamification is thus a kind of pedagogy, a 
framework through which one can structure educational practices outside a 
game context. Similarly, Gee argues that games “are good for learning, but not 
because they are games.” Like Tulloch, Gee believes there are certain learning 
principles in good game design that make them effective learning environments. 
It is not about learning things through games, or superficially applying isolated 
game mechanics to non-game contexts. It is about looking at the structural 
elements of games that make them such great learning environments in the first 
place, and then figuring out how to translate those elements into educational 
practices. For example, one pedagogically relevant design element both authors 
point out, is that games do a good job of uniting in game goals with the player’s 
own personal goals, creating what Gee calls a “highly motivating state.” This is 
more characteristic of open world games like the Elder Scrolls, which tries to 
break with linearity and allow greater player agency/autonomy.  

 

Affordances and Smart tools 

 
A smart tool takes some of the cognitive load off the player by 

allowing him/her access to certain affordances, and thus perform 
complex tasks beyond his/her current ability. Gee sees this as 

helpful to learning, while Linderoth sees it as counterproductive. 
According to Gee, tools allow players to gain competence through 

trial, error, and feedback, while the Linderoth argues that they 
simply do the work for the player.  

 

Games encourage goal orientated thinking that requires players 
to reflect on their abilities and in game affordances 

  
Tulloch states that numerical signifiers help train players by providing direct, 
instant feedback, and rewarding correct play practices whilst penalizing incorrect 
ones. Such mechanisms help players refine the techniques they need to succeed 
in game. Numerical signifiers that involve a degree of sacrifice, such as health, 
require the player to “reflect carefully on both their own abilities, and on the 
basic rules and logics of the game.” For example, it might be more skillful to take 
on a group of enemies with stealth rather than head on. Gee echoes a similar 
sentiment when he states, “players must carefully consider the design of the 
world and consider how it will or will not facilitate specific actions they want to 
take to accomplish their goals.” Players must, in other words, think about the 
affordances available to them, and decide which they must act on to achieve their 
win state. In both instances, each author highlights the relationship between 
player ability and environmental affordances offered to the player as crucial to 
achieving success, i.e. the player’s win state or goal.  
 

Games train players  

 
Linderoth defines perceptual learning as “gaining the ability to discover specific 
affordances.” According to the ecological approach, games are thought to help 
players perceive more affordances in gaming situations than a less serious or 
non gamer. In other words, games help train players to see affordances. This is 
in line with Tulloch when he states that games must “train the player into the 
‘correct’ practices of play” by teaching them the skills they need to advance. 
Thus, it would appear that both Linderoth and Tulloch agree that games must 
train players, for example, to see affordances, so they can progress. However, 
where they diverge is on the quality of that training and whether the player is 
actually learning anything through it. One mechanism of training Tulloch 
discusses is numerical signifiers. He contends that numerical signifiers that ask 
the player to sacrifice something, like health points or currency, require him/her 
to carefully contemplate and reflect on his/her course of action. Linderoth, on 
the other hand, states that “games can be designed so that players are able to 
discover and utilize affordances without always having to develop the skills and 
knowledge.” She gives the example of highlighting, which visually marks parts of 
the game world players can interact with, thereby allowing them to progress 
while the game does the exploratory work of perceiving for them. 

 

Sense of Progress in Game Design  

 
 

Both Linderoth and Tulloch touch on the importance of a sense of progression in 

game design. Tulloch sees indicators of progression, like levels, as a signifier of 

correct action. He states that “by splitting the game experience into discrete 

sections the player can clearly see their progress, they can self monitor their 

performance, and reflect on which strategies have been successful and which 

have failed.” Linderoth, however, believes this sense of progress can be 

deceiving, since it is built into the system and thus “progression in a game does 

not necessarily imply learning.”   

 

 


