Working with Stories. Narrative as a Meeting
Place for Theory, Analysis and Practice: Proceedifrpm the 2nd ENN Conferencg
Kolding 2011

‘Narrative’ in Serious or Learning Game Design
Research

Sanna-Mari Ayramo
University of Jyvaskyla
sanna-mari.ayramo@jyu.fi

Abstract

Numerous research articles consider the utilizatitbmarrative in the field of learning
and serious game design. Some of the argumentenpeesin these articles, for and
against narrative utilization, seem to be strorgggtradictory without reflecting to each
others. Therefore, some kind of discontinuationnsedo characterize the overall
conversation. In fact, the articles may even dedi wtally different objects while using
the concept of narrative. In this article, a sangfleesearch articles discussing narrative
serious/learning game design is critically surveybtbugh their conceptions about
narrative. Furthermore, the goal is to find out,dach separate concept of narrative, the
essential conclusions and the main problems comgethe utilization of narrative in the
context of serious games.

Introduction

In this paper, | am going to present preliminarguits of the survey, which considers
narrative conceptions or definitions in a samplere$earch articles that discusses
narrative serious or learning game design. Furtbezmmarrative-related discontinuation
points of the discussion are sketched, and findhg, results are tentatively discussed
from the narrative learning game perspective.

The main aim of this survey is to examine what &ant by the concept of narrative in
the selected research publications. The publicationust consider, from some
perspective, the challenge of utilizing narratimehe context of learning or serious game
design. Three keywords were used during the seafcpublications: Game (in the
context of computer, video or digital games), Laagn(in the context of leaning or
serious games) and Narrative. Another condition ¥es used in the search process is
that the content or outcome must be particulaigted to gamelesign

The current sample of publications consists of dsearch articles. The majority of the
articles have been published after 1999, but theeealso two articles from 1980 and
1981 that are included due to many recent citationthe research papers The target
material includes both pedagogically and technjcatiented as well as game study -
based papers.



The Current Findings

As a result of this survey, which is actually théial part of a more extensive study, five
approaches to narrative are recognized. Theseaatasly, story event -based approach,
game scenario -based approach, structuralism-teflecapproach, and cognitive
psychology -based approaches.

Fantasy

The concept of fantasy is based on the Malone’s8((191981) work with the
entertainment games and the reasons that makegaesss highly motivating for players.
Malone states that: “By a system with fantasy, lamea system that evokes mental
images of physical objects or social situations #na not actually present” (Malone 1981,
67). It seems that the Malone’s fantasy represargory or narration constituent and a
very basic prerequisite, but it does not constimteomplete definition of narrative as
such. The Malone’s view includes influences fromssical narrative theories, since the
idea of expressing something that is absent isgrézed in his definition of fantasy.
Furthermore, it seems that his approach is infladriy cognitive theories, since Malone
refers to the mechanism, where some stimuli arel useevoke particular mental
consequences, which are, in this case, mental snafephysical objects or social
situations.

According to Malone, in computer games, the tydesxtrinsic and intrinsic fantasy can

be distinguished from each others (Malone 19801198t the level of content, extrinsic

fantasy does not have a relation to the activigt #h player is conducting in the game.
Extrinsic fantasy can be presented, for instanse,aareward after a successfully
completed game task. In the case of intrinsic fanthere is interdependency between
the player activities and the objects or socialaibns referred to in the game
representation.

Even though the Malone’s concept of fantasy dodsdafine complete narrative, it
includes important preliminary identifications fgame narrative. These identifications
include the semiotic nature of representation,citbgnitive aspects of representation and
reception processes. Moreover, Malone implies thate are computer games which
operate with bare symbols without any fantasy etéme

Story Event -Based Approach

In the context of story event -based approach, dee argument of the narrative
definition is that narrative is a series of eveiitise approach emphasizes characteristics,
which are typical in the context of media formsqa@ing the appearance of digital media.
Thus, the approach leans on traditional narratremries, which focus especially on the
story content. For example, in the spirit of Artkoit may be strongly highlighted that
narrative requires the predefined beginning, thedfeipart, and the end. In this context,
the authors often suggest the utilization of vasi@xisting plot-models, for example,
three-act-model (Kickmeier-Rust et al. 2010) orykag's pyramid (Lee et al. 2010), as
an instrument for the story design process.



In several papers, the authors suggest that tleplddSampbell’s (1949) model of Hero’s
Journey could be utilized as a story design aicheGaly speaking, game designers (as
well as novel writers and screenwriters) have agtbphe Campbell’'s model to inspire
and improve their story design work. It is notewgrtthat the authors using the story
event -based approach and suggesting the utilizafitdieros Journey -model absorb the
model from the practice back to the research figithout recognizing its scientific
origins (i.e. Campbel'sThe Hero with a Thousand Fa¢e$949). In Hoffmann and
Riemenschneider (2004), the model was even calteglev's Hero’s Journey, likely due
to the case that Christopher Vogler introduced the film industry in the eighties. Thus,
in this case the original Campbell’'s source wor# &g goals are not recognized. Instead,
it is clear that the model is adopted purely asdildeof the storywriter, and its utilization
in the learning context is explained only by itsiBarecognizable form and intelligibility.

Furthermore, it can be seen that Berger and M{{#609), Dickey (2005, 2006), and
Friedlander (2010) apply the story event -basedragmhh as part of their narrative
conception, but due to the aspects referring moongly to some other approaches to
narrative, they are presented in other contexts.

In general, it can be said that within the storgrév-based approach, the game aspect is
often ignored whereas the narrative aspect donsrtagediscussion. This means that the
subjects like “gameness”, a game as a system e$,rahd playful tension are not taken
into consideration.

Game Scenario -Based Approach

It could be said that the game scenario -basedapbpris strongly game design inspired
approach to narrative. The approach is applied, ekommple, in Raybourn (2007),
Westera et al. (2008), Kickmeier-Rust and Albefi0@), and Berger and Muller (2009).
The term game scenario means game situation oegiggted series of game events. In
this case, narrative is constructed by a playemftbe scenarios that include the story
event information (Westera et al. 2008). Besideayld®urn (2007) highlights that
narrative is constructed in co-operation of sevplayers. The scenarios are designed by
a game designer, who creates scenario constit(egtshe environment and objects) and
also determines a range of various attributesaeltd these constituents (Westera et al.
2008). Thereby the designer defirtbe story potentialityof the game scenarios. It is a
consequence of the essence of digital games tisgtdtentiality and its manifestations in
each moment are defined through predefined rulag;hahave to be formulated through
Boolean expressions.

In contrast to the aforementioned story event baggaoach, the game scenario -based
approach is partly based on traditional narrativeoties, but above all on the new
narrative theories. It seems to use especially aagplecific perspective. This means that
there is an effort to recognize the characterisiod the nature of game-like storytelling.
Additionally, the approach emphasizes the gamegdgserspective.



Structuralism-Inflected Approach

If not truly in the game scenario -based approale, focus of the discussion in the
structuralism-inflected approach moves from therystoontent to the multimodal
discourse of a computer game and to the playeléswih or in a game narrative. Reeve
states that “[i]f the term ‘story’ describes chdeas, events and plot, ‘narrative’ describes
how the story is told” (Reeve 2009, 75). Later is hrticle, this division runs into
conflict with the feature of interaction. In the ngeal discussion about interactive
storytelling there is an unanswered question, wdrethe interaction is a part of the
means of digital game storytelling or not.

While using this approach, the authors may be pamgl€uestions like: What kinds of
means of expression a computer game can adoptdrewious media forms (e.g., Marsh
et al. 2008)? What kinds of new means of expressioomputer game may use? In what
sense the player can have freedom in a game wawrdiihat is unique in every single
playing session? What is inevitably restricted gy designer?

From the following quotation we can see Reeve’'svans to the questions about the
player’s freedom and uniqueness of a game (nae)d#though the design offers space
for the player’s activity, it is within tightly ded boundaries. [...] the player’'s exposure
to the game elements is a unique experierfB&®eve 2009, 77Further, we also see his
view on the players role in game narratiVEhe player's own actions become part of the
story itself and the player a central character: tveshe becomes embedded within the
narrative rather than a passive observer, therelegdming a co-creator of the story”
(Reeve 2009, 77).

Cognitive Psychology -Based Approaches

Within the cognitive psychology -based approaclkeréhseems to be a common initial
assumption: we have narrative experiences (e.gifElgie-Nielsen 2004, Mott et al. 1999,
Lee et al. 2010, Dickey 2005). However, it seemsessary to make an additional
question: Are all narrative experiences inevitalidyl to the process of telling the story
content through verbal language (aloud or mentaliimong the authors cited in this
survey, there is at least one, Egenfeldt-Nielsehp 8eems to assume that narrative
comprehension requires particularly verbal exptagni(Egenfeldt-Nielsen 2004). His
view seems to be based on Jerome Brurferts of Meaningbut this kind of reading has
a strongly limiting impact on the Egenfeldt-Niel&nonclusions of narrative utilization
in the learning game context. | would like to sugjgenat this reading on what Bruner
means by the relationship between narrative argliage can be impugned.

In his bookActs of MeaningBruner explains how a child enters the meaning@with
language learning, and thus the language may plsigraficant role also when one is
adopting narrative mode of thinking. Anyway, evénve acquire fundamental tools of
comprehension through (verbal) language, and tteeds make it possible to construct
narratives, it seems that Bruner does not sayeast linActs of meaningthat after the
first developmental steps (i.e. the entry to megnias Bruner phrases it) narrative
thinking shouldalwaysbe conducted using the verbal form of thinking.atis the point



| wish to highlight? For example, when we are watgha film, | believe that we do not
have to use an explanatory mental mode of thinkihghe time. In order to understand
and interpret the deeper meaning of a multimodadebf narration, it may sometimes be
worthwhile to explain some parts of it to oursely@sto somebody else), but not, indeed,
all the time. It could be even hypothesized thatdependence on verbal explanation may
diminish if the other types of literacy (in thissea audiovisual literacy) improve. Acts

of meaningBruner states that culture, rather than biologgpgs human thinking and life.
“It does this by imposing the patterns inherentha culture’s symbolic systems — its
language and discourse modes, the forms of logiodl narrative explication, and the
patterns of mutually dependent communal life” (Brud990, 34). In this context, the
Bruner's approach to the language and discourseensegms to be extremely wide-
ranging. Therefore, it can be expected that it enpasses and acknowledges various
cultural products using sophisticated multimodabrgelling. These products may
transform the act afelling somethingnto new kinds of procedures that serve the same
basic task (probably along with some new tasksyafveying, and sometimes even
producing, content.

In the narrative serious or learning game desigrated research discussion, Bruner’'s
thoughts of narrative have inspired also Mott e{ #99), and Dickey (2005 and 2006).
In these cases narrative is seen as a mentalat@olgnitive frame, by which experiences
can be constructed against meaningful subtext Q@akey 2006, see also Hokanson and
Fraher 2008). The Bruner's view of the centrality culture in cognition is also
considered as a bridge between a story and peddlytmiet al. 1999).

In the context of cognitive psychology -based apphp narrative is seen as a mental tool.
The workings of this mental tool can be shown tiglothe division between stimuli and
mental consequence. An artifact that provides dticawses the construction of a certain
type of mental images, which then reflect the stmmgtent in the receiver’'s mind.

In addition, in the context of cognitive psychologpased discussion, there seems to be a
somewhat separate approach to narrative as a ,scaiéliral, and cognitive artifact
(Hokanson & Fraher 2008). One more time, story &are used as a starting point, but
this time the event series is abstracted and thergkzed pattern of events is recognized
through metaphorical lenses. This is the operabgnwhich Campbell (1949/1990)
constructed the model of monomyth. According to &won and Fraher (2008) “[i]f one
views narrative as being tied solely to the gemgrdatear aspects of storytelling, the
application of the monomyth to instructional desigay suffer” (Hokanson and Fraher
2008, 31). In their interesting article, Hokansamwl &raher (2008) compare the learner’s
role in the learning process to the hero’s rolethe process illustrated through the
journey-metaphor. Thus, monomyth illustrates aipaldr type of systemic capacity of
narrative, which is the capacity of a certain tyfenarrative to carry knowledge. This
seems to be closer to the Campbell’s suggestiofhan Hero with a Thousand Faces
(1949/1990) than the aforementioned applicatiorth®@Cambell’s model.



Discontinuation Points

In the research discussion on the narrative serdmaslearning game design, there are
some discontinuation points, in which the preserdeguments, for and against the
utilization of narrative, seem to be strongly cadictory without reflecting to each others.
This discontinuation is traced to certain topichjch | present in the form of following
questions:

* Is (the comprehension of) narrative always tiededal mode of language?

» Do narration and action (interactivity) necessasiignd against each others?

* Does the existence of narrative require predefieeehts? (designer’s narrative
versus player’s narrative)

The first two questions are related both to theicstralism-inflected and cognitive
psychology -based approaches. If the answer te thasstions is affirmative, then the
conclusion is likely that narrative predominantlyterrupts both learning and game
playing experiences. The third question is reldtetth to the story event -based and game
scenario -based approaches. This question considersat senseandomnessan exist

in the game narrative — when the (game) contepsdteing narrative?

How Learning Can Be Supported by Narrative according to
Various Approaches to Narrative?

What, then, are the mechanisms for narrative tqp@iplearning, which the authors
propose for game design? The preliminary findingseim are presented only in the
limited extend. According to Malone (1980), therimsic type of fantasy may support the
player's motivation. In the context of the storyeat -based approach narrative is
presented as a self-explanatory support for legrnihus, in this context there is barely
any reasoning for that support, only the argumleat bharrative is a well recognized and
comprehensible pattern. The authors using gameasoefbased approach state that as
experience is considered as a system, in a ganee gossible to design structured,
predefined experiences unfolding in time. In thatest of the structuralism-inflected
approach, narrative contextualizes the player #ietsv and enhances emotional
engagement in playing. Furthermore, it is said thedugh role playing, the players can
experience feelings, empathize other player’s rigsliand by that way update their
understanding of the situation at hand.

Clearly, the cognitive psychology -based approaabvgs to be the most productive
context for narrative, when the mechanisms of tiagdo support learning in learning or
serious game design are searched. To give a fempes, it is said that narrative offers
a cognitive frame for reflecting experiences anivdies, it offers a cognitive schema for
aiding causal thinking, and helps in memorizing eerdembering. Furthermore, it is said
that with narrative one can illustrate and provedemples, offer an environment for
problem solving and a tool for navigating in mukdidia environment.



Conclusions

As a result of the survey discussed in this papes, cognitive psychology -based
approaches to narrative proved to be especialljuug®m the learning and teaching
support perspective. However, it became clear tiwatugh the structuralism-inflected
approach important game and storytelling -relat@estjons regarding the player’s role in
or with game narrative are foregrounded. Thesetgumssare important to consider also
from the learning perspective while reasoning tee of narratives to support learning in
computer games. Thus, the findings of the survg@pas the idea that a combination of
the cognitive psychology-based and structuralisasedd approaches could be useful for
serious and learning game design. Furthermore, nledium specific approach to
narrative, which manifests through the game scenbased approach, should be noticed
while considering the means of storytelling and patar game design.

The findings illustrate how multifaceted is, in fathe research question of how learning
can be supported through narratives in digitalossrior learning games. At the same time,
narrative has to be recognized as a particular dfpsontent, an expressional frame, a
cognitive tool, and a pattern of experience. Tostalize even some effective
generalizations, in order to offer basic guidelifi@sserious game narrative designers,
one big challenge is, how to consider the desigthats on various dimensions of
narrative and how to illustrate possible effectatiehs between the dimensions. In
addition, before considering and illustrating tkisd of problems, various narrative and
learning related theory lines have to be drivenetbgr on the appropriate narrative
dimensions.
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