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Catherine Beavis & Amanda Gutierrez
Deakin University

Games, literacy and identity in the classroom

Students’ experiences of digital culture and thinerworld are in many ways a constant
if invisible presence in the classroom,. The digance for curriculum of researching
digital literacies, participation and online cudres not just in learning about ‘new’
forms of text and literacy, literacy and learninggiices and design that communication
in the digital world entails, but also in learnialgout the ways in which young people are
engaged and shaped by participating in these wafasthinking through the
implications of this immersion more broadly for whae might need to teach, and they to
learn. In part this concerns the kinds of expemtatabout texts, participation and
literacy that students’ experience of online digitture and communication entails, and
the ways their expectations and understanding et wdading, making and participating
in texts and utilising literacies might be, in pdm ways in which meanings are made
that draw on a mix of on and offline texts, media &rms of knowledge, in part, it the
ways in which issues of authority, identity andateEnships are configured across and
between students’ on and off line worlds.

This project has entailed cooperative work with teachers aaassige of schools,
exploring many aspects online literacies and digitétures, centred around computer
games. In this paper we focus on the work of tvechers, Mark and Joel, working in an
all boys Catholic High School. We describe thege@ch and classroom projects
focussing on different aspects of (computer) gabesessed digital texts and culture, and
some of the questions these raise about digitalr@ylliteracy and curriculum. The first
teacher, Joel, capitalised on his students’ avighgement with the AFL game
SuperCoachio explore convergences between different mediagpthe ways in which
players drew on data from multiple sources and th&n judgements to play the game,
and the ways in which their ‘real world’ relatiomss were shaped and mediated by their
demonstrated expertise and the authority they diremw their proficiency with the game.
The second teacher, Mark, took a two-pronged apgpredth his year 9 students to
analyse and reflect on computer games and howtkes played. The first set of
activities provided the opportunity to observe arnyger player, eight year old Jonathon,
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to recall on their own memories of earlier gameg plo discuss the game involvéthé
Simpsons Hit and RuNjvendi 2003) and what Jonathon was doing as hgepla all

this with a view to gaining greater purchase angpective on the ways in which games
were pitched to different audiences and how thdoise. A second set of activities
required students to compare and analyse screés am other images from four
sourcesGrand Theft Auto 4Rockstar North 2008 he Simpsons Hit and Ruend

photos and written accounts from newspapers oflphiastances from crime scenes and
gangland wars.

The Herald Sun AFL Supercoach: Literacy, Paratexts and Expertise

Joel teaches English and Media studies. He selégseeear 11 media studies class for
this unit of work, which was completed during tleeend term of the school year. As
the school is an all boys’ school, the class cosggriof male students in the age range of
16-17. Joel’s unit of work revolved around inveatigg notions of convergence (Jenkins,
2006), and included asking the students to SlagerCoachand discuss the links
between other media sources and the ways thesed&rinfluence their decisions in
the game. He began the unit by looking at elemaintentrol over students’ access to
and use of media products, and followed this bychiag an episode Gummer Heights
High. From here he discussed with the students theirghts about new media and how
this media is influencing adolescents’ lives. TlBid into discussion about online
communities, with the analysis of seveYalu Tubeclips. As the school is an all boys’
school and as Joel said is a very ‘blokey’ schibelchose to look more closely at online
communities and convergence through the AklperCoaclyame. He asked the
students to reflect on the kinds of skills they evfarming through the use of this game
and the ways they participated in the online gantethe various media sources that
were converging to create a particular online ABimg community. Joel was also
interested in how the identity constructed onlmaat necessarily linked or indicative of
the students’ physical body, in that the studeng n@ participate in sport themselves,
but rather us&uperCoactas a viable replacement of the physical sportkpggence.

So theSuperCoaclunit acted as a way to launch an investigation mations of identity
and virtual worlds. Students produced short wriieeces and extended analysis pieces
as they reflected on these elements.

What is ‘The Herald Sun TAC SuperCoach Fantasy AFgame.

The Herald Sun TAGuperCoaclFantasy AFL game is a game in which the players (i
this case the students) attempt to take the rodecofach. The creators of the game
suggest thatHerald Sun TAC SuperCoach is easy to play but difficult to master”
(http://supercoach.heraldsun.com.au/). The eaptagfcan be seen in the fact that the
controls are relatively simple. All that is phyaliy required of the player is to create and
name a football squad of 30, with 22 on the fiéldm a list of football players currently
on an AFL team in the year of playing, with the afitcreating the ultimate team and
becoming the ‘SuperCoach’. The only real confsthat the team created has a salary
cap and the cost of each player varies dependirgsostatistics from previous real world
games/seasons. The suggestion that the gamégsiltiio master is due to the
convergence with the real world of the game, aediied to be not only AFL literate,
but also well read across all media sources sudiogrthe game. The end of the virtual



season concurs with the end of the real life seasith the overall winning coach
attaining the status of ‘SuperCoach’ with theiefris as well as winning cash prizes. As
the website states/N'hile success will earn you bragging rights ovesrfds and
colleagues, you'll also be in the running for gieh prizes. The highest-scoring
SuperCoach each week will win $1,000. The overaiher picks up $30,000.”
(http://supercoach.heraldsun.com)au/

This game makes no attempt to create a world ichvsiiudents can perform actions with
simulated players (or avatars). This is left te fiaystation AFL games that are released
each season. Instead it is a game that focusely/mur the management side of AFL, the
challenge is to become the ovel@llperCoachand the actions performed by the player
is the selection of AFL players and their positionsthe field. In this respect, the game
IS na a sports computer ‘game’ as it does not fit classttons of ‘game’ and ‘play’ (eg
Huizenga 1950) As one student, Jason, said, SupehCis not a game...[it's] a
competition more than a game. Not fun. It's sesid

The students in Joel’ class were not only immeimséte virtual game, but were
immersed in all aspects of the game. They pogtidhemselves in relation to their
‘coaching’ abilities which related to their knowlglof the ‘virtual’ world of the game,
but also the ‘real’ world of the game. Studentsenavolved in processes of creation
and consumption of what Consalvo (2007) terms ‘g@neapital’ — an adaptation of
Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital (Bourdieu ¥8and a concept that has provided a
generative framework within the project for conegising important aspects of game
play (see eg. Walsh and Apperley 2008). As Consadazribes it, gaming capital
provides:
a key way to understand how individuals interachwgames, information about
games and the games industry, and other gameggldye term is useful because
it suggests a currency that is by necessity dynancitanging over time and across
types of players or games.... knowledge, experiendeasitioning help shape
gaming capital for a particular player and in tthrat player helps shape the future
of the [games] industry.... Players themselves fursh@ape gaming capital,
especially as new media forms offer individuals enopportunities to share and the
games world grows even larger. (Consalvo (2007) p.4

As Consalvo notes, ‘Games aren’t designed, madketeplayed in a cultural vacuum.”
(2007, p. 4), which is clearly apparent when disougswith students their immersion in
the game and the world around it. The virtual ‘g@jrfor the students’ interviewed in
this study, influenced their relationships with pge¢heir family, other students in the
school, and their teachers as they played withagaihst these other ‘coaches’ in their
daily lives. The students not only had teams él#inger ‘Victorian’ league consisting of
approximately 200,000 teams, but had also setagurgetition just for the school, and a
competition against their teachers. So in esstrese students had multiple teams for
each ‘field’ of their lives. This allowed them ¢oeate their own ‘football identity’ for
each social group they associated themselves with.



Taking on the role of coach allowed students te i@k positions of expertise and
authority in relation both to football and theirgpg. The role of a ‘professional’ coach,
rather than just supporter, provided them withdhance to experiment with the ‘expert’
knowledge needed in that profession, and the sthaist affords one in society, or in
their own social groups that they had formed. $eone it afforded them an authority
over those who would usually control the powertipalarly their teachers and older
‘known’ participants such as parents, as they ackéigher in the game, and
demonstrated more control over the gaming cagital these traditional authoritative
groups. It meant distancing oneself from allegento particular teams, and instead
attempting to position oneself as a follower anpbcdiive judge of ‘players’ rather than
‘teams’. Some students, such as Jason and Keastened the language of this field of
knowledge and were so integrated into $uperCoactworld during the months of the
AFL season, that their social group regarded thegaane experts. Wheneugevin's
stepped into the social identity of the role ofdch’ he drew on the linguistic devices and
language that would commonly be seen in intervieitls coaches before and after the
games. For Kevin, the virtual game and the realegevere his passion, even though, as
one of the other students commented, he did nay ‘file game’ in real life. But he did
not need to ‘play the game’ in real life to be apeat on the ‘field’, and even with the
real game and other professional sports, it apmeprefessional coach does not need to
have been a ‘legend’ on the physical field, buabexpert on how to best play the game,
know the players and position them to win gamesis §ame allows those who may not
be able to master the real game to become expettedield in a way that allows them
to have a sense of achievement and feel deeplyecteuhto the real game.

The reason Kevin was seen as the expert, the pt#rsarther students and teachers went
to for advice, was due to his control over the @ging paratexts (Genette 1997,
Consalvo, 2007) surrounding the virtual and reah@a Paratexts, as Chris Walsh and
Tom Apperley will discuss in greater detalil lateithe symposium, in this context refer
to ‘communication and artefacts relating to [a gathat] spring up like mushrooms’
around it (Consalvo 2007 p.8). PlayiSgperCoachelies heavily on the intertextual
traversing of such texts. To become an expettte@PFL SuperCoaclgame one needs
to not only know how to access the various paratedtrounding the game, but also
critically judge the paratexts. As one studend seien asked about making choices
about reliable sources from the paratexts available
[I go with] whoever I think has the more valid... @gdver | valued their opinion
more. | suppose certain people like Sam Newmaeras to know not that much
compared to someone like who’s an actual expetdicolumnist or something.
Their background, like their background of the gamost experienced within the
game I'll probably value more. (Kevin)

Students’ need to have skills that extend beyoad#sic literacy required to simply
decode textual material from sources suchtesHerald SumndThe Footy ShowThey
also need to be critically literate to make judgata@bout the purpose of each paratext,
any underlying biases the ‘expert’ commentators reaye and the possible reasons.
They need to be able to synthesis material frorash array of sources and genres, ask



guestions of the texts and make their own judges@nbut the opinions they receive.
The more developed their skills are in relatiothis, the better their chances of success.

The paratexts surrounding this game extend beyegular media sources surrounding
the real game. The popularity 8tiperCoacltihas become so large that there are now
columns specifically written for the game in theréld Sun by experts such as Kevin
Sheedy, the well regarded ex-Coach of Essendonenvheal’ expert status as a Coach is
further compounded by the release of the video geéeven Sheedy Coad\cclaim
Entertainment 2002), a radio show dedicated taudsiag the statistics of the players,
and websites. On top of this the students créaie dwn paratexts as they contribute to
other online activities such as blogs and foruiisis ties directly into Consalvo’s (2007)
notion of the way gaming capital functions, “All tifat knowledge, experience, and
positioning helps shape gaming capital for a paldicplayer, and in turn that player
helps shape the future of the industry.” (p 4).efEhis a symbiotic relationship between
the SuperCoaclplayer and the paratexts surrounding them. Theerangaged and
involved the players become with the consumptiach@mntribution to the paratexts, the
closer they come to being able to fully engagelamdegarded by others as an ‘expert’
coach in the game. Thus allowing them to feelrss®f achievement at succeeding in
mastering the role of coach.

The Simpsons Hit and Run, Grand Theft Auto: Analysis and Reflexivity

Mark undertook a series of activities with his yBailass, aimed at encouraging
reflection and analysis of various dimensions afsate games. The first segment of the
unit asked students to watch a younger boy, (Jonatiged 8) playinghe Simpsons Hit
and Runon a small screen on a play station 2 on top®firessing table in his parents’
bedroom at home. Students were asked such questsdwhat aspects of Jonathon’s
game play are similar/different to yours?’, ‘why’isJonathon concerned with the small
screen?’ and ‘what challenges does game play podenathon?’. They were invited to
observe his body language, to comment on his skiltknowledge and on physical
aspects of his game play; to discuss the roleavhehts such as camera angle and sound
in contributing to the pleasure and atmospheréd®ame, and whether and in what
ways the game worked as violent or funny. Analgéi3onathon’s play was a
springboard to reflecting on their own games skilieowledge and histories. They were
asked to make comparisons with themselves as yoptmeers - what they knew then
and what appealed to them at that time, in compaiis what and how they played
currently; what skills they had learned playing ganwhether console games ‘helped
you in some ways with your ability as a student &m outline how they would ‘teach a
6-7 year old to plajrhe Simpsons Hit and RuThey were also asked to read and
comment on an online review of the game. In tloese activity, images frorGrand
Theft Auto IMwere juxtaposed against shots of parallel scaoes television and print
media reportage of similar events, which studergsevasked to analyse in detail. In
order to do so, students needed similarly to draypre-existing textual knowledge, with
guestions designed to develop their capacity totifyespecific elements and their effect,
including camera angle, characterisation, compamsittross referencing to related texts
and so on. By combininghe Simpsons Hit and Rus game for younger players
featuring universally known characters, and basethe more ‘adult’ but similarly well



knownGrand Theft Auto Ill,with analysis of images and screen shots fronmgbently
releasedsrand Theft Auto IMVthe unit provided a context to explore such facts the
appeal of games and game playing and how that edaagrording to age; the kinds of
knowledge and understandings that needed to hsedtifo play games; features of genre
and form; intertextual referencing within and asrptatforms and generic forms;
industry and marketing dimensions, the interpatatf young players, semiotic analysis,
and discussions about representation, represematimlence, and the violence/effects
debate.

Experts in the field

For students such as Jason and Kevin, games faragisites for exploration and
‘serious play’ - the establishment of authoritgtas and relationships amongst their
peers and in the world of the game. For Mark’s s, shared memories and
experiences of he Simpsons Hit and Rusnd ofThe Simpson$V show, and their
knowledge of discourses, narratives and imagesimicand violence in games like
GTA, provided a common context Mark could draw wrurriculum designed to help
students become more critical and reflective ablmitonstruction and appeal of games
and the ways they position players.

Students’ playing oSuperCoaclprovides a compelling instance of convergence of on
and offline worlds, media convergence and the rieestudents to be adept in reading,
bringing together and analysing information presdni a variety of forms, from a
variety of sources. Playing the game has mateffiatts on students’ sense of self, the
ways they manage information, knowledge and authdheir relationships in the real
world, and the seamless integration of technology their everyday lives. The expertise
they establish through playir8uperCoaclhs knitted into the ways they interact with
each other and others who do and do not play theegand is highly valued. In order to
‘win’ they need to develop the capacity for detatbealuation of players and games, in
a context where football is an integral part of Meirne culture, and passionate
attachment to teams and players is the norm. Ityavbere ‘play’ encompasses not only
SuperCoachthe online game, but also the actual AFL gameswvails around Australia

on a weekly basis and the teasing kind of role glayin’'s comment exemplifies, the
seamless integration of on and offline stancesexipértise into everyday friendships and
the realities of the classroom world point up tegrée to which game play becomes part
of the building of relationships and identitiesttply a major role in teenagers’ lives in
these years. In observing Jonathon’s playhe Simpson’s Hit and Rurand in

reflecting on their own past and present game ptapractices and preferences, Mark’s
students wove together their experienceshef Simpsons multiple forms, and on their
intertextual experiences of related computer games.

SuperCoachand the playing of it, exemplifies a range of namd traditional texts,

literacies texts and literacy practices, in relatiooth to the mastery of ‘paratexts’
necessary to play the game and in the new textiests created as they did so. To
succeed, to become ‘expert’, players need to dravexts from across a range of media,
and to read information presented in a wide rarfgegresentations, ranging from the
somewhat dubious TV commentaryTie Footy Showhrough to statistical accounts of



different players’ performance in each week’'s play.a game where play depends
literally and extensively on what happens in bathaod offline contexts, where players
need to be literate in multiple ways and read acrositiple texts types and media,;
Lemke’s observations of the nature of online regdieems particularly apt: “You can’t
really get at the meaning of various forms piecdmga have to integrate the text with
its fellow travellers, cross-contextualising them dne another, to get at the kinds of
meanings being made and stored’ (Lemke 2007, oitédverman 2008 p.15).

A central challenge for literacy research andaitgrand English education is to

understand the ways meaning is made across traalitamd digital literacies, in ways that

avoid hard and fast boundaries distinguishing miirf online forms, or of the ways in

which meaning is made in the cross flow betweemth&s Alverman notes:
Communication through images, sounds and digitaiaevhen combined with
print literacy may be changing the way we readageiitinds of texts, but online
and offline literacies are not polar oppositesréify distinctions between them
serves mainly to limit understandings of how eadbrims the other (Alverman
2008 p.16)

Luke Freebody and Land (2000) describe contempditargcies as ‘the flexible and
sustained mastery of a repertoire of practices thightexts of traditional and new
communications technologies via spoken languaget @nd multimedia’. The literacy
required to playsuperCoachncludes but entails more than simply decodindutaix
material from sources such &ise Herald SumndThe Footy ShowStudents also need

to be critically literate to make judgements alibt purpose of each paratext, any
underlying biases the ‘expert’ commentators mayehawd the possible reasons. They
need to be able to synthesis material from a waay @f sources and genres, ask
guestions of the texts and make their own judges@nbut the opinions they receive.
The more developed their skills are in relatiothig, the better their chances of success.
Playing the game thus shows or develops a seteohdiy practices that in include the
capacity to read across media, read informatiosgued in different forms (print, visual,
statistics, aural etc), evaluate material that ismaybe heavily invested in other issues (eg
The Footy Showreportage of individual players, the parade oflimeommentary and
‘expertise’), to interpret and translate this im@tion into play, and to constantly modify
and reappraise in the light of new informatiorreljuires sustained attention to multiple
factors over an extended period of time, and i lbotompelling example of situated
literacy practice with real world consequences aintthe fluidity of game play, literacies
and identity across on and offline worlds.

References

Acclaim Entertainment (200Kevin Sheedy AFL Coach 2002

Alverman, D. (2008) Why bother theorising Adolegsé@nline Literacies for
Classroom Practice and Researdb@rnal of Adolescent and Adult Literasg2(1)
September 2008 pp 8-19

Bourdieu, P. (1984Distinction: A social critique of the judgementtaste Cambridge
MA, Harvard University Press

Consalvo, M., 2007Cheating: Gaining advantage in videogam@&ambridge, MIT Press



Genette, G. (199'Raratexts: Thresholds of interpretatiohondon: Cambridge
University Press

HeraldSun TAC (2008%uperCoaclhttp://supercoach.heraldsun.com.aa¢essed 28
November 2008

Huizenga, J. (195(jomo ludens: A study of the play-element in cujtBoston, Beacon

Jenkins, H., 2008Zonvergence Culture: Where old and new media aglitbw York
University Press, New York.

Lemke, J. (2007) New media and new learning comtimsiCritical, creative and
independent. Paper presented at the annual medthhational Council of
Teachers of English Assembly for Research (NCTE®&Rhville, TN
http://Ichc.ucsd.edu/mca/Mail/xmcamail.2007 _01@884.htmlaccessed 28
November 2008

Luke, A, Freebody, P & Land, R 20Qdterate FuturesEducation Department,

Brisbane.

Radical Entertainment (2003he Simpsons Hit and RMivendi Universal

Rockstar (2001%rand Theft Auto llhttp://www.rockstargames.com/grandtheftauto3/
accessed 28 November 2008

Rockstar North (2008) Grand Theft Auto htp://www.rockstargames.com/IV/mobile/
accessed 28 November 2008

Walsh, C. S. and Apperley, T (2008) Researchingaligame players: Gameplay and
gaming capitallADIS International Conference Gaming 2008: Dedign
engaging experience and social interactiéisterdam, the Netherlands 25-27
July




