
extended learning activities. But whatever 
the context, the concept of extended 
classroom can have positive outcomes. 
With so little time spent in the classroom, 
many students want and need the extra 
time to use their second language in a 
productive manner. Although they may 
seem like homework, challenges can be a 
fun, almost competitive way to enrich the 
classroom experience and create long-
term connections between what students 
learn in the classroom and other parts of 
their lives.
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Teachers’ aversion to 
video games in 
language learning 
despite 
neuroscientific 
support
Tom Gorham & Jon Gorham

Before he was elected to multiple terms as 
a widely popular mayor of London, British 
MP Boris Johnson (2006), proclaimed that 
video games were rotting the brains of 
young people, stunting the development of 
their literacy skills, and causing them to 
“become like blinking lizards, motionless, 
absorbed, only the twitching of their hands 
showing they are still conscious. [The 
video games] teach them nothing. They 
stimulate no ratiocination, discovery or feat 
of memory” (para. 5). The only evidence 
that he offered to support this conclusion 
was one recent experience where he 
observed a lone 11-year-old playing a 
game about Vikings. His advice to parents 
was to smash their children’s video game 
consoles with a sledgehammer and “strike 
a blow for literacy” (para. 13). 

Near the end of 2012, New York’s Museum 
of Modern Art (MoMA) announced that it 
had acquired over a dozen video games 
that would form the base of a new and 
growing collection of digital games that 
would be installed in its Philip Johnson 
Galleries in early 2013. In explaining why 
MoMA had made this decision, Antonelli 
(2012) described the selected games as:

outstanding examples of interactional 
design [wherein] the scenarios, rules, 

stimuli, incentives, and narratives 
envisioned by the designers come alive in 
the behaviors they encourage and elicit 
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from the players, whether individual or 
social. A purposefully designed video 

game can be used to train and educate, 
to induce emotions, to test new 

experiences, or to question the way things 
are and envision how they might be. 

(para. 3-6)

The following day after this announcement 
was made, another voice emerged, 
echoing Johnson’s contempt for video 
games. Art critic Jonathan Jones (2012), 
opined that digital games are not really art. 
While it is not particularly surprising to find 
an art critic criticizing art, it is worth noting 
the flippant derision that he leveled at 
scholars who would dare to even consider 
video games, describing them as 
“individuals or institutions who are almost 
certainly too old, too intellectual, and too 
dignified to really be playing at this 
stuff” (para. 1), and raising the question, 
“what was a professor doing playing all 
these games?” (para. 2). 

As it turns out, if one takes the time to look 
at the empirical evidence, there are many 
reasons why teachers should be educating 
themselves about video games and their 
academic applications. This includes both 
explicitly educational games, as well as 
commercial off-the-shelf (COTS) games, 
too (Van Eck, 2006). For example, Shaffer 
(2006) speaks extensively about a variety 
of epistemic games that help people learn. 
Kahne, Middaugh, & Evans (2009) report 
that “teens who have civic gaming 
experiences, such as helping or guiding 
other players . . . report much higher levels 
of civic and political engagement than 
teens who do not have these kinds of 
experiences” (p. 30). Hirumi (2010) gives 
multiple examples of how video games 
can be used to meet curriculum standards, 
including those set by the National Council 
of Teachers of English (NCTE) and the 
International Reading Association (IRA). 

From 2000-2006, the Provincial Institute 
for Educational Research, Training and 
Experimentation conducted a large-scale 
study in Italy to see if video game-based 

learning could help to counter regional 
problems that primary and secondary 
students were experiencing in 
mathematics and Italian. More than 1,000 
teachers and over 10,000 students 
participated in the study, designing video 
games, playing them, and sharing the 
games and the related best practices. At 
the end of the project, they found that the 
difference between the experimental group  
and the control group was highly 
statistically significant. Learning with 
games greatly increased the students’ 
motivation and their learning outcomes in 
mathematics and L1 language practice 
(Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe, 
2009b).

After conducting a meta-analysis of the 
use of video games and simulations within 
the context of computer assisted language 
learning (CALL), Peterson (2010) 
concluded that the data “provides 
compelling evidence that participation in 
gaming and simulation may facilitate 
aspects of SLA [second language 
acquisition] and the development of 
communicative competence” (p. 89). 
Corbett (2010) quotes Paul Howard-Jones, 
a neuroscientist teaching at the graduate 
school of education at the University of 
Bristol, as saying, “ I think in 30 years’ 
time, we will marvel that we ever tried to 
deliver a curriculum without gaming” (para. 
62). 

Why do games have a positive effect on 
learning? Gee (2008) describes video 
games as “learning machines” (p. 2) and 
suggests that “good video games are 
thinking tools. Their deepest pleasures are 
cognitive. The ‘drug’ the video game 
industry discovered was learning—
humans love it when it’s done right” (p. 
17). This concept is similar to what 
cognitive scientist Daniel Willingham 
(2009), says about the joys of learning: 

We find successful thinking pleasurable. 
We like solving problems, understanding 

new ideas, and so forth. Thus, we will 
seek out opportunities to think, but we are 

PeerSpectives Issue 10, Spring 2013                ! ISSN 2187-1191 

15



selective in doing so; we choose problems 
that pose some challenge but that seem 
likely to be solvable, because these are 

the problems that lead to feelings of 
pleasure and satisfaction. (p. 18)

The relatively recent application of brain 
imaging technology has offered 
researchers unprecedented access into 
the inner workings of the human mind 
during learning and video game play. With 
it, neurobiologists and cognitive scientists 
are starting to unlock the brain-based 
reasons why games can be such powerful 
learning tools. After considering all of the 
evidence, neurologist Judy Willis (2011) 
concluded that “the popularity of video 
games is not the enemy of education, but 
rather a model for best teaching 
strategies” (para. 1). She notes the 
intentional scaffolding, individualized 
achievable challenges, incremental goal 
progress, and consistent feedback (both 
immediate and cumulative) as factors that 
engage players’ brains by regularly and 
effectively engaging and activating the 
dopamine-reward system. Willis (2011) 
masterfully explains this process in 
layman’s terms:

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter that, when 
released in higher than usual amounts, 
goes beyond the synapse and flows to 
other regions of the brain producing a 
powerful pleasure  response. This is a 

deep satisfaction, such as quenching a 
long thirst. After making a prediction, 

choice, or action, and receiving feedback 
that it was correct, the reward from the 

release of dopamine prompts the brain to 
seek future opportunities to repeat the 
action . . . The survival benefit of the 

dopamine-reward system is building skills 
and adaptive responses. The system is 
only activated and available to promote, 

sustain, or repeat some mental or physical 
effort when the outcome is not assured. If 
there is no risk, there is no reward. If there 

is no challenge, such as adding single 
digit numbers by a student who has 

achieved mastery in adding double-digit 
numbers, there is no activation of the 

dopamine-reward network. (para. 3-4)

Exposure to video games has been shown 
to increase the activity of people’s 
midbrain dopamine-reward system (Koepp 
et al., 1988) and a relationship has been 
observed between activity in this system 
and recall performance (Callan & 
Schweighofer, 2008). Howard-Jones, 
Demetriou Bogacz, Yoo, & Leonards 
(2011) also corroborated these findings. 

Despite this evidence of the efficacy of 
video games in education, there is still 
considerable resistance to their use in 
schools (Klopfer, Osterweil, & Salen, 
2009). “The use of electronic games in the 
classroom teaching process is not a 
common practice in any country” (Wastiau, 
Kearney, & Van den Berghe, 2009b, p. 20). 

In 2010, the authors of this article 
conducted a paper-based and online 
survey of EFL teachers in Asia (n. 51) 
regarding their attitudes toward, and use 
of, video games in the EFL classroom. The 
aim was to see if the experiences of EFL 
teachers in Asia reflected the same results 
that Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe 
(2009b) had found, and if so, to explore 
the reasons why video games were not 
being used in classroom teaching. The 
paper-based surveys were distributed at 
secondary schools and a college in the 
Itabashi Ward of Tokyo, Japan. The 
invitations to take the online survey were 
emailed to some members of the Japan 
Association for Language Teaching (JALT) 
with a request to forward it to their 
colleagues. 

The survey asked for demographic 
information, including age, nationality, 
school location, and grade level that the 
respondents teach. Of the 51 respondents, 
one was Canadian, four were British, six 
were American, nine were Korean, and the 
remaining 31 teachers were Japanese. 
Only one respondent (who replied from 
South Korea) was not based in Japan. The 
majority of the respondents were based in 
Tokyo (n. 48), while there were 
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respondents from Nagano Prefecture (n. 
1), Kanagawa Prefecture (n. 2), and Aichi 
Prefecture (n. 1).

One respondent did not give his or her 
age. The remaining respondents fell into 
the following age categories: under 25 
years old (n. 8), age 25-35 (n. 14), age 
36-45 (n. 10), age 46-55 (n. 11), and over 
56 years old (n. 7).

The respondents taught in junior high 
schools (n. 22), high schools (n. 29), 
universities/colleges (n. 6), and other 
schools including elementary schools and 
private language schools (n. 2). These 
numbers are greater than the total number 
of respondents because some teachers 
work in multiple schools.

The survey then asked the respondents if 
they had ever used video games 
(particularly COTS ones) as part of their 
lessons. If they answered in the 
affirmative, they were asked to describe 
what game system(s) they used and how 
the video games were utilized. If the 
respondents said that they had never used 
video games in their lessons, they were 
asked why not and given a list of possible 
reasons from which they could select as 
many as applied to their particular 
teaching environment. The list of possible 
reasons included the following choices:

• “My school doesn’t permit video games.”
• “My school lacks the equipment.”
• “I don’t have any interest in video 

games.” 
• “I believe that video games lack 

educational value.”
• “I don’t have time to use video games in 

my classes.”
• “Video games are not part of the 

curriculum that I teach.”
• “I don’t know how video games could be 

used in my classes.”
• “Other” (the respondents were given a 

blank field to add any additional reasons 

that were not covered in the previous 
choices)

Only two respondents reported experience 
using video games in their lessons. One 
said that he had his students play Tetris 
and Super Bomberman in pairs, with one 
partner holding the video game controller 
blindfolded and the other partner giving 
simple directions. The other respondent 
reported using Nintendo’s Game Boy, a 
Sony PlayStation2, and a Nintendo Super 
Famicom, but she did not describe how 
she implemented the games in her 
lessons.

On the other hand, the results showed that 
96% of respondents had never used video 
games in their classes. When viewed in 
aggregate, the most common explanations 
that were given for not using video games 
included:

• “I don’t know how video games could be 
used in my classes.” (41.2%), 

• “My school doesn’t permit video 
games.” (35.3%), 

• “Video games are not part of the 
curriculum that I teach.” (33.3%) 

• “I don’t have any interest in video 
games.” (31.4%)

But when the survey results are parsed by 
age groups, an interesting insight can be 
made. By age bracket, the most commonly 
given reasons for not including video 
games in the classroom were:

• Over 56 years old: “I don’t have any 
interest in video games.” (42.9%)

• 46-55 years old: “I don’t have any 
interest in video games.” (63.6%)

• 36-45 years old: “I don’t know how video 
games could be used in my 
classes.” (66.7%)

• 25-35 years old: “I don’t have time to use 
video games in my classes.” (42.9%)

• Under 25 years old: “My school doesn’t 
permit video games.” (85.7%)

This data would seem to suggest that 
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older teachers—the ones who have more 
seniority and more influence in shaping the 
culture of their schools’ learning 
communities—have less experience with 
video games. Perhaps because of this, 
they don’t have any interest in learning 
more about video games and pursuing 
information about how they can potentially 
help their students. One of the 
respondents to the survey added, “I 
believe the goal of video games and that 
of second language acquisition or usage 
are totally different.” On the opposite end 
of the spectrum, the youngest teachers 
expressed interest in the educational 
potential of video games in language 
learning, but stated that their schools did 
not permit their use. 

The authors of this article agree with 
Wastiau, Kearney, & Van den Berghe 
(2009b) when they say, “the major barrier 
has been and still is a lack of knowledge in 
how to use [video games]. Teachers are 
trained in traditional methods that do not 
include the use of games in the 
curriculum” (p. 123). More effort should be 
made to educate language teachers both 
in the positive educational affordances that 
video games offer, as well as practical and 
pedagogically-sound ways to include them 
in their teaching. As deHaan, Reed, and 
Kuwada (2010) demonstrate, if used 
incorrectly, video games pose the risk of 
hindering foreign language learning by 
imposing extraneous cognitive load on the 
players. Especially in the case of adapting 
COTS games for the language classroom, 
teachers need to have the skills to assess 
whether or not a particular game can 
effectively aid the students’ foreign 
language acquisition. 
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In the muddle of the 
data
This column is being created to help 
researchers who are in the middle of their 
data-collection and who wish to reflect on 
the possibilities and potentials in their 
projects from that sometimes muddled 
point of view. Too often we write papers at 
the end of our research and the 
messiness, doubts, and excitement are not 
always seen in the final reports and 
articles. In these short reflective articles we 
hope to capture some of the thinking on 
the fly that might help other researchers as 
well. We fully expect them to end with a 
series of questions that the researchers 
are asking themselves.

The Impact of Self-
Information as 
feedback to socially 
intelligent dynamic 
(SINDY) systems
Tim Murphey

Some old and new research (Murphey et 
al. in progress) is suggesting that groups 
of people can positively enhance their lives 
when they receive qualitative and 
quantitative data about themselves. The 
normal research model is that researchers 
do research on a group and then publish 
their research and the group often does 
not know about the results at all. However, 
with Critical Participatory Looping 
(Murphey & Falout, 2010), a form of action 
research, data from a group is given back 
to the same group and they are asked to 
confirm, contest or add to the findings in 
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