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Gaming th Systms: A Componnt Analysis Framwork
or th Classroom Us o RPGs

1. INTRODUCTION

As th world bgins to mrg rom th arlist stags o th COVID-19 pandmic and xamin its
impact on all aspcts o socity, it has bcom clar that thr is a disconnct btwn traditional pda-
gogy and curriculum and th nds o th 21st-Cntury studnt. As ducators hav acd th dmand to
pivot thir instruction w can look to what studnts choos as lisur activitis as potntial nw mth-
ods o taching. On thing that has bn mad abundantly clar is that studnts o all ags and ability
lvls choos to spnd thir r tim and rsourcs on many dirnt typs o gams. Without tachr
or parnt input, studnts ar intrinsically motivatd to pursu succss in ths gams, whthr thy ar
tam sports, vido gams, board gams, tc. Examining th ways in which gams introduc, rinorc,
and masur playr progrss toward spcic goals can allow tachrs to rcrat thos systms and
structurs in thir classrooms. Co-opting ths lmnts o gaming to an ducational stting can rach
larnrs who ar not srvd by traditional mthods o instruction and assssmnt.

Givn that th push or incrasd ocus on social-motional larning (SEL) has gaind momn-
tum, spcially atr COVID-19 orcd schools to go to rmot larning, a larning tool that taps into
xisting structurs o motivation within studnt and promots social-motional skill dvlopmnt has
th potntial or grat succss in th classroom. To that nd, w propos that rol-playing gams, with
thir combind mphasis on taking a prspctiv dirnt rom on’s own (Bowman 2010, 8), group
collaboration, and xibility o stting and gamplay would b an fcint and maningul classroom
xprinc across a varity o ducational sttings. Howvr, in ordr or tachrs to mak ctiv
us o gams as pdagogical tools, a shard vocabulary must b dvlopd. This vocabulary must not
only dscrib rol playing gams in trms o thir concpt, aim, ton, and structur, but also align thos
dscriptors to spcic skills that gams dmand o studnt playrs.

W ar bginning that convrsation with a concptual matrix through which ducators can guid
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Abstract: In rcnt yars, as Dungeons & Dragons has ntrd th mainstramAmrican cultural zitgist, th us o
rol-playing gams has xplodd in sttings such as thrapy and ducation. Thr is ancdotal and mrging acadmic
vidnc that RPGs can promot prsonal growth o participants in both acadmic and thraputic sttings. Howvr, it
has bn challnging to captur th impact o RPGs on larning in classrooms. W submit that this is bcaus both th
trm “RPG” and th trm “larning” ar too broad. Thr ar myriad RPGs availabl, with dirnt skill sts rquird
to play. Similarly, thr ar many dirnt typs o larning an ducator may b looking to dvlop in thir studnts.
Building on th 1983 work o Gary Alan Fin, th 2008 work o Klabbrs, and th 2011 work oMariais, Michau and
Prnin, w propos two things. Th rst is a schma dscribing th structurs o an RPG within th ducational con-
txt. Th scond is a matrix is dsignd to idntiy th kinds o larning that an ducator wants to promot in studnts
through us o Larning Rol-playing Gams (LRPGs) (Mariais, Michau, and Prnin 2012), thn match that larning
to spcic lmnts within an RPG that will support thos objctivs. Educational objctivs includ spcic contnt
larning; social motional skills such as turn taking or tamwork; xcutiv unctioning skills; math uncy; and rad-
ing skills. Futur work will includ application o this concptual ramwork to actual classroom sttings and potntial
us in thraputic sttings.

Keywords: larning rol-playing gams, ducation, larning objctivs, concptual ramwork, growth
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thir slction o RPGs to mt th nds o thir studnts within th contxt o thir classroom. It is
our goal to mrg th work don in gam analysis with th continual work o curriculum dvlopmnt
through this matrix. Educators will b abl to us this tool to dn thir spcic goals or thir stu-
dnts and idntiy lmnts o gams that would giv studnts th tools ndd to mt thos goals, or
convrsly, us this matrix to build thir own Larning Rol- Playing Gams, or LRPGs, as coind by
Mariais, Michau, and Prnin (2012, 25). But rst, w must urthr dn what w man by both larn-
ing and RPGs.

2. WHAT IS LEARNING?

Explicit smantic larning is what many popl think o whn discussing larning, .g., has a child
mmorizd important acts and vocabulary rom th curriculum? Howvr, thr ar many othr kinds
o larning that ducators wav into thir lssons. For xampl, classrooms must support social-mo-
tional larning, xcutiv unctioning skills, problm solving, application o multi-stp procsss, and
concptual analysis o contnt, not just rot knowldg.

Thr armany variabls in a classroom stting that mak it challnging to quantitativly invs-
tigat th fcacy o gams in th classroom (d Fritas 2017). A lack o mpirical rsarch on LRPGs
and a lack o matrials to support tachrs xacrbat this issu (Garcia 2016). A rst stp is to addrss
th act that currnt ancdotal dscriptions o RPGs or larning hav not drilld down spcically
nough into what th ducator is taching via LRPGS and th spcic aras o larning bing supportd
through th us o th LRPG ormat.

Th ducator must idntiy what it is that thy ar hoping to support through th us o LRPGs.
Ths goals can thn b usd to match an xisting potntial LRPG to th dsird outcoms or to tak
various componnts that support spcic skills and crat on’s own LRPG to t thir spcic class-
room nds. To hlp tachrs dtrmin xactly what skill aras a tachr may want to addrss, w
dvlopd th ollowing owchart (s Figur 1).

2.1 RPGS: Collaborative Storytelling Games

W hav drawn on th work o Klabbrs (2018), Montola (2008), and Mariais, Michau, and Prnin
(2012) to dn RPGs. Klabbrs (2018) suggsts that gams atur thr things: actors, ruls, and
rsourcs. Actors ar th participants; th ruls ar th limitations and boundaris or gamplay; and r-
sourcs ar th ways in which participants may work within th ruls to gt to thir goals. Rol-playing
gams, as a subst o gams, includ all o Klabbrs’ ky gam aturs, but additionally RPGS hav an
imaginary gam world, a powr structur within that world, and charactrs that ar prsonid by play-
rs (Montola 2008). Additionally, rol-playing is a primarily qualitativ shard xprinc rathr than a
quantitativ on, such as can b ound in comptitiv gams (Montola 2008). Thr is a wid variation
in th RPG gnr. Som ar turn-basd and involv rolling dic, whil othrs ar don by journaling,
pulling cards, or pulling blocks rom woodn block towrs.

2.2 Learning in Role-Playing Frames

Otn th argumnt is mad that th motivation providd by gams is thir most important
aturwith rgard to thir potntial or larning, but w bliv that it is at last as import-
ant that gams ar abl to acilitat th kind o larning ngagmnt—on a cognitiv, a-
ctiv, and sociocultural lvl—that promots larning in ways othr mdia cannot (Plass,
Homr, and Kinzr 2015, 277).
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Figure 1: Gaming th Systm Flowchart

In agrmnt with Plass, Homr, and Kinzr (2015), thoughtul slction and us o RPGs in
th classroom can mak us o th uniqu xprinc o gams, spcically LRPGs, to improv studnt
achivmnt and growth in a wid varity o skill aras.

Klabbrs (2018) dscribs a ourth aspct o RPG gam play as th magic circl: th digtic
world within which gamplay taks plac (Ed. not: s also Huizinga 1958; Saln and Zimmrman
2003). Mariais, Michau, and Prnin (2012) us similar dscriptors—actors, rsourcs, and ruls, rspc-
tivly—but do not dtail th “mor than th sum o its parts” aspct o RPG play that Klabbrs gts at
through th magic circl lns. Although th work o Mariais, Michau, and Prnin has bn ky to our
undrstanding o LRPGs, w s this as a limitation o thir work, and a ky larning bnt o LRPGs.

Additionally, th oundational work o Gary Alan Fin (1981; 1983), proposd that RPG par-
ticipants simultanously inhabit thr cognitiv rams o rrnc whn playing an RPG. Th rst
ram is analogous to th “actors,” usd by Klabbrs (2008) and Mariais, Michau, and Prnin (2012):
participants as thmslvs, a prson in th ral world. Th scond ram is th ram o th participant
as a stratgic playr o th gam—intrprting th ruls and using th rsourcs (Klabbrs 2008) or
unctions (Mariais, Michau, and Prnin 2012) to work towards a win condition. Th last ram, th
digtic ram, is th ram whr th rol-play happns, and th participant acts as i thy ar th char-
actr within th gam. This can b compard to Klabbrs’ magic circl.

2.3 Material + Structural + Context = Function

W ramd th dscriptor o th participants, stting, tim rstrictions, rquncy o play, and othr
practical ralitis o th classroom stting undr th trm context. Although in many ducational st-
tings th ovrall contxt o th stting cannot b signicantly changd, contxtual lmnts must b
takn into account by both tachrs and playrs or th gam to unction, .g., siz o groups, playtim
o th gam, playr xprinc, background knowldg, and othr logistical considrations.
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Table 1: Authors’ trminology compard with Fin (1981, 1983), Klabbrs (2008), and Mariais, Mi-
chau, and Prnin (2012).

Our Terminology Fine Klabbers Mariais, Michau,
and Pernin

Contxt Fram 1: Playr as
prson in ral li

Actors Actors

Matrials Fram 2: Playr as
playr

Rsourcs Functions

Structural Fram 2: Playr as
playr

Ruls Ruls

Functional Fram 3: Digtic Magic Circl Not Noted

The materials o th LRPG ar th rsourcs, gam pics, curriculum, rquird acadmic con-
tnt standards, charactr shts, and othr tangibl and intangibl itms that th gam is mad out o.
W may think o matrials as tangibl objcts. Howvr, in an ducational contxt, th matrials ar
not just dic and in-gam itms, but th rquird concpts and standards mbddd in th larning.
For xampl, a Unitd Stats kindrgartn lvl mathmatics Common Cor standard is or studnts to
b abl to count to 100 by 1s and 10s (Council 2010, 11). This standard could b on o th important
“matrial” lmnts o th gam. Much as a playr nds to b abl to undrstand and utiliz a charactr
sht or a di, undrstanding and utilizing rquird larning standards is crucial to play and succss in
an ducational RPG.

The structural lmnts o th gam ar th ruls and norms that ar ithr xplicitly stablishd
within th gam itsl, or as a part o th ovrall classroom/group cultur that ar xpctd to carry ovr
into th gam xprinc. Ths structurs orm th oundation that playrs will nd to b succssul
within th gam.

Th structural and matrial lmnts o th gam must b slctd within th xignt classroom
contxt to gt th bst possibl rsult or all playrs. I ducators ar thoughtul in dsigning LRPG
xprincs with rlvant matrial and structural componnts, thy ar mor likly to gt th dsird
unctional outcom—both ngagmnt with, and practic o, th undamntal larnings thy dsir to
tach thir studnts. Th functional xprinc o th gam is composd o th structur, contxt, and
matrial o th gam. This unction is also th larning cology (Brown 2000)—a complx systm that
contains adaptiv, dynamic lmnts to crat a whol that is biggr than th sum o its parts. Choosing
a gam that spcically supports or challngs studnts in a purposul way is a ky part o crating th
dsird unctional outcoms.

2.4 The Conceptual Matrix

Considring all o th actors that impact th succssul implmntation o LRPGs in ducational st-
tings, combind with th lack o a cohsiv vocabulary to discuss ths actors, it bcoms vidnt that
ducators nd a mor spcic st o critria by which to analyz RPGs or pdagogical usag in th
classroom. Educators must study th rlationship btwn challng and rward or both njoymnt
and potntial bnt in pdagogical sttings (Bowman 2010). So, how can w dscrib th intraction
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btwn th structural, contxtual and matrial aspcts o gams in rlation to thir unctional outcoms
in an ducational stting? Spcically, how can w analyz and dscrib gams in trms o thir c-
tivnss at taching, rinorcing, or assssing spcic skills?

I a tachr’s goal is to improv turn-taking skills in thir class, thy may choos Dungeons &
Dragons (Gygax and Arnson 1974), as th simulatd combat dmands playrs tak turns ctivly.
I a tachr’s goal is to improv collaboration btwn studnts, thy may choos a gam lik To Serve
Her Wintry Hunger (Dwy 2018), as it dmands playrs to us thir charactr’s individual skill st to
accomplish a shard goal that no singl playr can accomplish alon. Altrnativly, an ducator may
build thir own RPG or classroom us, taking into considration th skills nding to b taught or r-
inorcd.

To aid in this procss, w hav dvlopd a drat skills matrix around th concptual ram-
works o matrials, structur, and contxt, with th goal o hlping ducators achiv th dsird unc-
tion o this pdagogy (s Tabl 2). This matrix is basd on th undrstanding that to tach and practic
a dsird acadmic, social-motional, or xcutiv unctioning skill, it should b a purposul aturd
componnt o th classroom xprinc. Th matrix is not intndd to spak to any pr-gam or post-
gam class discussion, procssing, or dbring. Educators ar strongly ncouragd to consult David
Crookall’s (2014) “Engaging (in) Gamplay and (in) Dbring” or urthr larning about th dbri-
ing procss.

3. LIMITATIONSAND FURTHERWORK

Whil w bliv that th discursiv structur rprsntd hr by both our dnitions o th lmnts
o gams and th proposd matrix will b usul in providing ducators with a oundation upon which
thy can build a succssul practic o intgrating LRPGs as pdagogy, w acknowldg that thr ar
svral limitations to our currnt work. W viw this work as a rst stp in a much largr and longr
procss o intgrating LRPGs maningully into classrooms.

On signicant limitation o this work is that this ramwork is thortical and has not yt bn
tstd and valuatd. Th worth o this work will b provn as mor tachrs mak th lap o using
RPGs as part o thir instructional practic and w intnd this work to b a tool to hlp thm bgin to
do so.

Also, w must rcogniz that vry lmnt o th gamplay xprinc cannot b accountd
or bor play. Rturning to th magic circl concpt, w must rmmbr that som o th unctional
outcom o gamplay (th “magic”) only rvals itsl as play progrsss. W account or som o this
in discussion o th “contxt” as an important considration, but vn so, thr will b vitally impactul
xprincs or playrs that ducators could nvr prdict or plan to occur. Our goal is not to ignor
that potntial or “magic” to happn, but rathr giv ducators a clarr mthod or choosing or crating
gams or classroom us with th vry intntion o allowing this to occur in a purposul stting.

W hav svral avnus or utur work on this projct. First, w will nd ducators to us
our matrix and ithr slct or dsign a LRPG xprinc or thir classrooms. W will thn licit
dback rgarding whr our work nds rvision and incorporat that dback into utur work. It
is our goal that this matrix and dscriptiv modl srvs as a starting point or ducators to purpos-
ully and critically xamin th valu that RPGs could add to thir instructional practics alongsid
similar rsourcs (.g., Wstborg 2023, this issu).
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Table 2: Th Concptual Matrix

Contxt:
Dscrib th playrs (ag, grad, RPG xprinc tc).
Dscrib th stting (tim allottd or play, institutional cultur, tc).
What xprincs do studnts hav with rol playing gams? Gams? Collaboration?
Dscrib gamplay rsourcs availabl.
What othr actors impact gamplay?

Desired Outcome Structural Elements

Examples of rules &
norms that structure
the play experience,
i.e., What does the
game tell me to do?

Material Elements

Examples of material or
conceptual elements needed
for play, i.e., What do I need to
have or know in order to play
the game?

Contextual Elements

Constraints & considerations for
setting within which the play will
take place, i.e., How can I make
this game work in my specic
circumstances?

Academic Skills

Contnt Spcic
Knowldg

Ruls includ
xpctations o
us o contnt
matrial, vocabulary,
and concpts or
charactr and/or plot
advancmnt.

Matrials support us o contnt
knowldg, such as quations,
timlins, sntnc startrs, ky
vocabulary.

What background inormation do
studnts currntly hav?

What knowldg do you intnd to
tach through this gam?

What spcic vocabulary will
studnts nd?

Rading
Comprhnsion

Ruls writtn in
a ormat/rading
lvl appropriat to
th rading lvl o
studnts.

Puzzls, advancmnt
connctd to
dmonstration o
rading skills as
appropriat to class
rading lvl.

Embddd rading contnt
is a signicant componnt o
gamplay or advancmnt.

Playrs ar givn copis o
rading or us in annotation,
clos rading, not taking.

Is th rading lvl o th txt(s)
appropriat to th rading lvls o
th studnts?

What spcic vocabulary will thy
nd?

What vocabulary or concpts will
you tach?

What kinds o txts will b
mbddd in th gam?

Problm Solving Gamplay ocuss
on collaboration,
sharing rsourcs, or
puzzl solving with
norms that support
quity o voic and
collaborativ thinking.

Hands-on componnts support
studnt thinking whil solving
puzzls.

Is th dvlopmntal lvl o
th playrs a good match or th
challngs prsntd in th puzzls?

What xprincs with puzzl
solving do thy hav?

Will thy nd dirct instruction?

Writtn Exprssion Gamplay ocuss
on journaling, lttr
writing, rction,
prsuasiv writing
tc. as part o digtic
xprinc.

Gamplay includs journals,
opn-rspons qustions,
sntnc startrs, rubrics, tc.

Which orms o writing do th
studnts alrady know?

What orms do thy nd to practic
through this xprinc?
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Oral
Exprssion

Gamplay ocuss on
in-charactr vrbal
intraction, non-
combat solutions,
collaborativ world
building, tc.

Gamplay includs in-gam
digtic convrsation
sntnc startrs or prompts to
support studnts.

What xpctations do studnts
currntly hav?

What will nd to b taught/
modld?

Math/
Numracy

Gamplay ocuss
on dic rolling,
quick mathmatical
calculation, numracy,
tc.

Charactr advancmnt ocuss
on adding up XP, combat ocuss
on bating crtain numbr
thrsholds, puzzls involv math
contnt, tc.

Which skills do studnts alrady
hav?

Which skills should b highlightd
and practicd?

Social Emotional
Skills

Communication Ruls includ
turn taking, ocus
on collaborativ
solutions, rquir
spcic kinds o
communication
btwn playrs, tc.

Gamplay includs in-gam
digtic convrsation sntnc
startrs or prompts to support
studnts, saty tools, tc.

What structurs ar alrady in plac
in th classroom that can b built
upon?

Flxibility Ruls mak spac
or changing
circumstancs or
rquir playrs to altr
thir styl o play as
th gam progrsss.

Gam includs situations in
which playrs nd to com to a
consnsus to advanc, dcisions
ar mad collctivly, playrs
mak choics that impact othr
playrs, playrs must solv a
problm in multipl ways, tc.

What ar th norms and xpctations
or managing disagrmnt in th
classroom?

How skilld ar studnts in
communicating thir nds?

How much procssing tim is
ndd or studnts to considr ach
othrs’ idas?

Collaboration Gamplay spcically
rquirs or ncourags
working togthr, low
combat, collaborativ
world building, tc.

Gam includs shard, limitd
digtic rsourcs, us o saty
tools, tc.

What is th social powr dynamic
btwn th studnts?

What ar th norms and xpctations
or managing disagrmnt in th
classroom?

Do studnts hav th appropriat
vocabulary to xprss thir nds
and or hlp or support to othrs?

Frustration
Tolranc

Gamplay involvs
puzzl solving,
“Choos your Own
Advntur” styl
pathways with
opportunitis to
chang choics, low/
adaptabl staks or
playr ailur, tc.

Gam includs visual
rprsntations o progrss,
.g., maps, % o damag don
to nmis. Also includs saty
tools.

How is this procss modld and
supportd in th classroom?

What practics ar in plac to
support studnts who struggl to
procss thir motions?
How is quitabl “airtim” scurd
or all studnts in this class?
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Executive
Functioning Skills

Organization Ruls xpct studnts
to kp track o and
b abl to rrnc
dirnt sourcs
o inormation and
matrials. Ruls
rquir studnts to
go through stps in a
procdur to advanc.

Gam includs physical
componnts to kp track o,
mindul structuring o charactr
shts, digtic rsourc
managmnt, tc.

What ar th currnt organizational
systms in th classroom?

What systms do you hop to tach
or practic?

TimManagmnt Gamplay has a nit
amount o rounds, a
limitd tim to play,
tc.

Gam includs timrs, round
trackrs, visual cus or initiativ
ordr, tc.

How can th tachr support
studnts in kping track o tim
within th class priod?

Squncing Gamplay involvs
timlins, gnrational
storytlling, rst-thn-
nxt narrativ. Ruls
rquir studnts to
go through stps in a
procdur to advanc.

Gam includs graphic
organizrs, stp-by-stp
dirctions, matrials that can b
organizd squntially, tc.

Ar thr currnt supports with
squncing in th classroom that can
b utilizd to support this?

4. CONCLUSION

As th modrn workplac continus to volv away rom what th “actory modl” o ducation was
originally dsignd to support, it has bcom vitally apparnt that studnts rquir intgratd skill sts
that includ, but ar not limitd to, “traditional” acadmic larning. RPGs or a uniqu opportunity
to support studnt dvlopmnt in multipl skill aras as wll as apply knowldg larnd in th class-
room to novl situations and changing circumstancs. Th purpos o this papr is to provid tachrs
with a roadmap or purposully intgrating RPGs into thir instruction. W hav providd tachrs
with a mthod o organizing and catgorizing th skills goals or thir classs and a tool or analyzing
xisting RPGs or crating nw gams or classroom us. This mthod will allow tachrs to crat
mor dynamic and rsponsiv classroom xprincs tailord to th spcic nds o thir classs,
thus producing th intgratd skill sts that modrn li dmands.
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