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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The aim of the paper is to disseminate the findings of an empirical study that has had
over 600 adult respondents from more than 30 countries. One of the aims of the survey
was to address some of the gaps left by previous research relating to historical games
(games that represent a historical period, event or place in some way) as pedagogical
tools. Previous research covers the use of historical games in formal education and
institutions to complement formal curricula (e.g. Squire 2004), for example, playing a
game set in World War 2 (WW?2) while learning about WW2 in class (Fisher, 2011). The
participants in these prior studies were adolescent students or those in Higher Education,
and/or studying within a specific historical discipline (Houghton 2015). With the use of
any visual media in formal education, the teacher is integral to the learning process
(Bage, 1997), but their perceptions of the media’s authenticity and their interest in the
source material may bias the learner’s approach to the content (Stoddard, 2012).

The results of the current study make an original contribution to the field by
identifying player practices and perspectives in relation to historical games within
informal, situated contexts, i.e. without any formal teaching activities taking place or
explicit learning goals specified. Furthermore, it includes only adult respondents where
less than a quarter are students and over half have non-academic occupations, so in many
ways it constitutes a study of the perceptions and practices of the wider general public in
relation to historical games, rather than a sub-section of the population whose primary
daily activity is to learn about history. In this way, the work might be considered to have
much wider impact than these previous studies.

At the time of writing, the survey is still being fully analysed, but the findings arising
from these data are important to the empirical study of player practices both in the field of
historical game studies as well as games/learning/player-reception studies more generally.
As a whole, the findings from the survey will:
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1. Outline players’ understandings and perceptions of the history presented in
historical games.

2. Explore players’ motivations and practices in relation to historical games as well
as with other media forms, social or otherwise.

3. Provide some initial understanding of the informal/incidental historical learning
that occurs through digital games outside of formal contexts.

4. Summarise player perspectives of the digital game form, in comparison with
other visual media.

For example, do players who report playing historical strategy games like Civilization
V (Firaxis 2010) believe they are more valuable tools for learning about the past than
historical action-adventure games such as Assassin’s Creed 3 (Ubisoft 2012)? Do gamers
play historical games with the explicit intention of discovering more about the past
(“informal learning”) or for entertainment alone, but believe they have learned something
about history as a by-product of play (“incidental learning”)? Does incidental learning
via games produce informal learning in other media, such as books or documentaries? Is
this relationship reciprocal, i.e. does incidental learning through historical drama produce
informal learning with games, for example? The study also asks participants for specific
examples of historical games that they perceive to be “authentic” (and conversely
“inauthentic”) and why, to try and ascertain what elements of historical games they feel
contribute to their potential uses for learning, or for what reasons they should be criticised
as pedagogical tools. Although it is important to ask these questions about the
perceptions of the player, the history and the games, it is also important to find out about
the contexts that players engage with them, i.e. do they play online with friends and/or
with people they don’t know? Do they play co-located, or alone? How likely are players
to post to forums or social media in relation to the historical game? What is the content of
such social, online interactions? The presentation will end by summarising the findings
so far and discussing some of the limitations to this approach. We will also suggest how
the results from the study in its entirety will contribute to original knowledge across
multiple fields, and how they will be utilised going forward in the next phase of this
research.
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