& « SERIOUS? .

How do you help school children handle fights, bullying, and other conflict properly? You
build a game, of course, and you let children take on different roles in a village. But how dogs
that lead to resolving conflicts? ASHLEY DAVIS met researchers PROF. RILLA KHALED and

PROF. GEORGIOS N. YANNAKAKIS to find out more

o you chuckle at the

thought of a serious game?

The phrase is an oxymoron.

How can a game be serious?

Games are meant to be fun,

frivolous, a way to pass the time. Or else

you sometimes hear that games are any-

thing but frivolous. That video game vi-

olence in particular is a threat to social

order. The idea that games can be used

to advance human understanding about

the world, and that they can help us to

teach, train, or motivate people in some

way, is something that still needs to en-
ter our mentality.

Designing games to explore research

questions and to solve real world prob-

lems is actually a very important aspect
of games research, an area of applied
research that now has a strong presence
at the University of Malta with the es-
tablishment of the Institute of Digital
Games. Researchers from the Institute
work on European-funded projects to
create games that tackle serious prob-
lems affecting children and adults alike.
Prof. Rilla Khaled and Prof. Georgios
N. Yannakakis are two researchers now
based at the Institute of Digital Games
who work on serious game projects.
Khaled’s work focuses on serious game
design, while Yannakakis is a specialist
in artificial intelligence and compu-
tational creativity. Computational
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creativity tries to build upon the lat-
est technological innovations in hu-
man-computer interaction that enable
computers to act intelligently to some
aspects of human beings. These two ar-
cas, game design and game technology,
represent a large part of the teaching
and research strengths of the Institute.

One game that Khaled and Yanna-
kakis recently helped develop is Village
Voices which has been voted the best
learning game in Europe at the 2013
Serious Game Awards. It was devel-
oped as part of the SIREN project, an
FP7-funded interdisciplinary consorti-
um made up of researchers from Malta,
Greece, Denmark, Portugal, the UK
and the US, along with Serious Games
Interactive, a Danish Games Studio.

Let’s take a look at what makes a se-
rious game and think about what made
the project a success and what didn’t
work so well.

The serious side of Village Voices
aims to help school children learn con-
flict resolution skills. Players take on
the role of one of four interdependent
villages that are situated in a farm set-
ting and given various quests to com-
plete. Sitting side-by-side at separate
computers, they may collaborate, share
resources and help each other, or they
may spread rumours and steal from
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each other. Much like any playground
setting, children can play nicely, or they
can be bullies.

The purpose of the SIREN project
was to apply the latest advancements
in game technology to the creation
of serious games. The brief focused
on innovations in procedural content
generation, an area of artificial intelli-
gence that automatically builds game
elements like game levels or quest struc-
tures that would otherwise need to be
designed manually. Another part of
this innovative technology is detecting
the emotions of players. Physiological
responses can be measure through var-
ious tech like Electroencephalographic
(EEG) sensors that can be used to de-
tect a person’s emotional state directly
by reading their brain’s electrical signals.
Virtual agents were another technology
that interested the research team. These
agents are believable non-player charac-
ters that interact with the player with
perceived intelligence.

The idea was to then create a game that
would adapt to player behaviour, using
emotion recognition tools to create an
individual experience for each player. The
decision to focus the game on teaching
children about conflict resolution came
later. Rather than to create a game about
bullying behaviour, which is what a lot of
people think of when they picture con-
flict between children, the research team
wanted to explore the kinds of everyday
conflicts that take place in school-yards.
Friendship disputes, differences in opin-
ion, and arguments over the possession
of classroom items might seem trivial to
adults, but they are important problems
for children for whom school is their
entire world. The SIREN consortium
envisioned a game where players could
experience and resolve conflicts in a dy-
namic setting.



Some people who make serious
games say that the serious application of
the game should take precedence over
fun. They say that serious games should
offer players a safe environment to try
out new behaviours. Khaled disagreed
with this approach to game design. ‘Se-
rious game experiences need to feel real
and not trivial. Otherwise why would
we then use them to raise a mirror
to reality?’

Village Voices allows actions that
teachers might find surprising. Players
can be destructive in that world. They
can steal from each other. The game
gives aggressive players a noose with
which to hang themselves. Knowing
that the person whose labours you just
destroyed, or who stole the items you
were collecting, is sitting right there
next to you intensifies the game’s emo-
tional experience. Exchanges can be-
come heated between players. It is these
kinds of heated exchanges that often
makes games fun.

Games are usually poor at provoking
emotional responses. Village Voices does
exactly that. Khaled told me about one
session in a British classroom (the game
was tested across Europe). A female stu-
dent had such an upsetting experience
that she cried. After reflecting on the
incident with her teacher, the research-
er, and the other players, the girl later
returned to play again. Khaled thought
this was a breakthrough learning mo-
ment for the student.

So Village Voices is a good learning
tool, and it is also fun to play. But how
successful was the team in applying
game technologies like procedural con-
tent generation and emotion detection
to its design? Khaled said that the ex-
perience of designing a game primarily
for the purpose of testing technological
innovations was the hardest part of the

project. You might think that the role
of a game designer is to work out the
best solution to a problem given the
technologies at hand. However, when
the application of technology is the
problem, the relationship between de-
sign and technology is more complex.
Khaled said that the need to include
particular game technologies in the
design of Village Voices created a situa-
tion much like a rock band that needs
to accommodate a peripheral member,
such as a violin player. “While the vio-
lin player is not core to the project, the
whole project needs to be compromised
in some way in order to show off the vi-
olin player’s skills. It is not clear that the
violinist is going to help the band make
a new hit song, but it is clear he has to
be there. So the band tries to find the
violin player’s most positive qualities
because he has got to be there.

In Village Voices, the violin player’s
best qualities are adaptive technologies
that make the player experience more
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personalised. Because support for emo-
tion detection plug-ins was never actu-
ally included in the final prototype, the
game instead asks players directly how
they feel about events in the game and
introduces variations to the player expe-
rience according to their responses.

So far we have seen that Village Voices
was successful according to the popu-
lar opinion of game-design peers at the
European Serious Games — it won an
award. We have also seen anecdotally
that it is a provocative, if not fun game,
based on the British student’s emotion-
al response. But what does the SIREN
team think about the game?

According to Khaled, it can be dif-
ficult to implement learning games in
classroom settings, and even more dif-
ficult to properly evaluate them. Project
funding usually runs dry after around
three years, and games take most of
that time to develop. Gaining access to
schools is also difficult. The game is a
good fit for classes like social studies
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You cannot sit
a child down

in front of a
computer and
hope that they
will magically

learn something

that are often held only once or twice a
week. Together with the problem of se-
mester breaks and short evaluation peri-
ods, as well as the tendency for teachers
to have access to only a few computers
often equipped with obsolete hardware,
researchers would rarely see students en-
gage with Village Voices over a long peri-
od of time. All these things place limita-
tions on the design, testing, and evalua-
tion of games for research purposes.

Rigorous evaluation is important as,
ultimately, learning games are not black
box tools. You cannot sit a child down in
front of a computer and hope that they
will magically learn something. That vi-
tal learning moment comes when play-
ers discuss their in-game experiences.
As Khaled explained, ‘Playing the game
is just half the experience. The other
half is the subsequent discussion of the
game experience.

Given that discussion is so essential
to the evaluation process, and that it is
so difficult to get a sample of those dis-
cussions in a research setting, I asked
Khaled if it was possible to turn the dis-
cussion into a game as well, to include

it as part of the package. Khaled men-
tioned the meta-game, the part of the
game where a player is both playing and
watching themselves play the game. It is
in the meta-game that players achieve
the highest level of reflection. It works
well as a kind of after-game discussion,
a debriefing for players as they leave be-
hind the conflicts of the game world and
return to the everyday life of the school-
yard; but Khaled added that of course it
could be turned into a game. Achieving
this level of reflection in the game pack-
age itself is just another challenge for the
designers of serious games.

The Institute of Digital Games at the
University of Malta offers word-class
postgraduate education and research in
game studies, design, and technology. The
inter-disciplinary team includes research-
ers from literature and media studies, de-
sign, computer science and human-com-
puter interaction. Visit game.edu.mt
or contact Ashley Davis (ashley.davis@
um.edu.mt) for information about the
Institute’s Master of Science (taught or by
research) and Ph.D. programmes.
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