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ABSTRACT

Aspartofafinalprojectforageneralpsychologycourse,studentswererequiredto
playagame,eitherdigital/videooronaboard.Studentsselectedtheirowngames,and
wereaskedtoidentifypsychologicalprinciplesintheirgameplay.Topicsincludedthe
brain,sensationandperception,humandevelopment,learning,motivation,intelligence,
personality,andmentaldisorders.Studentssuccessfullyappliedall topics togame
play,buttovaryingdegrees.Studentdiscussionsonthebrainandintelligencewere
well covered. Discussions on personality and psychological disorders issues were
relativelypoor.Studentswereabletomakeconnectionsbetweenconceptsandtheir
game-playexperiences.
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1. INTRodUCTIoN

Playinggameshasbeenandcontinuestobearecommendedwaytolearn.Thisidea
alignswellwithconstructivism,orstudent-centeredlearning.Piaget,Vygotsky,and
Montessorihaveallemphasizedtheroleofplayinlearningandhowitaidschildren
andstudentswithintegratingnewinformationintotheirknowledgebase.Thisledto
thequestion:wouldplayinggamesinhighereducationalsofosterlearningforstudents?

Play has been linked with improved learning in student-centered pedagogy.
Gamesencouragecollaboration(Pivec&Pivec,2011),whichislinkedwithimproved
learning.Educationalgames,includingcardgamesbasedonUnoorCrazyEights,that
capitalizeonplayhavebeeneffectiveinhelpingstudentslearnminerals(Spandler,
2016),andinencouragingcollaboration.Havingstudentswatchabiologyprofessor
demonstrateacomplexprocessbydrinkingfakeurinefostersanemotional,personal
connectionfor learning(Lujan&DiCarlo,2016);afterward,studentswhosawthe
fakedemonstrationhadbetterrecallandunderstandingofthebiologicalprocessthan
thosewhodidnot.Ingeneral,playinggamesisassociatedwithimprovedlearning.

Inthecollegeenvironment,gameshaveproventobeusefullearningtools.Ina
simulationgamecreatedspecificallyforachemistrycourse,studentsbuiltabatteryand
theirprocesseswererecorded(Hou,2015).Studentswhoweremoreinvolvedinthe
activityshowedgreaterreflectionandproblem-solvingactions,andalldemonstrateda
positivefocusevenwhenthefinalproductdidnotwork.Similarly,inaSQLcomputer
languagecollegeclass,professorscreatedagameforstudentstolearnthelanguage
whileinteractingwithnon-playercharacters(NPCs)whiletrackingdownacriminal
mastermind (Soflano, Connolly, & Hainey, 2015). Several different methods of
interactionwiththeNPCswereoffered,includingapicture-orientedoption.Students
gravitatedtowardtheinteractionstylethathelpedthembestlearnthematerialand
solve the game’s problem. Making games personally meaningful for these college
coursesimprovedmeasuresofstudentsuccess.

Student success has also been linked with video games specifically made for
educationalpurposes.Onesucheducationalvideogamethatfocusedontheprocess
ofidentifyingviruseswasusedasasupplementinacourseformedicallaboratory
students(Fleischmann&Ariel,2016).Thoughsomecomplainedaboutthesimplicity
of the game, 90% of the students reported enjoyment, learning, and acquiring
appliedknowledgeforvirusrecognition.Engineeringstudentsdemonstratedproject
management learningwithavideogame that required themtowork in teamsona
constructionproject(Misfeldt,2015).Thegamerequiredstudentstocreatecompanies,
identify their strengths and weaknesses, and address obstacles and challenges to
completingconstruction.Student reportedhaving funplaying thegamewhilealso
providingreal-worldexperiences,emphasizingtheimportanceofcollaboration,and
beingabletothinkstrategically.Arole-playinggamemeanttoteachsustainability
usedwithengineeringstudentsrequiredthemtohelppeopleandorganizationscreate
greenbuildings(Dib&Adamo-Villani,2014).Whencomparedtonon-playingpeers,
thosewhoparticipatedshowedhighratesofdeclarativeandproceduralknowledge
aboutsustainability.Actingindividually,studentsparticipatedinarole-playinggame
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helpingpeopleandorganizationscreategreenbuildings.Inadditiontofacultycreated
games,educationalgamesarealsolinkedwithimprovedlearningforcollegestudents.

Videogamescanhelplearningevenwhenthecontentdoesnotdirectlyrelateto
class.The engineering simulationgameEnergyCitywas repurposed for a college
classtohelpJapanesecollegestudentslearnEnglish(Franciosi&Mehring,2015).
Students were tasked with building a city that was energy efficient with minimal
damageandreportedtwoeducationalbenefits toplayingthegame.Theyfeltmore
confidentwiththeiruseofEnglishandimprovedtheirskillsatcombiningmultiple
informationsourceswithdifferentperspectives.SecondLife,anonlinevirtualworld
thatencouragesinteractionandexplorationoftheworld,hasbeenusedsupplemental
educationaltool,specificallyinhealthcaremanagementandparamedictrainingcourses
(Beaumont, Savin-Baden, Conradi, & Poulton, 2014). Students played out several
scenarios,andweregradedonsomeofthesimulations.Studentssaidtheyappreciated
playingthegamebecausetheycouldpersonalizetheirexperiencebygoingattheir
ownpaceandthroughexperimentingwithdifferentapproaches.Theyalsoappreciated
beingabletocollaboratewithothersinthegame.Gamesandplaydonotneedtobe
directlylinkedtoeducationalobjectivestobeeffectivelearningtools.

Playandgamesare linkedwithstudent learning.Researchindicates thatboard
games,videogames,andvirtualworldsareeffectivelearningtoolsforcollegestudents,
bothwithdirectand indirectconnections tocoursematerial.However,sincemany
collegestudentsplaygamesoutsideofclass, theyalreadyhaveregularaccess toa
learning tool. This leads to the question: can students learn about and understand
coursematerialwhenplayingagameof their choice?To that end, thepurposeof
this studywas toexplorehowstudentsexperienceconceptsand theories taught in
a general psychology course when playing a board or video game of their choice.
Students’responseswereevaluatedtodeterminewhethertheywereabletoconnect
classroomtheorytogameplay,andhowwelltheywereabletodosoinseveralfields
ofpsychologicalstudy.

2. MeTHod
2.1. Subjects
AfterapprovalfromIRB,thisstudyusedstudent-submittedfinalprojectsfortheFall
2015andSpring2016semesters,foratotaloffourclasses.Studentsweresentanemail
requestingpermissiontousetheirfinalprojectsaspartofaresearchstudy.Ifthey
werewillingtolettheirfinalprojectbeusedinthestudy,studentswereinstructedto
sendareturnemailwiththeirpermissionforatotaloftenfinalprojects.

Ofthe115studentsenrolledinthecourse,42studentswereineligibletoparticipate
due to their dual status as high school and college students. Of the remaining 63
students,43shouldhavesubmittedfinalprojectsas14studentswereexemptfrom
the final andanother sixwithdrewbefore theendof the semester.Thirty students
submittedfinalprojectsconnectingpsychologicalprinciplestogameplay,andwhen
asked,tenstudents,fourfemaleandsixmale,gavepermissionfortheirfinalprojects
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tobeused inanalysis.Noadditionaldemographic informationwascollected from
studentswhoallowedtheirfinalprojectsbeusedinthisstudy.

Asperthefinalprojectinstructions,studentsselectedtheirownvideoorboard
games,foreightdifferentgamesintotal.Threestudentsreportedusing“CallofDuty,”
afirst-personshootervideogame.Eachofthefollowinggameswereplayedbyone
student:ClashofClans,ClubPenguin,FIFA,Hedbandz,LeagueofLegends,Madden
16,andMinecraft.DetailsonthegamescanbefoundinTable1.

2.2. Procedure
Aspartofafinalprojectassignment,studentswereaskedtoplayagamethatrequired
collaborationwhilemanipulatingavirtualworldanddiscernwhatrolepsychological
principles had in the game. Students could choose a board or video game, and
suggestions were provided. They were informed of final project requirements on
thefirstdayofclassastheywereexpectedtoplaytheirchosengamefortheentire
semester, anddirectionswereprovided in the syllabus andonlineviaBlackboard.
Theassignmentinstructions,includingthequestionstobeanswered,arelistedinthe
Appendix.Thequestionsfocusedonkeyareas inageneralpsychologycourse: the
brain,sensationandperception,humandevelopment,learning,motivation,intelligence,
personality,andpsychologicaldisorders.

Studentswereaskedtoplaytheirselectedgameweeklyforatotalof15weeks
beginningthefirstweekofclass.Theywereallinstructedtostartplayingagamethat
bothrequiresthemtomanipulateaplayenvironmentwheretheiractionsinfluence
anotherpersonandinvolvesinteractionswithothers.Studentswerealsoadvisedtostart
playingandconnectionswouldbemadethroughoutthesemestertocoursematerial.
Whennewmaterialwasintroduced,classdiscussioninvolvedhowitmightrelateto

Table 1. Games used for the final project

Title Game 
type

Platform Ratings 

CallofDuty–not
specified

video nonegiven M–Mature,Ages17+*

CallofDuty–BlackOps video nonegiven M–Mature,Ages17+*

CallofDuty–Modern
Warfare2

video nonegiven M–Mature,Ages17+*

ClashofClans video nonegiven none

ClubPenguin video nonegiven E–Everyone*

FIFA video xBox E–Everyone*

LeagueofLegends video nonegiven T–Teen*

Madden16 video PS4 E–Everyone*

Minecraft video nonegiven E10+-Everyone,Ages10+*

Hedbandz board N/A

*Entertainment Software Association. (2017). Entertainment Software Rating Board. Retrieved from http://esrb.org/

http://esrb.org/
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gameplay.Forexample,duringdiscussionofthelobesofthecerebralcortex,students
wereaskedwhatvisualskillsingameplaycouldtheyconnecttotheiroccipitallobeor
whatcomplexmotorskillswouldbewiredintheparietallobe,suchasthoseneeded
tomanipulateacontroller.Duringclassescoveringclassicalandoperantconditioning,
studentswereaskedwhatsightsandsoundsduringgameplayindicateagoodorbad
thingisabouttohappen,suchasinWorldofWarcraft,orwhatrewardsorpunishments
comefromcertainactions,suchasbuyingpropertiesinMonopoly.

2.3. Analysis
Studentresponsesweredistributedinaspreadsheet,witheachfinalprojectquestion
placed in a separate page. Each student’s comments were listed in his or her own
columnoneachpage,andaconsistentorderwaskept throughout.Analysisof the
responsesidentifiedconceptsandtheoriescoveredinclassforeachquestion’stopic.

3. FINdINGS
3.1. Final Project Responses for the Brain
Alltenstudentslistedmultipleobservationsabouttheirbrains’involvementingame
playforatotalof75responses.Ofthose,sixwereincorrect.Theerrorswerewith
themidbrainbeingresponsibleforincorporatingaudioandvisualinput(3students),
theparietallobebeingkeytovisualprocessing(2students),andthetemporallobe
alsobeingresponsibleforvisualinterpretation(1student).

Themostexamplesofbraininvolvementwereaboutthefrontallobe.Ofthesixteen
comments,tenwereabouttheimportanceofdecision-makingwhenplayingagame.
Anotherthreecommentswereaboutthecomplexemotionsthatsomeonefeelswhile
playing.Additionalcommentsincludingbeingabletomanipulateothersduringgame
play,knowingwhentoaskforhelp,andplayingagamethatappealstoone’sinterests.
Themajorityofstudentcommentsregardingthefrontallobeencompassedavariety
ofrelatedissues,suchaswiththecomment

I need to decide what formation I’m going to play with and reason why. I’m starting 
the players that I am and not give the guy behind them a shot. I need to reason why I 
don’t strangle my brother when he scores a goal on me and abrupt [sic] into excitement, 
instead go down the field and score my own goal. I would never be able to talk shit 
and get in the head of my opponent in order to give me the upper hand. Thanks to the 
frontal lobe I am capable of doing all of this and use it to my advantage.

Fourteencommentsweremadeabouttheuseoftheoccipitallobeduringgameplay,
withninestudentsmakingobservations.Eightofthecommentswereaboutnoticing
gameplayandtheactionofothersinordertosucceedorwinthegame.Onestudent
simplystated,“Occipitallobeisaboutvisionandyouhavetowatchforwhenyourun
outoftime.”Fourothercommentswereabouttheuseoftheoccipitallobetoidentify
colorsandpatternsof friendsandenemies,andanother twocommentswereabout
beingabletoreadwrittencommunicationduringagame.Onegameinparticularonly
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usedtexttocommunicate,andastudentnoted,”Playersneedthisability[toread]to
beabletoreceiveandgiveoutmessagestootherfellowpenguinsinthegame.

All students also provided a total of 12 comments, including an incorrect
connection, on the use of their temporal lobes. Five comments focused on the
importanceofaworkingtemporallobewhencommunicatingduringteamplay,and
anotherfourcommentsfocusedonlisteningforandhearingsoundsthatcanindicate
dangerorsuccessfortheirgameplay.Onecommentnotedthatsoundsassociatedwith
certaingamingactivitiesarefuntohear,andanothermentioned“Theupbeatmusicin
thebackalsohasgreatdramatichighsandlowsaswelltokeepthehypegoingwith
thebattleyoure[sic]inorthemoodofthecurrentsetting.”

Involvement with the limbic system was mentioned eleven times, with five
commentsfocusingonitskeynatureinmemory.Studentsdescribedhowtheyneeded
torememberpreviousgameactionsthatweresuccessful,bothduringcurrentgame
playandearlierexperiences.Twocommentsaddressedthebasicemotionsrelatedto
gameplay,suchasgettingangryoveraloss,andanothertwowereabouttheinstinct
tosurviveevenwhenplayingagame.Anothercommentrelatedtoinstinctwasthe
desiretogetrevengewhenthwartedbyanother.Onestudentnotedtheroleofthought
organizationwith“…allowsyoutothinkthoroughlyaboutthenextquestionyouwant
toasksoyoudon’trepeatanything.”

Eachstudentmentionedtheuseofthemidbrain,butasnotedearlierthreewere
incorrectobservations.Theremainingcomments,however,describedtheimportance
ofbeingabletogetmessagesfromtheirbodiestothebrainforinterpretationandthe
returnofactionimpulsesfromthebraintothebody.Theycommentedonhowthey
canusewhattheyseeandheartoguidetheactionsoftheirhandsduringgameplay
becauseinformationgoesbackandforthbetweenthebodyandbrain.

Eightstudentseachhadanexampleoftheuseoftheparietallobeduringgame
play, but two were incorrect observations of visual activity. All of the comments
focusedmanipulationoftheirbody,mainlytheirhands.Asonestudentsaid,”Your
[sic]showingthenoobswhosebossandallthattimeyoudon’tevenrealizehowmany
timesyou’vepressedabunchofdifferentbuttonsonyourremotecontroller.”

Onestudentcommentedontheimportanceofthemedullaoblongataduringgame
playwith“Itisresponsibleformaintainingvitalbodyfunctions,suchasbreathing
andheartrate,wellifIdidn’thavethis,I’dbedead.”

3.2. Final Project Responses for Sensation and Perception
Allof thestudentsdescribedhowsensationsandperceptions related togameplay
with26examples,twoofwhichwereunfocused.Aswiththeirresponsestothebrain
andsubsequentquestions,studentsoftenpointedtomorethanoneconceptortheory
intheiranswer.Oftheunfocusedcomments,onestudentmadeagenericstatement
that sensation and perception are needed for any activity, and another pointed out
limitationswith“Itappealstoallsensesexcepttastebecause,well,thesnozzberries
don’ttastelikesnozzberries.”
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Studentscitedtheimportanceofattention,perceptualset,signaldetectiontheory,
motionperception,depthperception,andsensoryadaptationwhenplayingtheirgames.
Twostudentssaidthatbeingabletoseein3Dmadeiteasiertoplaytheirgames.One
studentnotedthatbeingabletoseea“badguy”movingallowedfordefensiveaction,
andanotherpointedoutthatthebackgroundmusicinthegamebecamelessannoying
oncesensoryadaptationallowedthemtoignorethenoise.

Ofthe24examplesprovided,eightweregiveneachforboththeimportanceof
attentionandperceptualset.Studentsnotedtheimportanceoffocusingactioninthe
gametowinorsucceedaswellasbeingabletofocusnarrowlyonrelevantinformation,
suchas identifyingfriendorenemywithin thegame.Studentsalsocommentedon
theimportanceofaperceptualsetsotheycouldknowwhattheyneededtododuring
currentgameactivities,whattopreparefornext,andtopredictwhatotherplayers
actions might be in order to ready themselves. As one student commented on his
selectionprocessforhisteamwhenplayingwithabrother“Ialwaysknewwhatto
expect.”Anotherstudentnotedthatunexpectedeventsbestshowwhenaperceptual
setisinusesinceit“couldbedisruptedduringthisgamewhenaplayerthinksthey’re
intheclearfordestroyingatowerandthentheygetganked.”

Studentsprovidedfourexamplesofsignaldetectiontheorywhenplayingagame.
Threenotedhowbeingabletoidentifyvariousaspectsofthegame,suchasdifferences
injerseycolororthemovementoftreesandplantsinthevirtualenvironment,helped
thembesuccessfulinthegame.Theywereabletodeterminewhatisahelporadanger,
andplayaccordingly.Onestudentnotedamoregeneraluseofsignaldetectionwhen
playingwith“WhenIamplayingthegameIamfullyamerced[sic] intothegame
play.Ifmymomshoutsdownstairstomethatits[sic]dinnertime,Iusuallydon’thear
her,shehastotextmeandtellme.”

3.3. Final Project Responses for Human development
Focusingondevelopmentalissues,sixstudentsaddressedfactorsinPiaget’s,Freud’s,
andErikson’stheories.Twostudentssaidthatdevelopmentalconcernsarenotrelevant
to their games, which was incorrect. Two other students made vague statements
regardingtheappropriateagesofplayers.Asonestudentnoted:

COD is for everyone for about ages ten and up. I think anything younger than that 
won’t understand the concept. I play it, I know teenagers who play it, and I also know 
adults who play it. I don’t believe this game is developmentally appropriate for children.

ForPiaget’stheory,twostudentsnotedthatapersoninconcreteoperationswould
dowellinthegamebecausetheyhavemasteredlogic,andtwootherstudentsfocusedon
formaloperationsandaperson’sabilitytothinkabstractlyandmanipulateinformation
intheirheads.Anotherstudent,alongwithonewhofocusedonconcreteoperations,
alsonotedtheimportanceofPiaget’sadaptationduringgameplay.Thestudentnoted
“Piagettalksaboutadaptation,whichcanbeusedwhenyouneedtosolveanissuein
thegamelikewhenyourhousegetsdestroyedorwhenyouneedtocraftaweapon.”
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OnestudentcommentedthatFreud’spsychosexualtheoryhasnorelationtoplaying
agamewhiletwoothersfocusedonthematuretitleoftheirgame.Theircomments,
however,werenotrelatedtoFreud’smaturegenitalstage,buttheageoftheplayer,
suchaswiththecomment,”Mismaturewhichis17andup.AndaccordingtoFreud
itmatcheswellbecauseweareathislastphaseattheage,youarealldevelopedand
mature.YouareintheMatureGenitalstage.”

AswithFreud’stheory,onestudentcommentedthatErikson’spsychosocialtheory
does not apply to game play either. Two other students commented on Erikson’s
identity-vs-identitydiffusionstage,withonenotingthatitwouldbehelpfultoplay
a game when determining personal preferences and another noting that having an
establishedidentitywillmakeiteasiertomanagetheintensityandchallengeswhen
playing.

3.4. Final Project Responses Learning
Observational learning, classical conditioning, and operant conditioning were all
mentionedasbeing involved ingameplay.Of the30descriptions, threeexamples
listedasclassicalconditioningbythestudentswereincorrect.Onestudentmentioned
thatclassicalconditioningcameintoplaywhenlearningfromwatchingothers,and
theothertwomentionedrewardsthatcomefromplayingthegame.Regardingoperant
conditioning,onestudentconfusinglywrote“Operantconditioningisasimplegame
andusedtoshowhowtodothebasicsofoperantconditioning,butmoresoaboutthe
difficultiesinapplyingitwell.”

Eightstudentsstatedobservationallearningwasimportantbecausetheylearned
fromothers.Theirdescriptionsweresplitbetweencopyingotherplayers’behaviors
inordertodeterminewhatdoesanddoesn’tworkanddevisingastrategytobestother
playersbasedontheirin-gameactions.Ofthefivestudentswhocorrectlydescribed
classical conditioning in their games, three described how they condition other
playerstoreactacertainwaybasedontheircharactersactions.Oftheremainingthree
examples, studentsmentionedhow theyhadbeenconditioned to react toacertain
soundorvisualcueinthegame.Onestudentincludedwithalongwithadescription
of associating a red-hazed screen with imminent death this comment “Classical
conditioning is thestrangest thingwe learnedallsemester inmyopinion. It really
blewmymindandnowlookingtoseehowIamclassicallyconditionedthroughthis
gameisscary.”

Studentsoffered twelveexamplesofoperant conditioning ingameplay,which
includes the confusing statement mentioned earlier. Seven of the eleven on-target
descriptions focused on reinforcement, with all but one positive reinforcement.
Studentsdescribedhowcertainactionsthatgotthemrewards,suchaslongerhiding
times or better skill levels, were repeated over and over during game play. One
student highlighted negative reinforcement by describing how to escape from the
unpleasantnessofcertainlossbytakingariskychancetoscoreagoalandwin.Positive
andnegativepunishmentswerealsomentioned, three timesandonce respectively.
Negativepunishmentduringagamecamewhentheplayerhadtowaitandmissouton
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gameactivityafterbeingkilled.Positivepunishmentexamplesfocusedonundesired
consequences toactions that leadto thestudents learningtonotrepeatabehavior.
Asonestudentdescribed:

Another one is it’s your fist time playing Black Ops and one of your teammates 
recommend holding a grenade for 10 seconds because it’s a hack that will level you 
up by 50 levels. After 5 seconds you explode and die. Next time you know better than 
to hold the grenade for more than 5 seconds.

3.5. Final Project Responses Motivation
All10studentsgave15examplesoftheconnectionbetweenamotivationtheoryand
gameplay.Theevolutionaryandoptimumdrivetheorieswerethetwogeneraltheories
mentioned,andself-determination,self-regulation,Maslow’shierarchyofneeds,and
intrinsicandextrinsicmotivationweretheindividualizedtheoriesselected.Onestudent
whomentionedevolutionarytheorypointedtotheinstincttocompetetowin“overa
measlyvideogame.”Optimumdrivetheorywasmentionedbythreestudentsasbeing
relatedbecausetheyexperienceamoderatelevelofarousalwhenplaying.Onestudent
prefersthegameusedforthefinalprojectbecause“Itriedmultiplegames…butIfelt
likenothinggavemethearousalthatthisgamedid.Ienjoyedeverybitofthisgame.”

OnestudentfocusedonMaslow’stheory,pointingoutthefeelingsofesteemthat
increasewhensuccessfulandthechallengestoplayingwhenloveandbelongingness
isthreatenedbyafamilymember’sbadsportsmanship.Threeotherstudentsfocused
onvariousaspectsofself-determination.Onestudentdiscussedautonomyandhow
playingasacharacterinagamemeansbeingabletodesignandcontrolyourcharacter’s
life.Theother twomentioned feelingsof accomplishment associatedwithplaying
theirgames.Asonestudentnoted“WhenIcompleteamissionorultimatelybeatthe
gamethefeelingofaccomplishmentisgreat.”

Two students mentioned self-regulation with the importance of feedback from
othersinordertoadjustgameplayandachievegoalsduringagame.Fourstudents
providedexamplesforintrinsicandextrinsicmotivation.Onestudentbrieflydescribed
howsomeonewillplayagametoachievetherewardswithinit.Threestudentssaid
thattheyplayedtheirgamesbecausetheyfoundthemtobepersonallysatisfying,both
duringcooperativeandsologames.

3.6. Final Project Responses Intelligence
When asked to identify how their game connects to intelligence, all ten students
focused solely on Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. Nine of Gardner’s
intelligenceswereused,whichincludedintrapersonal,interpersonal,visual-spatial,
existential,musical,body-kinesthetic,verbal,mathematical,andnaturalist.Allstudents
commenteddirectlyor indirectlymentioned the importanceofbeingable to solve
problemsinordertobesuccessfulintheirgame.

Ofthe34intelligenceexamples,25ofthecommentsdiscussedhowtheintelligence
was used in the game. Seven intelligences were identified as not needed, and two
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typesof intelligencewereused incorrectly.Oneof theerrorsconfusednaturalistic
andspatialintelligences,focusingonbeingabletointerpretwhatisseeninagame.
Theseconderrorisatypicalconfusionofintrapersonalintelligenceandmentioned
beingabouttointeracteffectivelywithothersinsteadofinternalawareness.

Themajorityof comments about aneeded intelligencewaswithvisual-spatial
awarenesswiththirteencommentsfromninestudents.Theyrecognizedtheimportance
ofbeingabletoseewhatishappeningaroundtheminthegameaswellasusingdepth
andmotionperceptiontowin.Onestudentcommented“Alsovisualiscrucialbecause
thegame ischangingeverysecondsoyouneed toadapt.”Anotherstudent further
described,”Itwouldbeeasierforsomebodylikethattobeabletocontroltheplay
inprocessionoftheballandknowwheretherestoftheteamisanddefenderstoo.”

Commentsforinterpersonal,mathematical,andverbalintelligencesallfocused
onhowhaving the skills canhelp someone succeed in agame.Two intelligences,
specifically body-kinesthetic and musical, were mentioned as being needed for
someandunnecessarybyothers.Forbody-kinesthetic,twostudentscommentedon
the importance of knowing how to manipulate a controller while another student
said the intelligence isuselesswhenplayinganappgame.Similarly,withmusical
intelligence,onestudentrepeatedlymentionedtheimportanceofbeingabletohear
and recognize sounds inorder toavoiddangerandbe safe.Another student said,”
Musicalintelligenceisoneoftheintelligencesthatisnotneededtoplaythisgame.
It’ssports,notGuitarHero!”

Gardner’s naturalistic and existential intelligences were mentioned as useless
ingameplaythreeandtwotimesrespectfully.Understandingthenaturalworldwas
dismissedasneededtoplayagame,andunderstandingone’sroleorthepurposeof
gameplayintheuniversewasalsoviewedasirrelevanttosuccess.

3.7. Final Project Responses Personality
In their finalprojects, thestudentsprovidedeighteenexamplesofhowpersonality
theoryappliedtotheirgames.ThetheoriescoveredincludedFreud’stheoryofmind
andadefensemechanism,Horney’stheory,reciprocaldeterminism,Maslow’sself-
actualization,andthefive-factortraitmodelofpersonality.Alloftheexamplesrelated
toMaslow’sstagewereoff-target.StudentslinkedMaslow’shigheststagewiththe
needtohavefunortoappearacertainwaytoothersalongwithfindingagamethat
appealstosomeoneonapersonallevel.

Three of the four examples for openness in the five-factor model were used
incorrectly.Studentsdescribedfriendlinessandcooperationasrelatedtoopenness;
onestudentdidmentiontheimportanceofbeingacreativeandflexiblethinkerwhen
playingagame.Theremaining twoexamplesfor thefive-factormodelwereabout
extroversion,andwerecorrectlyidentifiedassuch.Bothpointedtobeingsocialand
gregariouscanhelpgameplaybecauseothershelpedthemback.Twostudentsprovided
threeexamplesof reciprocaldeterminism ingaming.Bothstudentsdescribedhow
theirpersonalinterestsandattitudesinfluencedtheirgamechoice,suchaspreviously
playingasportinreal-life.Onestudentalsoconnectedin-gameopportunitiesdriving



International Journal of Game-Based Learning
Volume 9 • Issue 2 • April-June 2019

65

behaviorandappealingtopersonaldesireswith“Ifthere’satournamentgoingonand
braggingrightsareatstake,myenvironmentisinfluencingmetowanttoplaythis
gamemoresoIcanproveI’mthebestplayer.”

ForHorney’stheory,onestudentsaidthatthepeopleoneregularlyplayswithin
agamebecomefamilythatcanfostersafetyandsecuritywithinaperson.Another
studentalsomentionedFreud’sregressionduringgameplaybecause“Iamactinglike
Iwasayoungkidplayingasillygame.”WithFreud’stheoryofmind,onestudent
providedtwoexamplesoftheidandanotheroftheego.Asdescribed,theegoallows
forbalancebetweenplayingthegameandmeetingotherliferesponsibilities.Theid
exampleswereabouttheimmediategoodfeelingsthatcomefrommeetinggoals.The
studentmentioned“Theideaofthegameistowin,toeatsomeoneelse.Ifyouhave
averyidpersonality,youprobablyenjoybeatingotherpeopleandwinning.”

3.8. Final Project Responses Psychological disorders
One student did not provide any examples regarding the usefulness of playing a
game for someone with a psychological disorder. The other nine, however, made
suggestionsforwhocouldbehelpedthroughgameplay.Ofthe27examples,twowere
recommendationstoavoidplay.Forafirst-personshootergame,onestudentsuggested
that anyone with PTSD due to an experience with violence, specifically shooting,
shouldnotplaythegame.Anotherrecommendedavoidingasportsgamewithamood
disordergiventhatthefrustrationfromgameplaycouldcauseanaggressivereaction.

Of the remaining examples, students pointed to the usefulness of games for
individualswithanxietydisorders,mooddisorders,autism,aneurocognitivedisorder,
atraumaticbraininjury(TBI),andahistrionicpersonalitydisorder.Thesuggestions
for people with a neurocognitive disorder and TBI were focused on repetition of
information to foster memory. The student who mentioned narcissistic personality
disorderfocusedonhowbeingthecenterofattentionwhenplayingwithotherscould
feedintotheprobleminsteadofhelpingapersoncope.

Tenofthesuggestedhelpfulusesofgameplaywereforindividualswithmood
disorders.Forbothmajordepressiveandbipolardisorders, students recommended
playingagamesomeonecouldfeelsuccessfulandaccomplished.Somereportedmore
generaladvice,suchas:

[It] help them by taking their anger out on the game and not having to keep it in. It 
may also make them feel better about themselves when they do good in the game or 
maybe just playing the game in general can make them feel better.

Othersmademorepersonalobservations regardinggameplayandcopingwith
mood concerns with “I’ve never experienced depression but anything I’ve been
feelinglowspiritedIjusttrytostaybusybecauseitalwaysseemstodothetrick”or
“Sometimesthat’swhatIdotogetaway.”

Fivestudentspointedtoadvantagesingameplayforindividualswithanautism
diagnosis,andgeneratednineexamples.Allfivementionedthegameasprovidingan
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opportunitytointeractwithothersandlearnsocialskills.Studentsalsopointedout
thepotentialbenefitsofpracticingfinemotorskills,feelingsuccessfulinanactivity,
refiningfocusandattention,andteaching“tocooperatewithothersbymaybebuilding
orfindingsomethingthegroupneeds,likefood.”

Twostudentsmentionedtheusefulnessofgameplayforanxietydisorders.One
commentedthatplayingagamecanberelaxingand,therefore,reduceanxiety.The
otherfocusedspecificallyonsocialanxietydisorderandtheadvantageofbeingable
topracticeinteractionsinanenvironmentwhereotherpeoplearedistantstrangers.

4. dISCUSSIoN

When asked to apply psychological principles while playing a game, students in
a general psychology class considered factors related to the brain, sensation and
perception,humandevelopment,learning,motivation,intelligence,personality,and
psychologicaldisorders.Whilesometopicswerebetterunderstoodthanothers,all
studentsattemptedtoapplyvarioustheoriestotheirgames.Thetwotopicsbestapplied
bystudentswerethoserelatedtothebrainandmotivation.Theresultsindicatethat
playcanbeaneffectivelearningtoolinapplyinggeneralpsychologyconceptsand
theories.

Studentsclearlyreportedthemostconnectionswithbrainactivityduringgame
play.Theywereabletolinksensoryexperienceswiththebrainlobesalongwithother
lobe-relatedskills.Motivationwasanotherareawherestudentsdidwellsinceallof
theirexampleswereon-topic.Theonlydrawbacktothemotivationexamplesisthe
smallernumberofexamplescomparedtoothertopics,includingthebrain.

Sensation and perception concepts were also identified by students correctly,
especially attention, perceptual set, and signal detection. Other sensation and
perceptiontopics,suchasmotionanddepthperceptionalongwithadaptationandthe
sensorythresholds,werenotrecognizedasoftenifatall.Studentswerealsoableto
connectvarioustypesofintelligenceasdefinedbyGardnertogameplay.Whileitis
usefulthatstudentswereabletoidentifydifferenttypesofintelligencesashelpingor
ineffective,othertheoriesandissuesrelatedtointelligencewereignored.

Issuesrelatedtohumandevelopmentandlearningingameplaywereappliedwith
mixedresults.Forhumandevelopment,studentswereabletocorrectlyapplyPiaget’s
theorytoplay,butoftenmadeerrorswithFreud’sandErikson’stheories.Onestudent
commentingthathumandevelopmentdoesnotapplytoplayisilluminating.Operant
conditioningconcepts in learningwerecorrectly identifiedby students alongwith
observationallearning.However,examplesusingclassicalconditioningcontaineda
lotoferrorsusuallyfoundwithstudentsunderstandingofthetheory.

Ofallofthetopics,studentsmadethefewestconnectionsbetweengameplayand
personalityandpsychologicaldisorders.Perhapsduetothetopicbeingcoveredatthe
endofthesemester,students’examplesindicatedthatsomedidnotunderstandthe
relationshipbetweentheconceptsandgameplay.Whilestudentsdidprovidesome
decentexamplesforpersonality,moststudentsonlyfocusedononeapproach,whichis
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unusualcomparedtomultipleexamplesforothertopics.Additionally,somestudents
usedthewrongdefinitionsintheirapplication.Forpsychologicaldisorders,though
manydifferentproblemswerediscussed,mostoftheresponsesweresuperficial.It
seemedthatstudentstriedtomaketheconnectionbetweendisorderandgameplay
butthatitprovedtoobigofaleapinthinking.

4.1. Recommendations for Practice
Evenwiththemixedresults,studentsseemtoenjoytheassignmenttoplayagame
whilelearningfromit.Ifstudentsenjoytheirassignments,theyareengagedinclass
andlearningcanhappen.Asonestudentcommentedattheendofthefinalproject:

This final was different then [sic] any other that I have taken, but I really enjoyed it. 
I also really enjoyed this class. At first when I learned that I had to take psychology 
for my degree I wasn’t thrilled, but Dr Zielinski made the class very easy and make 
me like psychology.

Ifgameplayisadoptedintoacoursetoillustrateconcepts,certainpsychology
topicsneedtobeclarifiedforstudents.Thelimitedapplicationofpersonalitytheory
andpsychologicaldisorderstogameplayindicatethatmorediscussionregardingthe
relationshipofplaywithpatternsofbehaviorandabnormalbehavior.Additionally,
remindersaboutage-appropriategameactivitiesmighthelpincreasetheassociationof
playtohumandevelopmentconcepts.Usingthefindingsofpreviousstudents’finals,
providingspecificexamplesofhowaconceptrelatestogameplayaregivenduring
theregularclasslessonaswellasduringabriefreviewaftereachtest.

Findingawaytoplayinthecollegeclassroomissomethingstudentslikeandit
appearsthatitcanhelpthemapplypsychologicalconceptsandtheoriestoaneveryday
activity.

4.2. Recommendations for Further Research
Futureresearchcouldexploretheuseofgameplayinunderstandingpsychological
principlesbyhavingstudentsallplay the samegame.Agame labcouldbe setup
to accompany general psychology classes similar to computer labs for computer
scienceandEnglishwritingwherestudentslogintoandplayagame.Whilethecosts
couldbehighforpaidgames,severalfreeoptionsexisttodownloadorplayonline.
Additionally, students could be assigned to groups for cooperative or competitive
play,whichcouldfurtherenhancetheirunderstandingbyprovidingopportunitiesto
collaboratewithteammates.

Specificpsychologycoursescouldalsoemploygamesaspartoftheircurriculum.
The game, Her Story, could be used in a forensic psychology class. The game is
a seriesof seven interviewsofawomanwhowasawitness toacrimealongwith
supportingdocuments.Studentscanreviewwhat theysee,hear,andreadfromthe
pointofviewofawitness,policeofficer,attorney,andotherlegalparticipantsasan
applicationof forensicpsychologyprinciples.Cognitivepsychologycoursescould
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useproblem-solvinggamestoillustratevariousconcepts.Theclassicgame,Beyond
Zork:TheCoconutofQuendor,requiresgameplayerstomakedecisionsthatcanlead
tobeneficialoutcomesordeath.Moreover,manyclassicgamesareavailableforfree
downloads.ThegameofSmite,whichpitsgroupsofgodsagainsteachother,could
beusedinasocialpsychologyclass.Studentscouldworkingroupsorteamsagainst
otherclassteamsasanexampleoftheinfluencesofagrouponaperson’sactions.
Withthevarietyofgamesthatexist,onecouldbefoundformanyfieldsofstudyin
psychology.
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APPeNdIX: GeNeRAL PSyCHoLoGy FINAL 
PRoJeCT ASSIGNMeNT INSTRUCTIoNS

The final project for this semester is to apply various principles of psychology to
gameplay,specificallymulti-playeronlinegamesorboardgames.Yourassignment
istodelveunderthe“onlyforfun”surfacetofindoutwhatishappeningfromthe
psychologicalperspective.
Thisisasemesterlongproject,sostartthinkingaboutwhatgameyouwanttoplay.
Pleaseplanonspendingatleast30-60minutesaweekingameplay.Ifyouwaituntil
afterthemid-termpointtostartplayingandthinkingaboutthegame,itwilladversely
impactyourfinalprojectand,ultimately,yourfinalgrade.
Onlycertainvideogamesapplytothisfinalproject.Thevideogamehastoallowfor
onlineplay,whetheritbethroughacomputerorgamingconsole(xBox,PS4,etc).
Asyoucanseefromtheexamplesbelow,eachgamehasto:

1. Requireyou,theplayer,tointeractwiththevirtualworld,whetheritbeonlineor
inaboardgame.Youmustbeanactiveparticipantinthegameworldbymoving,
pickingupthings,cooperative/competitivegameswithothersplayersandNPCs,
etc.

2. Allowforcommunicationbetweenplayers,whethertheyarerecognized“friends”
ornot.Chatwindowsandcrowd-speakofferthiscommunicationopportunityin
videogames/

Games thatdonothaveavirtualworldbutallow interaction, suchasWordsWith
FriendsorHearthstone,donotqualify.
Ifyoualreadyplayoneof thesegames,keepplaying it. Ifanyone iswilling tobe
an“expert”friendforyourclassmatesandallowmetoputyourinformationupina
Blackboardannouncement,pleaseletmeknowviaemail.
Ifyoucanthinkofanothervideogamethatyouwouldliketoplaythatisnotlisted
butyoubelievequalifies,pleaseaskmebeforeSeptember30.Thisisasemesterlong
project,andrequiresenoughtimeforyoutoplayandconsiderhowthepsychological
principlesrelatetowhatyouaredoing.
Mostboardgamesalreadyrequireinteractingwiththevirtualworld(theboard)and
otherplayers.Ifyouhavequestionsaboutwhetheraboardgamequalifies,pleaseask.
Onceyouhavefoundyourgame,startplaying.Takenotesasyougoalongbasedon
thequestionslistedbelow.

The Final Project Questions
1. What Did You Choose?
Whatisthegame’sname?Describeandsummarizethemulti-playeronlinegameyou
chosetouseforyourfinalproject.Somequestions/concernsyoucouldaddressinclude:
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• Whatistheback-story?
• Whatisyourin-gamegoal(s)whenplaying?
• Describeyourcharacterandwhathe/she/itdoesduringgameplay?

2. Brain Involvement
Thinkabouthowyourbrainwasengagedingameplay.Howwaseachpartinvolved?
Describewhateachpartcontributedtoyourgameplay,including:

• midbrain
• limbicsystem
• occipitallobe
• temporallobe
• frontallobe
• parietallobe

3. Sensation and Perception
Youexperiencedandinterpretedmanythingswhileplayingyourgame.Whichconcepts
from the sensation and perception outline were involved in your game play? Did
perceptualsetsimpactanythingthatyoudid?Anyofthevisual-onlyconceptsrelate
toyourplay?Didyouexperienceanychangeswithyour sensationandperception
capabilities,suchasimproveddetectionrelatedtosignaldetectiontheory?

4. Human Development
Don’t look at the game rating. What age group is your game targeting? Is it
developmentallyappropriate?UsePiaget’s,Freud’s,andErikson’stheoriestoexplain
why you think your game is on target or missed the mark for a developmentally
appropriateexperience.

5. Learning
Yourgameusesbehavioralprincipals!Youhavelearnedthroughassociation,rewards
and punishment, and just watching. Describe the role that classical conditioning,
operantconditioning,andobservationallearninghasingameplay.

6. Motivation
So,whywouldyouwanttoplaythisgame–beyondthewholefinalprojectassignment
requirements for this class?OrwhywouldyouNOTwant toplay this game?Use
oneof themotivation theoriesunder“Motivation in theEveryday” toexplainwhy
someonewouldandwouldnotwanttoplayyourgame.

7. Intelligence
First,defineintelligence.Youneedittosuccessfullyplayyourgame.Nowthatyou’ve
definedintelligence,considerGardner’stheoryofmultipleintelligences.Whichones
ofhisintelligenceswouldmakesomeoneverygoodatyourgameandwhy?Which
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onesofhisintelligenceswoulddefinitelynotbeneedorbeanactivebarriertobeing
goodatthisgameandwhy?

8. Personality
Thereisaninteractionbetweenyourpatternofbehaviorsandresponses(personality)
andyourgame.Consideringallofthedifferentperspectivesforpersonality,which
onedoyouthinkwouldbestexplainwhysomeonewouldwanttoplayamulti-player
onlinegame?

9. Psychological Disorders
Manygameshavebeendeliberatelycreatedtohelppeoplewithdisorders.However,
manygamescreatedforplayhavealsohelpedpeoplewithdisorders.Describehowdo
youthinkyourgamemighthelpsomeonewithapsychologicaldisorder.Eventhough
wedidnotcoveralloftheseinclass,somedisorderstoconsiderforyourgameinclude:

• autism(spectrumincludingAsperger’s)
• depression
• bipolar
• anxietydisorders(phobias,OCD,GAD,PTSD,etc)
• dementiaand/orAlzhiemer’sand/ormemorydisorders
• traumaticbraininjuries(rehabilitativetherapy?)
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