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Homework Assignment Week 7:  Virtual Worlds & Gaming 

After reading the text chapter compare the points the authors raised to the Virtual Worlds research summary. What were the points of agreement and or disagreement? What could have the textbook authors have added to the chapter to include this research?
Clark and Mayer’s chapter entitled “Simulations and Games in e-Learning” along with Khe Foon Hew and Wing Sum Cheung’s paper, “Use of three-dimensional (3-D) immersive virtual worlds in K-12 and higher education settings:  A Review of the research,” discuss the various pros and cons of simulations and gaming in instruction. Essentially, there are many positive, as well as negative aspects in regards to these technological tools. Ultimately, both texts provide some evidence for increased learning through the use of gaming and simulations, yet many of the findings are still inconclusive. Consequently, both pieces of literature are in agreement that further, more in-depth, and stronger designed research needs to be done in this area.   

One point of agreement between the texts is the finding that gaming and simulations are motivating tools for students. Use of Avatars, increased user control, high interactivity, and being present in a virtual world were key characteristics users liked. Such elements allow the user to feel like they are actually present in that given space and have the power to make active decisions in their own learning. Simulations and games permit learners to learn by doing and through an inquiry approach. When learners are active participants in their instructional experiences, learning is enhanced.

Both sets of authors discuss the benefits of the social element to increasing learning outcomes using simulations and games. Essentially, simulations and games, which provide scaffolding, guidance, and explanatory feedback, result in more in-depth learning and increased understanding of the key concepts being covered. The interactions allow for increased understanding and differentiated instruction. Learning with support is also more motivating than struggling through material independently.

Cautions are made about creating a balance between motivation and learning when using these tools. Oftentimes, users get lost in the gaming aspect of the program and lose sight of the learning piece. The key is to meaningfully integrate the learning objectives into the simulations and games so that the activities are connected in a more instructionally sound manner. If the learning objectives are embedded well, users will have an increased likelihood of learning the material. 

Another caution presented is that of the Hawthorne Effect. Much of the findings came from directly asking participants about their learning experiences. Oftentimes, participants know how they should respond because they know what type of answers the researchers are looking for. Additionally, sometimes users are not fully cognizant of what they really know or understand or what they do not. Such a misunderstanding of one’s own knowledge can also impact the accuracy in the types of responses participants provide. Consequently, the studies need to be designed in a stronger way such that the data that is gathered is more empirical in nature instead of descriptive and self-reflective. 

Both in Clark and Mayer’s textbook and Hew and Cheung’s research summary, the majority of the studies focused on higher-level education at either the high school or collegiate levels. As an elementary teacher, I am always particularly interested in the research that takes place at my instructional level. Essentially, I am always trying to find new, meaningful ways to integrate technology into my instruction; however, I would love to see the empirical data to support such an integration of technology. Consequently, I feel that the textbook authors should add a section on elementary research studies involving simulations and games. Yes, I have seen how motivating the use of technology can be on learning and what kind of an impact it can have on my students, but I would really love to have the validating research-based evidence there to reinforce what I am seeing. Essentially, the underlying question is always does it really work?
