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Brandon Carson

Brandon is a Creative Director and Instructional 

Designer located in northern California.

Along with client work, Brandon has authored 

articles and essays on effective learner-centered eLearning 

design. Before corporate training, Brandon worked as a 

designer of educational materials and supplements for the 

higher education market.

Having worked directly with companies such as 

Wells Fargo, Oracle, Cisco, Intel, and eBay among others, 

Brandon has established an approach to developing 

courseware focused on maximizing learners’ potential and 

satisfaction.

On most weekends you will find him navigating the 

twisty back-roads of northern California on one of his 

motorcycles.
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Zen and the 

Art of 

Motorcycle

Riding

Catch him if you 
can, because 
Brandon is 
often seen riding 
his BMW motor-
cycle very fast on 
lonely roads at 
odd times during 
the day. Brandon 
finds straddling 
himself on two 
wheels and 
propelling himself 
forward at 
ridiculous speeds 
strangely 
invigorating.

Game-based 
learning is a 
natural next 
step to 
building 
engaging 
eLearning.



Objectives

 I hope a key takeaway of this book is recognition 

that learning can and should be fun. Another important 

takeaway is the realization that you don’t have to create 

boring eLearning – regardless of budgets and schedules.

You shouldn’t blame the content if the eLearning 

doesn’t work – it is your job to design an engaging 

experience, regardless of the content. It is imperative to  

focus on placing the learner in context where they have to 

make decisions, understand the impact of those 

decisions, and know if there are consequences to those 

decisions. Using game-based learning can help you realize 

the potential of creating engaging and fun eLearning.

I am certain that after reading this manual, you will 

be able to conduct a creative conversation in your mind 

about steps you can take to integrate more fun in your 

eLearning design.
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Notes:



Games Defined

Before we proceed too much further, let me share 

with you some definitions of “game.” This will lead us to 

discuss more specifically what a learning game is and 

discover key components that must be present to have a 

learning game.

If you ask five game designers for their definition of 

a game, you may likely get five different answers. I’ve seen 

some definitions similar to these:

• “A form of play with goals and structure”

• “A form of art in which players make decisions in 

order to manage resources through game tokens in the 

pursuit of a goal”

• An activity with some rules engaged in for an 

outcome”

There are two primary components necessary for a 

game to occur: play and engagement. Let’s look at play 

first.

The important 
words in these 
definitions 
stand out. They 
are “play” and 
“engage”.

Notes:



What Is Play?

To have a game you must have play. You can’t 

design a game if you don’t understand what play is.

In a scholarly book called Homo Ludens: A Study of 

the Play Element in Culture, Johan Huizinga defines play 

as follows:

“A voluntary activity or occupation executed within 

certain fixed limits of time and place, according to rules 

freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in 

itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy, and the 

consciousness that is ‘different’ from ‘ordinary life.’”

Mr. Huizinga studied aspects of play in different 

cultures and determined that from the earliest known times, 

humans have had a desire to play, and in fact he sees play 

as a primary human instinct.

Now that we know play is a natural instinct, we 

should have no problem getting this across to our managers 

and executives, right! RIGHT!
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Notes:



What Is Play?

If we go a step further and observe how humans 

play, we can break play into two general forms:

Structured and Unstructured.

Types of Play

Play Definition Example

Structured Play with 
a defined 

goal

A video 
game or a 
team sport 

Unstructured Play 
without a 
defined 

goal

Playing 
with toys
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Play is a 
primary 
human instinct.

Notes:



Elements of Play

For our purposes as instructional designers, we are 

primarily concerned with structured play.

Now that we have discussed a general definition of 

play, let’s examine The fundamental elements of play as it 

applies to learning.

Play for learning involves three essential elements:

1. Metaphor

2. Safety

3. Fun
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Notes:



 

Metaphorical Play

Many aspects of play mimic real-world tasks.  

Microsoft’s Flight Simulator software is a popular example 

of a simulation that mimics a real-world task. You can 

simulate a flying experience with a realistic representation 

of what it is like to pilot an aircraft, but many of the tasks 

you perform in the software represent metaphors for 

actual experiences behind the controls of a real plane. You 

may run out of gas and crash in the software, but you won’t 

really die.
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Play is our 
brain’s 
favorite way 
of learning 
and 
maneuvering.

Notes:



 

Metaphorical Play

Another example of metaphorical play is an Army 

training game simulating combat. During play you may 

encounter dozens of enemies that you must kill.  This 

increases emotional responses as well as heightened aware-

ness of the dangers involved in war, but many 

soldiers go entire careers in the military without firing a 

single shot. The game would be boring if it was too real! 

The game must intensify the main learning objective: when 

to shoot and why by dramatizing the combat 

experience and avoiding the countless boring hours most 

soldiers spend on their tours of duty. It is a shared 

assumption among the players that they probably won’t 

ever encounter dozens of enemies coming at them at once, 

but none of them will deny they can probably use the 

target practice. The games are definitely a cheaper form of 

training than actual invasions!
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Notes:



 

Metaphorical Play

An example of metaphorical play, although not 

necessarily easily translatable to learning, is the classic 

Pac-Man game. With its low-quality graphics and simple 

maze it does not mimic a real-world task – but it does 

represent a metaphor for a crazed, busy lifestyle with bad 

guys chasing you trying to get you to make a mistake. Pac-

Man works as a game, even with those horrible graphics.

This brings up another point: You do not have to 

construct the highest-quality graphics with granular detail 

to every part of an object to create an emotional 

attachment to the game.
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Players must 
know how to 
operate within 
the game 
environment.

Notes:



Play Must Be Safe

The whole idea of creating a game for our learners 

to play is to provide an experience that may demonstrate 

the dangers of what they’re doing without the 

consequences.

The quicker and more easily the player can recover 

from their mistakes, the safer they will feel about 

exploration. Losing should be rare, although you may want 

to maintain the illusion of risk.

Consider the roller coaster as an example of safe 

play in the real world. The player feels very confident that 

the roller coaster he is about to get on is safe: experts 

designed it, and many thousands of people have ridden it 

before. But the primary goal of the roller coaster may be to 

instill FEAR and DANGER!
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Notes:



Play Must Be Fun

Most learners will think of “fun” when they hear the 

words “game” and “play” together. Think of the three 

words in this way:

• Game is the activity

• Play is the behavior engaged in

• Fun is the experience or emotion derived from the 

behavior

The relationship between the three must exist to 

have a game.
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If the game 
isn’t fun, you 
have a bad 
game.

Notes:



Why Do We Play?

Remember back to your childhood: 

Whether you played team sports, or created new 

games on the spur of a moment, it is probably safe to 

assume that as a child you LOVED to play games.

Children pass a lot of time perfecting the art of play. 

A lot of this playtime involves learning as well – to play 

baseball kids need to learn how to hold a bat or slide into 

home plate. To learn to play chess, you must first learn the 

rules. Kids actively engage in a learning process while 

playing. It seems natural to carry on Play in learning for 

adults.

The second component of a game is engagement. 
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Notes:



 

What is Engagement?

Clark Quinn defines a learning game this way: A 

learning game is an environment designed to create an 

optimal level of engagement.

Well what exactly is engagement? Engagement 

describes a situation where learners feel an emotional 

connection to the material. For successful play to occur, 

there must be engagement.

Understanding what engages people is a core 

fundamental aspect of designing an effective learning 

game.

Many people in the game industry spend a lot of 

time, effort and money studying what makes people want to 

play. We can learn from them what key elements are 

necessary to create engagement in a game, and apply the 

principles of learning to create a learning game.
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For successful 
play to occur, 
there must be 
engagement.

Notes:



 

What is Engagement?

Some key elements of engagement include:

• Relevance: Can the player find personal meaning in the 

game and relate it to the work/tasks they perform in their 

job?

• Focus: Is the goal or objective of the game easily 

discernible to the player?

• Interest: Does the game grab the player’s attention?

Without these elements you miss an opportunity to 

engage the player emotionally. And if you can hook them 

emotionally, you will get them engaged.
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Notes:



What is Engagement?

Effective strategies to build engagement in 

learning games include the use of:

• Drama (as in storytelling)

• Self-adjusting flows (giving the learner freedom of 

choice)

• Competition (creating multi-player modes or through 

team-driven activities)

By understanding that the two primary elements of 

a game are play and engagement, you can begin to explore 

deeper what constitutes play and engagement based on the 

audiences you are designing for. If I am building a 

tobacco compliance course for teenagers, the games I 

design may be different than if my audience consists of 

engineers at a high-tech company.
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I’m sure there 
were people 
who 
calculated 
ROI on email! 
There will 
always be 
number 
crunchers.

Notes:



Design and Implementation 
Strategies

Now that we know what instructional elements are 

required to build an effective learning game, let’s talk a bit 

about how to produce an effective learning game on, yes, 

you heard it, a shoestring budget.

First let me define shoestring budget. Over at the 

Paramount movie lot, a shoestring budget is a few million. 

In a cubicle at a local high tech company we may not have 

quite the same purse strings. Convincing the holders of the 

purse strings that a new way of thinking is needed is not 

always easy.  Early in the Internet days, I remember having 

to justify why a graphic design team in our department 

needed Internet access on each desktop instead of just one 

central machine.

I’m constantly working with budgets ranging from 

$10,000 to $100,000, with the average budget hovering 

around $50,000. 
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Notes:



Traditional Obstacles to Using 
Learning Games

Before you can begin design and development of 

your learning game you may have to overcome some 

common obstacles as you request approval and budget. 

Some of the following are often perceived as obstacles to 

using learning games:

• Lack of ROI on the effectiveness of the relationship 

between the learning game, and performance 

improvement

• Up-front cost to build a game engine is too high

• Our company culture would not accept the idea of a game 

in a learning program

• The ISD process must be more time-consuming when 

designing games

• Implementation takes too much of the budget and 

schedule
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40 percent of 
Americans 
who play 
computer 
games are 
older than 36 
and 13 per-
cent of all 
players are 
older than 50.

Notes:



Traditional Obstacles to Using 
Learning Games

A lot of these perceived obstacles might have 

certain merit based on the dynamics of the project or 

company you work with.

Let’s look at each “obstacle” in more detail:

Obstacle: Lack of ROI on the effectiveness of the 

relationship between the learning game, and performance 

improvement.

Response: Research is showing that using game-

based learning has the potential to increase retention and 

understanding four to ten times more than other online 

learning options.
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Notes:



Traditional Obstacles to Using 
Learning Games

Obstacle: Up-front cost to build a game engine is 

too high.

Response: It does not have to cost more to create 

game-based learning. Using a streamlined process and 

reusable technology, my company has been able to save as 

much as 25% of the cost of traditional interactive custom 

eLearning quoted by larger vendors.

Companies in the U.S. spend about $60 billion a 

year on training their employees, but much of that is wasted 

because training sessions are just too dull.

Traditional eLearning classes were supposed to fix 

that, but in reality they just allow learners to get bored at 

their own pace. As a result, employees aren't coming away 

from the training with the knowledge or skills their 

employers are paying for.
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Companies in 
the U.S. spend 
about $60 
billion a year 
on training 
for their 
employees.

Notes:



Traditional Obstacles to Using 
Learning Games

Obstacle: Our company culture would not accept 

the idea of a game in a learning program

Response: It has been suggested that computer 

games can incorporate as many as 36 important learning 

principles. For example, they put learners in the role of 

decision-maker, pushing them through ever harder 

challenges, engaging the player in experimenting with dif-

ferent ways of learning and thinking.

Any culture that values learning should embrace the 

idea of active participation and engagement.
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Notes:



Traditional Obstacles to Using 
Learning Games

Obstacle: The ISD process must be more time-

consuming when designing games. Implementation takes 

too much of the budget and schedule.

Response: At my company, we often find in terms of 

development hours that the ID process takes about as much 

time as the production process. If we estimate a 

project cost, 9 out of 10 times we come out with the ID time 

taking as much as the production time. I have found that 

designing a game which may include a scenario 

requires a more intimate knowledge of the company and the 

company culture. There is no getting around that. As the 

ID, you need to fully comprehend the audience, their 

expectations, and the culture in which they work. That is 

often the hardest task when trying to create a relevant 

scenario.
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The top three 
reasons adults 
play games:

For fun

For challenge

To play with 
friends

Notes:



 

Instructional Design Strategies: 
Creativity

In our day-to-day jobs sometimes it is difficult for 

us to pause and consider one of the most important 

elements necessary to build a successful learning game: 

Creativity.

By creativity what do I mean? Creativity is a broad 

term, and can imply a lot. What does creativity mean in the 

form of a learning game?

Take this for example. Here is a frame from an 

eLearning program I worked on recently. There are a few 

things wrong with this frame, but a large percentage of 

eLearning goes out like this.
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Notes:



 

Instructional Design Strategies: 
Creativity

One thing this frame does is present content in 

slide-ware format. Notice the bulleted presentation of 

material.

In most presentations this format does not suffice. 

As Edward Tufte often says, slide-ware generally weakens 

messages, and more often than not corrupts the ability to 

properly analyze information. We’re now getting to the 

point where our learning messages have to compete with so 

many other messages the learner receives, so it is 

imperative to prevent the dilution of our messages with 

compressed language in bullet format.

Slide-ware is generally bad because it can lead to 

corruption of data. Bullets can trivialize content and force 

the presenter to simplify important points.

We wanted to design a different way to present the 

information, but didn’t have a large budget. We knew we 

would need to reinforce out slide-ware data with some form 

of engagement.
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Stay away 
from slide-
ware when 
presenting 
your 
instructional 
message.

Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Creativity

We took the course reference  (what we refer to as 

the “library”) material and built a scenario, which 

supports the information in a completely different 

presentation style.

The scenario places the player into a dramatic 

situation where they will learn how to set up and use the 

testing device. But this narrative story adds much more 

creativity to the course -- which helps to build engagement.

With elements of drama and dialogue, the player is 

catapulted into a tense situation that requires their full 

attention. As the scenario begins, the story-line and 

characters are introduced, the situation explained, and then 

practice with the machine is presented. To successfully 

navigate the scenario the player must successfully set up 

the machine as instructed, before the spaceship blows up.
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Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Creativity

This scenario did not cost any more money to 

produce than the slide-ware. The screenshots throughout 

are the same – the graphics for the space shuttle are all 

royalty-free graphics, and the programming is basic.

There are no complex branching options – the 

practice is built to reinforce the material, but safely lets the 

player get the right answers. The difference between the 

slide-ware frame and this scenario is primarily rooted in 

approaching the learning with more creativity. 
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Costly, media-
rich graphics 
are not 
necessary to 
build 
engagement.

Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Creativity

We were able to instill “relevance” by not using the 

player’s real-world workplace as the setting. We remove 

them from their day-to-day environment and place them in 

outer space. The player is able to relate to the situation, 

though, because in their day-to-day work they must 

successfully set up the test machines under 

similar time constraints, although they almost never have to 

beat the clock to prevent a bomb from going off.

We could have mimicked a real work scenario, but 

by placing the player in outer space we were able to add 

more drama to the story and craft a tense time-based 

situation, without requiring actual work-related accuracy. 

This is constantly done in Hollywood productions: 

situations are overblown to create dramatic effect. As long 

as you are able to bring the context of what the learner is 

doing down to the level of the learning objective, the drama 

is what you can cheaply use to create more engagement.

Creating Effective Learning Games   28

Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Use Writers as a Resource

Another thing to consider is hiring a writer. As ID’s 

we are experienced at the process of creating measurable 

learning programs, and many of us are darn good writers as 

well – but there is something to be said about adding a 

creative element to our writing by bringing in a seasoned 

novelist or playwright. It is not necessarily an expensive 

process either.

In the example on the next page, we had technical 

content to deliver. Our audience was made up primarily of 

engineers, so we could have easily gotten away with a 

page-turner. Instead we decided to rely on a creative writer 

to weave a narrative story to compliment the reference 

information. 
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Use dramatic 
settings and 
story-lines to 
create more 
engagement.

Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Use Writers as a Resource

As the ID, I built the objectives, gathered the 

content, and organized the modules; but I just didn’t have 

the time to conceptualize story elements. So in a team 

meeting with the client, I advocated hiring a writer to come 

onboard and develop a dramatic storyline for the scenario.

In the meeting one of the client leaders asked how 

much this person would know about their company’s prod-

ucts. I replied “Absolutely nothing.” Why would they need 

to know anything about the products? If I do my job 

correctly as the ID, they will only need to add a creative 

component to increase the drama. Product knowledge is not 

necessary in this context.

Shown is a content frame before the writer was 

brought on board. The frame is constructed in slide-ware 

format with bullets and narration. After the writer took a 

spin with it, she came up with the frame shown on the next 

page.
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Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Use Writers as a Resource

She introduced a setting (outer space), place and 

time (near future), as well as a primary character named 

Gates. She added drama and a touch of humor by making 

Gates be a spaceman who is “smart and eager to teach” and 

added some flair by comparing the subject matter of the 

course to Gates’ spaceship. Who can’t identify with that?

Maybe it produces a chuckle, or even a groan… but 

with the power of a few words and some horrendously 

cheesy graphics that were cheap to produce and are reus-

able, we are able to draw the learner in emotionally, and 

hopefully engage them.

After this introductory frame, she moved into 

presenting the content as shown in the first frame in a 

similar fashion, but in the context of the story.
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The narrative 
story fulfills 
one of our 
three strate-
gies to build 
engagement: 
Drama.

Notes:



Instructional Design Strategies: 
Use Writers as a Resource

Another element you can add to a scenario or narra-

tive story is a health meter, which replaces a traditional 

page indicator. With a health meter, you add a traditional 

game-like metaphor that introduces consequences -- if the 

player’s health decreases, eventually they may have to re-

play or start over. Their health decreases as they make 

wrong decisions. This mechanism is important when the 

material is mimicking an important real-life job as in medi-

cal, compliance, or health and safety training. By introduc-

ing a health meter, we are creating a play-like atmosphere 

tinged with a bit of seriousness.

This component helps to intensify the drama, and 

add competition and motivation to the mix, as well as 

seriousness.
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Notes:



Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Frame Games

Rounding out the narrative story we created, we 

added what are called “frame games.” Frame games are 

great activities to use for rapid recall of information, and 

have the potential to add high levels of engagement without 

draining precious development dollars – mainly because 

it’s not easy and quick to create high levels of interaction 

using Flash.

It’s relatively easy to turn a simple multiple-choice 

interaction into a compelling, interesting game. Let’s look 

at an example:

This resembles my daughter’s STAR testing at 

school – a series of tests that she dreaded.
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It’s not easy 
and quick to 
create high 
levels of 
interaction 
using Flash.

Notes:
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Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Frame Games

Now, let’s take a look at the same test, turned into a 

frame game:
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Frame games 
are best used 
for concepts, 
facts and 
information, 
and proce-
dures and 
processes.

Notes:
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Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Frame Games

A much more compelling interaction – something 

that makes me WANT to beat the high score or get through 

the questions before time runs out.

Here is another sample of a frame game:
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Use frame 
games as 
preliminary 
activities or as 
follow-up 
review 
activities.

Notes:
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Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Frame Games

This particular game mimics a traditional tic-tac-toe 

game. We have the games set up as templates, which allow 

our IDs to easily build new games simply by adding 

questions.

Frame games are best used for concepts, facts and 

information, and procedures and processes. They provide a 

competitive factor as well as a self-adjusting leveling 

system (which is optional) so the player can adjust the 

game as their knowledge increases.

You can use frame games as preliminary activities 

or as follow-up review activities. We use them in 

conjunction with the content so players can alternate 

between the content and the game to test their 

comprehension.
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The self-
leveling 
feature of the 
frame game 
fulfills one of 
the three 
primary 
elements of 
engagement: 
creating a self-
adjusting flow.

Notes:



Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Frame Games

The hard part is writing good questions. Frame 

games seem simple at first glance, but they are powerful 

mechanisms for engagement, at a very affordable price.

Once the initial cost of the templates are covered, 

you have a pool of diverse activities that are simple and fast 

to build. As a matter of fact you can even use the templates 

we have created to build your own games.
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Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Blogs

Sometimes, the simplest concepts can have the 

greatest impact. For example, instant messaging altered the 

way in which many people communicate. The concept is 

simple, yet the social uptake is amazing. Why do some of 

the simplest concepts receive the greatest adoption? There 

are many reasons, but one of the most significant is ease of 

use. For many, technology is intimidating ... and simplicity 

is more important than capability or potential.

Blogging is an example of a simple concept that has 

the potential to alter the way in which people 

encounter and examine ideas, receive news, and even learn. 

Basically, a blog is short for web log, and consists of 

regular updates, links, and news posted on a personal site.
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The primary 
value of blogs 
rests in their 
ability to 
communicate.

Notes:



Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Blogs

Interest in blogging is increasing in many 

institutions. The primary value of blogs rests in their ability 

to communicate. Instructional designers are beginning to 

see blogging as a means of disseminating information 

across an organization.

Blogs get a learner to write, which is inherently 

good, and to express their opinion – which may or may not 

be a good thing.

Blogs set up for learning should try to 

encourage dialog, not just opinion. A blog full of people’s 

opinions does not necessarily make for good education. By 

encouraging discussion of the subject you can make sure 

your learners are tested with critique, dialogue and debate, 

not just one-off opinions. 
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Notes:



 

Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Blogs

Blogs can be used in this way because learners can 

comment on others’ posts. Before blogs became so 

universal, we created a similar type of activity.

This activity came at the end of a course module 

and encourages learners to create a dialogue by asking a 

question and waiting for input. If a learner adds input they 

can then view other’s input. This type of activity becomes 

even more powerful when combined with a synchronous 

learning activity, such as a face-to-face seminar.
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Blogs get a 
learner to 
write, which is 
inherently 
good.

Notes:
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Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Wikis

A wiki is an online document that is created and 

edited collaboratively. Users can change, delete, update, 

and build on the thoughts and ideas of others. It's a com-

munal tool ... and for people new to the idea, the concept of 

anyone being able to update and change the text of a site 

seems chaotic. Yet, for some reason, it works very well. 

Complex projects (see Wikipedia - an encyclopedia done 

with a wiki) have proven the value of this tool. Blogs and 

wikis complement each other. Whereas blogs are more like 

personal journals, wikis represent the busy, chaotic, lively 

discussion that is experienced in regular classrooms. 

Learners build on and extend each other’s ideas.
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Using blogs, 
wikis and/or 
frame games 
fulfills one of 
the three 
engagement 
strategies: 
Building 
competition or 
team-driven 
activities.

Notes:
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http://www.wikipedia.org/


Rely on What’s Already Been 
Done: Templates

Rely on other types of templates for the ID 

process. I have created almost an “assembly line” process 

for analysis, storyboarding, and production using templates 

for design documents, storyboard files, interaction mock-

ups, and Flash objects.

I also have “character worksheets” to help me 

brainstorm and develop characters for narrative scenarios. 

You can use these to get approval/sign-off from 

your clients, and also as launching pads for your creative 

thought processes.

Templates such as these also force a consistency 

across the design process for all your organization’s 

courses. Although I firmly believe in bringing a creative 

flare to each and every course, it is also important to 

enforce a certain level of consistency across your organiza-

tion’s curriculum: not just from an aesthetic sense, but also 

from the learning methodology.
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Notes:



Production Strategies: 
Set Your Sights Low

Rely on lower-quality production elements. If 

people were finicky about high-quality graphics they 

wouldn’t use emoticons in instant messages, or care about 

clip-art images in Microsoft products, use cell-phone pho-

tos, or even read books on newsprint.

In these examples, what makes the medium work 

isn’t rich graphics, expensive production values, or special 

effects. It’s the power of words and the emotional 

connection you create with your learner.

Lower quality is easier to sustain and maintain! It is 

more important to make your content engaging than it is to 

make it pretty. In a lot of ways, what we create is short-

term anyway. Most of the learning programs I’ve worked 

on do not have long shelf lives. Why spend a fortune on 

short-term media?
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Why spend a 
fortune on 
short-term 
media?

Notes:



Production Strategies:
Set Your Sights Low

When developing images for display on computer 

screens consider the following types of realism (based on 

your subject matter, your audience, and of course, your 

budget):

1. Physical realism. Where the image provides the 

same visual stimulation as the object

2. Functional realism. Where the focus is on 

providing the same visual information.
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Notes:
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Physical realism -- The graphical object is a close representation 
to the actual physical object.
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Functional realism -- The graphical object is not a close 
representation to the actual physical object.



Production Strategies:
Set Your Sights Low

Produce the lowest quality you need to convey the 

message. A common misperception is that more graphic 

quality is always better. Humans just don’t work this way.

The value of the graphic follows diminishing 

returns: the more you have of it, the less value each 

increase offers you. If your current graphics fall well down 

to the lower left, then you can add learning value by 

increasing your quality – but only to a certain point.

Don’t waste money and time creating higher 

quality eye candy when you don’t need it.
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Based on Chris Crawford’s 
“Common Gaming Mistakes”

Don’t waste 
money and 
time creating 
higher quality 
eye candy 
when you 
don’t need it.

Notes:



Production Strategies: 
Set Your Sights Low

Rely on the element of metaphor instead of high-

dollar graphics. When I worked with Thiagi he used to beg 

me to NOT produce highly detailed visuals unless they 

were absolutely necessary to convey the message or if there 

was safety and risk involved.

If you can create emotional attachment with a wire-

frame graphic, instead of a photo-realistic 3D 

rendering, don’t spend the extra money on the graphic.
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Notes:



Production Strategies:
Build Lo-Fi Scenarios

Misconception: High fidelity scenarios are more 

effective than low fidelity scenarios.

Actually, both types can be effective in different 

contexts.

Hi-fi scenarios incorporate a large number of 

elements and attempt to capture every interaction. The 

graphics are created with a high degree of realism. For 

example, the Microsoft Flight Simulation software I 

mentioned earlier uses richly detailed graphics, and a 

complex algorithm to respond to the player’s input.

Even bringing it down a bit from that level, in the 

learning world a hi-fi scenario would include 3D models of 

offices with complex branching structures and feedback 

opportunities.
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Which type of 
scenario will 
achieve your 
objective 
within your 
cost 
constraints.

Notes:



Production Strategies:
Build Lo-Fi Scenarios

Lo-fi scenarios, in contrast, focus on only a few 

critical elements and use a simplified model of the 

interactions among them. The physical artifacts and the 

environment do not correspond to what is being simulated 

in detail. For example, the screen may be similar to the 

narrative story example I showed earlier. You can add static 

representations of characters with dialogue bubbles, or set 

the scene letting the player stretch their imagination a bit: 

“Imagine you and the other five people at your table are in 

a leaky lifeboat in a shark-infested ocean. Your lifeboat can 

only handle four people....” Nothing physically changes in 

the situation, except in the imagination of the players.

The scenario I showed earlier with the test 

machine is an example of a lo-fidelity scenario.
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Notes:



Production Strategies:
Reuse Graphical Elements

We designed a set of silhouettes that we can use 

over and over for different projects. We built them as 

vector graphics so they can easily be resized and 

re-colored.

We hired Flash Actionscript gurus to build 

dynamic Flash templates and components using XML 

technology. It’s real easy to add and delete pages simply by 

editing an XML file. Use some upfront production budget 

to build your template. We often request a small budget for 

a prototype, and we use that phase to work on the authoring 

template.
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Request 
budgets for 
prototypes, 
and use 
prototypes to 
work out 
production 
strategies.

Notes:
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An XML document controlling course navigation. Using XML 
makes courses easier to maintain and modify, as well as create 
new courses.



Production Strategies:
Avoid Common Mistakes

Avoid common production mistakes:

• Over-reliance on cosmetics. By cosmetics, I mean the 

eye candy: the graphical elements not essential to the 

learning objective. This goes somewhat to the whole idea 

of lowering your production value. But this goes a bit 

further. We all want to create the highest quality 

production we can, but this is where you can really slash 

your graphic expenses. You don’t need zippy text 

popping in, whizzing sounds, and complete graphic 

realism. At the core, you are creating a learning 

program, not a movie or a musical. Everything on the 

screen should support the learning.

• Scope-creep. Keep your production team focused on 

what you have designed. If it is truly creative, you will be 

faced with a lot of “hey, we can do this” or “what if we 

make the office more life-like”… Make sure you always 

have your solution blueprint doc handy, and your budget 

spreadsheet tattooed to your forehead.

• Over-reliance on the authoring tool. Try to prevent the 

programmers and authoring experts telling you what can 

and can’t be done. There’s nothing worse than altering 

your instructional design to fit technology. Having said 

that, make sure your technical people are involved in the 

design document phase. They need to know what your 

plans are and what you want to do. Your budget can 

evaporate into lines of Actionscript if you’re not careful.
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Everything on 
the screen 
should 
support the 
learning.

Notes:



Production Strategies:
Avoid Common Mistakes

• Yes, you need a help system. Sure, maybe you have 

hired Apple’s best usability and UI design expert, and 

you’ve designed a learning game that is simple and 

intuitive. You know what? You can’t make it simple 

enough. If anything, your game-play must be explained, 

how to get around, navigate, and what is expected needs 

to be communicated.

• Stop thinking graphically. When thinking of your 

content, think of it linguistically and not graphically. Not 

everything on the screen has to be iconic. Use the power 

of language to convey the message when appropriate.

• Don’t build a non-intuitive UI. Use the web. Years of 

research on usability is right on your desktop: it’s called 

your web browser. You will find that your navigation 

should be close to the content. Next and Back buttons 

probably need to be in the upper right or lower right area 

of the screen. Module/topic selections should be on the 

left side. Don’t place a button that should be used often 

close to the “Close” button. It’s fun, and rewarding to try 

and “design on the edge” but remember the conventions 

your learners are used to and will expect.
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Notes:



References and Suggested Readings

Some resources to consider when exploring the world of 
games are listed here:

Read The Way Things Work, by David Macauley. Game 
design requires some knowledge of systems and how they 
work. This book explains basic technologies that are 
important in our day and age.
Read any article or book written by Marc Prensky 
(www.prensky.com) or Thiagi (www.thiagi.com) Thiagi 
was and is my personal mentor. His models form the 
foundation for a lot of what I covered in this book.
Read Engaging Learning: Designing Learning Simulation 
Games, by Clark Quinn. A fast, informative read jam-
packed with great information.
Read Homo Ludens by Johan Huizinga. A definitive work 
on Play.
Read all of Edward Tufte’s books, but start with Envision-
ing Information. You will not want to put it down, so take a 
long weekend – preferably on a deck with a good view. He 
also has a compelling critique of how he thinks PowerPoint 
software played a major role in the space shuttle Challenger 
tragedy. You can order it on his site at www.tufte.com
Read comic books and graphic novels for ideas on drama, 
graphics, and story-line. You can argue to your boss that 
“Yes, you should get paid for reading comic books!”
Read The Design of Everyday Things by Donald Norman. 
This book will open your eyes to how badly most things are 
designed.
Read Chris Crawford’s On Game Design and The Art of 
Interactivity Design.
Watch Chaplin and Brando movies. Make sure you have a 
large tub of buttered popcorn (with extra butter drizzled 
on).
Get some alone time, dim the lights, put on a good pair of 
headphones and listen to “Shooting Star” by Bob Dylan 
(on the “Wonder Boys” soundtrack CD). If this doesn’t 
spur creativity in your brain, you’re in the wrong business. 
Consider accounting.
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Mark Twain 
once said, “I 
never let my 
schooling 
interfere 
with my 
education.” 

Designing 
effective 
learning 
games 
requires 
combining 
your ID 
experience 
with 
knowledge of 
what makes an 
effective 
game.

http://www.prensky.com
http://www.prensky.com
http://www.thiagi.com
http://www.thiagi.com
http://www.tufte.com
http://www.tufte.com


Contact Me

• For more information, contact Brandon at:

Brandon Carson

434 Emerald Avenue

San Carlos, CA 94070

bcarson@clsllc.com
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