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SEMIOTIC DOMAINS: 

IS PLAYING VIDEO GAMES 

A "WASTE OF TIME"? 

LITERACY AND SEMIOTIC DOMAINS 

WHEN PEOPLE LEARN TO PLAY VIDEO GANIFS, THEY ARE LEARKING 

a new literacy. Of course, this is not the way the word "l iteracy" is norma lly 
used. Traditionally, people think of literacy as the ahility to re;ld and write. 

\Vhy, then, should we think of literacy more broadly, in regard to video 

games or anything else, for that matter? There are two reasons. 

First, in the modern world, language is not the only important comm u

nicational system. Today images, symbols, graphs, diagrams, artifacts, and 

many other visual symbols are particularly significant. Thus, the idea of dif

ferent types of "visual literacy" would seem to be an important one. For ex

ample, being able to "read" the images in advertising is one type of visual 

literacy. And, of course, there are different ways to read such images, ways 

that are more or less aligned with the intentions and interests of the advertis

ers. Knowing how to read interior designs in homes, modernist art in muse

ums, and videos on MTV are other forms of visual literacy. 

Furthermore, very often today words ~1l1d images of various sorts are jux

taposed and integrated in a variety of ways. In newspaper and magazines as 

well as in textbooks, images take up more and more of the space alongside 

words. In fact, in many modern high school and college textbooks in the sci

ences images not only take up more space, they now carry meanings that are 

independent of the words in the text. If you can't read these images, you wi II 

not be able to recover their meanings from the words in the text as was more 

usual in the past. 
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In such multimodal texts (texts that mix words and images), the images 

often communicate different things from the words. And the combination of 

the two modes communicates things that neither of the modes does sepa

rately. Thus, the idea of different sorts of multimodal literacy seems an im

portant one. Both modes and multimodality go far beyond images and words 

to include sounds, music, movement, bodily sensations, and smells. 

None of this news today, of course. We very obviously live in a world 

awash with images. It is our first answer to the question why we should think 

of literacy more broadly. The second answer is this: Even though reading and 

writing seem so central to what literacy means traditionally, reading and writ

ing are not such general and obvious matters as they might at first seem. 

After all, we never just read or write; rather, we always read or write something 

in some way. 
There are many different ways of reading and writing. We don't read or 

write newspapers, legal tracts, essays in literary criticism, poetry, rap songs, 

and on through a nearly endless list in the same way. Each of these domains 

has its own rules and requirements. Each is a culturally and historically sepa

rate way of reading and writing, and, in that sense, a different literacy. Fur

thermore, in each case, if we want to "break the rules" and read against the 

grain of the text-for the purposes of critique, for instance-we have to do so 

in different ways, usually with some relatively deep knowledge of how to read 

such texts "according to the rules." 

So there are different ways to read different types of texts. Literacy is 

multiple, then, in the sense that the legal literacy needed for reading law 

books is not the same as the literacy needed for reading physics texts or su

perhero comic books. And we should not be too quick to dismiss the latter 

form of literacy. Many a superhero comic is replete with post-Freudian irony 

of a sort that would make a modern literary critic's heart beat fast and confuse 

any otherwise normal adult. Literacy, then, even as traditionally conceived to 

involve only print, is not a unitary thing but a multiple matter. There are, 

even in regard to printed texts and even leaving aside images and multimodal 

texts, different "literacies." 
Once we see this multiplicity of literacy (literacies), we realize that when 

we think about reading and writing, we have to think beyond print. Reading 

and writing in any domain, whether it is law, rap songs, academic essays, su

perhero comics, or whatever, are not just ways of decoding print, they are 

also caught up with and in social practices. Literacy in any domain is actually 
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not worth much if one knows nothing about the social practices of which that 

literacy is but a part. And, of course, these social practices involve much more 

than just an engagement with print. 

One can know a good deal about a social practice-such as arguing be

fore the Supreme Court, carrying out an experiment in nuclear physics, or 

memorializing an event in gang history through graffiti-without actually 

being able to !participate in the social practice. But knowing ahout a social 

practice always involves recognizing various distinctive ways of acting, inter

acting, valuing, feeling, knowing, and using various ohjects and technologies 

that constitute the social practice. 

Take something so simple as the following sentence ahout hasketball: 

"The guard dribbled down court, held up two fingers, and passed to the open 

man." You may very well know what every word in this sentence means in 

terms of dictionary definitions, hut you cannot read the sentence with any real 

worthwhile understanding unless you can recognize, in some sense (perhaps 

only in simulations in your mind), guards, dribbling, baskethalls, open men, 

and baskethall courts. But to be ahle to recognize these things is already to 

know a good deal ahout haskethall as a game, that is, as a pnrticula r sort of so

cial practice. The same thing is equnlly true <lhout any sentence or text ahout 

the law, comic hooks, a hranch of science, or nnything else for that matter. 

We cnn go further. One's understanding of the sentence "The guard 

drihhled down court, held up two fingers, and passed to the open man" is dif

ferent-in some sense, deeper and better-the more one knows and can rec

ognize about the social practice (game) of baskethnll. For exnmple, if you 

know a good bit ahout basketball, you may see that one possihle meaning of 

this sentence is that the guard signaled a particular pIny hy hold ing up two 

fingers and then passed to the player the play left momentarily unguarded. 

But then this brings us to another important point. While you don't need 

to be able to enact a particular social practice (e.g., play hasketball or argue 

before a court) to be able to understand texts from or about that social prac

tice, you can potentially give deeper meanings to those texts if yon can. This 

claim amounts to arguing that producers (people who cnn actually engnge in 

a social practice) potentially make better consumers (people who can read or 

understand texts from or about the social practice). 

A corollary of this claim is this: Writers (in the sense of people who can 

write texts that are recognizably part of a particular social practice) potC7ltial~y 

make hetter readers (people who can understand texts from or ahout a given 
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social practice). Note that by "writers" here I do not mean people who can 

just write down words appropriate to a particular practice such as field biol

ogy. I mean people who can write a text that field biologists would recognize 

as an acceptable text within their family of social practices. 

Why do I say "potentially" here? Because there is a paradox about pro

ducers. On one hand, producers are deeply enough embedded in their social 

practices that they can understand the texts associated with those practices 

quite well. On the other hand, producers are often so deeply embedded in 

their social practices that they take the meanings and values of the texts asso

ciated with those practices for granted in an unquestioning way. One key 

question for deep learning and good education, then, is how to get producer

like learning and knowledge, but in a reflective and critical way. 

All these claims are pretty obvious. It is, thus, fascinating that they are so 

often ignored in schools. In school, many times children are expected to read 

texts with little or no knowledge about any social practices within which those 

texts are used. They are rarely allowed to engage in an actual social practice in 

ways that are recognizable to "insiders" (e.g., field biologists) as meaningful 

and acceptable, before and as they read texts relevant to the practice. 

Indeed, children are regularly given reading tests that ask general, fac

tual, and dictionarylike questions about various texts with no regard for the 

fact that these texts fall into different genres (i.e., they are different kinds of 

texts) connected to different sorts of social practices. Children often can an

swer such questions, but they learn and know nothing about the genres and 

social practices that are, in the end, the heart and soul of literacy. 

Schools will continue to operate this way until they (and reading tests) 

move beyond fixating on reading as silently saying the sounds of letters and 

words and being able to answer general, factual, and dictionarylike questions 

about written texts. You do have to silently say the sounds of letters and 

words when you read (or, at least, this greatly speeds up reading). You do 

have do be able to answer general, factual, and dictionarylike questions about 

what you read: This means you know the "literal" meaning of the text. But 

what so many people-unfortunately so many educators and policymakers

fail to see is that if this is all you can do, then you can't Teal~y read. You will fail 

to be able to read well and appropriately in contexts associated with specific 

types of texts and specific types of social practices. 

For example, consider once again our sentence about basketball: "The 

guard dribbled down court, held up two fingers, and passed to the open 
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man." A typical reading test would ask a question like this: "W'hat did the 

guard do to the ball?" and give "bounce it" as one of the choices. Unfortu

nately, you can answer such general, factual, dictionarylike questions and re

ally have no idea what the sentence means in the domain of basketball. \Vhen 

we see that the same thing applies to sentences from science or any other 

school subject, we immediately see why so many children pass early reading 

tests but cannot learn later on in the subject areas. 

This phenomenon is so pervasive that it has been given a name by re

searchers: "the fourth-grade slump." It is called this because, in the past, the 

first three years of school were largely devoted to learning to re:ld (in the 

sense of heing able to decode print and get the literal meanings of texts), and 

fourth grade was where children began to read to learn (in the subject areas). 

However, very often today children are being asked to read to learn things like 

science and math from first or second grade on, at least in affluent schools. 

However, let's leave school aside, and return to our main question as to 

why we should be willing to broaden how we talk about literacy. I can now 

note that talking about literacy and literacies in this expanded, nontraditional 

way (as multiple and connected to social practices) leads us at once to an in

teresting dilemma: Wl1at do we want to say of someone, for instance, who 

can understand and even compose rap songs (words and music), but cannot 
read or write language or musical notation? 

Of course, in traditional terms, this person is illiterate in terms of both 

language and musical notation. But yet he or she is able to understand and 

compose in a language style that is distinctively different from everyday lan

guage and in a musical form that is distinctively different from other forms of 

music. We might want to say that the person is literate in the domain of rap 

songs (as a distinctive domain combining language and music in certain char

acteristic ways), though the person is not print literate or musical-notation 
literate. 

Cases like this display the limitations of thinking about literacy first and 

foremost in terms of print. \Ve need, rather, to think first in terms of what I 

call semiotic domains and only then get to literacy in the more trae!itiol1;ll 

terms of print literacy. "Semiotic" here is just a fancy way of saying we w;1I1t 

to talk abollt all sorts of different things that can take on meaning, such as 

images, sounds, gestures, movements, graphs, diagrams, equations, ohjects, 

even people like bahies, midwives, and mothers, ane! not just words. All of 

these things are signs (symbols, representations, whatever term yOll want to 
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use) that "stand for" (take on) different meanings in different situations, con

texts, practices, cultures, and historical periods. For example, the image of a 

cross means Christ (or Christ's death) in the context of Christian social prac

tices, and it means the four points of the compass (north, south, west, and 

east) in the context of other social practices (e.g., in some Mrican religions). 

By a semiotic domain I mean any set of practices that recruits one or 

more modalities (e.g., oral or written language, images, equations, symbols, 

sounds, gestures, graphs, artifacts, etc.) to communicate distinctive types of 

meanings. Here are some examples of semiotic domains: cellular biology, 

postmodern literary criticism, first-person-shooter video games, high-fash

ion advertisements, Roman Catholic theology, modernist painting, mid

wifery, rap music, wine connoisseurship-through a nearly endless, motley, 

and ever-changing list. 

Our sentence about basketball-"The guard dribbled down court, held 

up two fingers, and passed to the open man"-is a sentence from the semiotic 

domain of basketball. It might seen odd to call basketball a semiotic domain. 

However, in basketball, particular words, actions, objects, and images take on 

distinctive meanings. In basketball, "dribble" does not mean drool; a pick (an 

action where an offensive player positions him or herself so as to block a de

fensive player guarding one of his or her teammates) means that some defen

sive player must quickly switch to guard the now-unguarded offensive player; 

and the wide circle on each end of the court means that players who shoot 

from beyond it get three points instead of two if they score a hasket. 

If you don't know these meanings-cannot read these signs-then you 

can't "read" (understand) basketball. The matter seems fairly inconsequential 

when we are talking about basketball. However, it quickly seems more conse

quential when we are talking about the semiotic domain of some type of sci

ence being studied in school. Equally here, if you don't know how to read the 

distinctive signs (words, actions, objects, and images), you can't read (under

stand) that sort of science. 

Ifwe think first in terms of semiotic domains and not in terms of reading 

and writing as traditionally conceived, we can say that people are (or are not) 

literate (partially or fully) in a domain if they can recognize (the equivalent of 

"reading") and/or produce (the equivalent of "writing") meanings in the do

main. We can reserve the term "print literate" for talking about people who 

can read and/or write a language like English or Russian, though here, still, 

we will want to insist that there are different ways to read and write different 
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things connected to different social practices so, in that sense, there are mul

tiple print literacies. Thus, the rap artist who could understand and compose 

rap songs but not read print or musical notation is literate in the semiotic do

main of rap music but not print literate. 

In the modern world, print literacy is not enough. People need to be lit

erate in a great variety of different semiotic domains. If these domains in

volve print, people often need the print bits, of course. However, the vast 

majority of domains involve semiotic (symbolic, representational) resources 

besides print and some don't involve print as a resource at all. Furthermore, 

and more important, people need to be able to learn to be literate in new 

semiotic domains throughout their lives. If our modern, global, high-tech, 

and science-driven world does anything, it certainly gives rise to new semi

otic domains and transforms old ones at an ever faster rate. 

This book deals with video games as a semiotic domain, actually as a 

family of related, but different domains, since there are different types or 

genres of video games (e.g., first-person shooter games, fantasy role-playing 

games, real-time strategy games, simulation games, etc.). People can be liter

ate, or not, in one or more of these video-game semiotic domains. However, 

in talking about learning and literacy in regard to video games, I hope to de

velop, as well, a pcrspective on learning, literacy, and semiotic domains that 

applies more generally to domains beyond video games. 

However, if we want to take vicleo games seriously as a family of semiotic 

domains in which one can learn to be literate, we face an immediate problem. 

Many people who don't play video games, especially older people, are sure to 

say that playing video games is "a waste of time." In the next section, I sketch 

out one version of what I think this claim often amounts to, using a specific 

example involving a six year old child. 

LEARNING AND THE PROBLEM OF CONTENT 

To spell out wlut r think the claim that pL1ying video g:ll1leS is a W:1ste of time 

often mcans, I need first to tell you :lbol1t the game the six-ye:lI'-old boy was 

playing, :1 g:l1nc called "Pil.:7IIin." Pil.:7I1i77 is :1 game for the Nintendo Game

Cuhe, rated "E," a game acccpt:1hle for :lll :lgCS. 

In Pikmi77, the player takes on the role of C:lptain Olim:1r, a small (he's 

about the size of an American quarter), bald, hig-eared, ll\llbous-nosed space

man who crashes into an unfamiliar planet when a comet hits his spaceship. 
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Captain Olimar (i.e., the player) must collect the spaceship's lost parts, scat

tered throughout the planet, while relying on his spacesuit to protect him 

from the planet's poisonous atmosphere. Thus, the player must carefully 

monitor the damage done to Captain Olimar's suit and repair it when 

needed. To make matters more complicated, the spacesuit's life support will 

fail after 30 days, so the captain (the player) must find all the missing parts in 

30 days (each day is 15 minutes of game-time play). So the game is a race 

against time and represents the rare case of a game that one can play to the 

end and still "lose." 

However, Captain Olimar gets help. Soon after arriving on the strange 

planet, he comes upon native life that is willing to aid him. Sprouts dispensed 

from a large onionlike creature yield tiny (they're even smaller than Captain 

Olimar) cute creatures that Olimar names "Pikmin" after a carrot from his 

home planet. These little creatures appear to be quite taken with Olimar and 

follow his directions without question. Captain Olimar learns to raise Pikmin 

of three different colors (red, yellow, and blue), each of which has different 

skills. He learns, as well, to train them so that each Pikmin, regardless of 

color, can grow through three different ever stronger forms: Pikmin sprout

ing a leaf, a bud, or a flower from their heads. 

His colorful Pikmin following him as his army, Clptain Olimar uses them 

to attack dangerous creatures, tear down stone walls, build bridges, and explore 

a great many areas of the strange planet in search of the missing parts to his 

spaceship. 'While Captain Olimar can replace killed Pikmin from remaining 

Pikmin, he must, however, ensure that at no point do all his Pik.l11in perish-an 

event called, hy the game and by the child player, "an extinction event." 

It is quite a sight to watch a six-year-old, as Captain Olimar, lead a multi

colored army of little Pik.l11in to fight, build, grow more Pikmin, and explore 

a strange landscape, all the while solving multiple prohlems to discover and 

get to the locations of the spaceship's missing p'lrts. The child then orders his 

Pikmin to carry the heavy parts back to the ship. \Nhen this child's grandfa

ther watched him play the game for several hours, the grandElther made the 

following remark, which I think captures at least one of the common mean

ings of the playing video games is a waste of time theme: "\Nhile it Illay be 

good for his hand-eye coordination, it's a waste of time, hecause there isn't 

any content he's learning." I call this the problem ofcontent. 

The problem of content is, I believe, hased on common attitudes toward 

school, schooling, learning, and knowledge. These attitudes are compelling, 
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in part hecause they are so deeply rooted in the history of western thought, 

but, nonetheless, I think they are wrong. The idea is this: Important knowl

edge (now usually gained in school) is content in the sense of information 

rooted in, or, at least, related to, intellectual domains or academic disciplines 

like physics, history, art, or liter<lture. 'Vork that does not involve such learn

ing is "meaningless." Activities that ,lre entertaining hut that themselves do 

not involve such learning are just "meaningless play." Of course, video games 

fall into this category. 

A form of this viewpoint has long existed in western culture. It is akin to 

the viewpoint, held hy Plato and Aristotle, for example, that knowledge, in 

something like the sense of content ahove, is good in and of itself. Other pur

suits, including making practical use of such knowledge-pursuits that do not 

involve learning and reflecting on such content in and of itself outside the 

realm of practical applications-are lesser; in some sense, mundane and triv

ial. Such a view, of course, makes the grandfather's remark ahout the child 
playing Pikmin seem obvious. 

The problem with the content view is th,lt an academic discipli ne, or any 

other semiotic domain, for that matter, is not primarily content, in the sense 

of facts and principles. It is rather primarily ,1 lived and historically changing 

set of distinctive SOCi,lJ pr'lCtices. It is in these social practices that "content" 

is generated, dehated, ,md transfonned via certain distinctive ways of think

ing, talking, v,lluing, 'lcting, 'llld. often, writing and reading. 

No one would want to treat haskethall as "content" apart from the 

game itself. Imagine a texthook that contained ,111 the facts and rules about 

baskethall read by students who never played or watched the game. How 

well do you think they would unrierstand this textbook' How motivated to 

understand it rio you think they wOllld he? But we do this sort of thing ,111 

the time in school with ,1re,lS like 1l1,lth and science. \Ve even h,lve politi

cians ,l1ld educators who condemn doing m,lth ,l1ld science in the C!:JSSroOIll 

instead of drilling-and-skilling on m,lth and science facts ("content") as 
"permissive. " 

There is. however. ,lll ,lltern,ltive W,ly to think ,lbo\1t learning ,l1ld know

ing that makes the content view seem less ohvious and natural. I turn to de

veloping this viewpoint in the following sections. Under this ,11ternative 

perspective it will hecome less clear that playing video games is necessarily a 

"a waste of time," though it will be ,1 while until I can return to that dlim and 
answer it directly. 
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AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

ON LEARNING AND KNOWING 

The alternative perspective starts with the claim that there really is no such 

thing as learning "in general." We always learn something. And that some

thing is always connected, in some way, to some semiotic domain or other. 

Therefore, if we are concerned with whether something is worth learn

ing or not, whether it is a waste of time or not-video games or anything 

else-we should start with questions like the following: \-Vhat semiotic do

main is being entered through this learning? Is it a valuable domain or not? 

In what sense? Is the learner learning simply to understand ("read") parts of 

the domain or also to participate more fully in the domain by learning to pro

duce ("write") meanings in the domain? And we need to keep in mind that in 

the modern world, there are a great many more potentially important semi

otic domains than just those that show up in typical schools. I return to these 

questions later in regard to the child playing Pikmin. 

Once we learn to start with such questions, we find that it is often a 

tricky question as to what semiotic domain is being entered when someone is 

learning or has learned something. For example, consider college freshmen 

who have taken their first college-level physics class, passed it with good 

grades, and can write down Newton's laws of motion. \-Vhat domain have 

they entered? It will not do to say "physics" and leave the matter at that, 

though the content view would take this position. 

Lots of studies have shown that many such students, students who can 

write down Newton's laws of motion, if asked so simple a question as "How 

many forces are acting on a coin when it has been thrown up into the air?" 

(the answer to which can actually be deduced from Newton's laws) get the 

answer wrong. Leaving aside friction, they claim that two forces are operat

ing on the coin, gravity and "impetus," the force the hand has transferred to 

the coin. Gravity exists as a force and, according to Newton's laws, is the sale 

force acting on the coin when it is in the air (aside from air friction). Impetus, 

in the sense above, however, does not exist, though Aristotle thought it did 

and people in their everyday lives tend to view force and motion in such 

terms quite naturally. 

So these students have entered the semiotic domain of physics as passive 
r,content but not as something in terms of which they can actually see and oper

ate on their world in new ways. There may be nothing essentially wrong with t 

this, since their knowledge of such passive content might help them know, at 

some level, what physics, an important enterprise in modern life, is "about." I 

tend to doubt this, however. Be that as it may, these students cannot produce 

meanings in physics or understand them in producerlike ways. 

They have not learned to experience the world in a new W:1y. They have 

not learned to experience the world in a way in which the natural inclination to 

think in terms of the hand transmitting a force to the coin, a force that the coin 

stores up and uses up ("impetus"), is not part of one:s way of seeing and operat

ing on the world (for a time and place, i.e., when doing modern physics). 

V\'hen we learn a new semiotic domain in a more active way, not as pas

sive content, three things are at stake: 

1.	 We learn to experience (see, feel, and operate on) the world in new 

ways. 

2.	 Since semiotic domains usually are shared by groups of people who 

carry them on·as distinctive soci,11 practices, we gain the potential to 

join this social group, to become affiliated with such kinds of people 

(even though we may never see all of them, or any of them, face to 

face). 

3.	 vVe gain resources that prep,lre 11S fix future le,lrning and prohlem solv

ing in the domain <1nd, perh,lps, more import,mt, in rehlted domains. 

Three things, then, :lre involved in active \e;lrning: experiencing the world in 

new ways, forming new (~tJ;{i{ltion.l'. and prepf11'fltiol7 for future learning. 

This is "activc learning." I-:lowe\'er, such learning is not yct what I ca 11 

"critical learning." For learning to hc critical 'lS well as acti\'e, one addi

tional fe~ltnre is nceded. The learner needs to learn not only how to un

derstand and prodnce mC~lI1ings in a panicu!:Jr semiotic dom,lin that are 

recognizahle to those affiliated with the dOlll'lin, hut, in 'lddition. hmA' to 

think about the domain at a "meta" level ,IS a complex systcm of interre

lated parts. The learner also needs to learn how to innov~lte in thc 

domain-how to produce meanings that, while recogniz'lhlc, are seell as 

somehow novel or unpredictable. 

To get at what all this really means, though, I need to discuss scmiotic 

domains a bit more. This will ,l!low me to clarify wh;lt I mean by cri tical 

learning and to explicate the notions of experiencing the world in new ways. 

forming new affiliations, and preparation for future learning a bit more. 
M·
t: 
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MORE ON SEMIOTIC DOMAINS:
 

SITUATED MEANINGS
 

Words, symbols, images, and artifacts have meanings that are specific to par

ticular semiotic domains and particular situations (contexts). They do not 

just have general meanings. 

I was once a cannery worker; later I hecame an academic. I used the word 

"work" in both cases, but the word meant different things in each case. In my 

cannery life, it meant something like laboring for eight straight hours in 

order to survive and get home to lead my "real" life. In my academic life, it 

means something like chosen efforts I put into thinking, reading, writing, 

and teaching as part and parcel of my vocation, efforts not clocked by an 

eight-hour workday. In the domain of human romantic relationships, the 

word means something else altogether; for example, in a sentence like "Rela

tionships take work." Later I will point out that a word like "work," in fact, 

has different meanings even within a single domain, like the cannery, aca

demics, or romantic relationships, meanings that vary according to different 

situations in the domain. 

But here we face one of the most widespread confusions that exists in re

gard to language and semiotic domains. People tend to think that the mean

ing of a word or other sort of symbol is :1 general thing-the sort of thing 

that, for a word, at least, can be listed in a dictionary. But meaning for words 

and symbols is specific to particular situations and particular semiotic do

mains. You don't really know what a word means if you don't carefully con

sider both the specific semiotic domain and the specific sitllation you are in. 

We build meanings for words or symhols "on the spot," so to speak, so as 

to make them appropriate for the actual situations we are in, though we do so 

with due respect for the specific semiotic domain in which we are operating. 

What general meaning a word or other symbol has is just a theme around 

which, in actual situations of use, we must huild more specific instantiations 

(meanings). 

To understand or produce any word, symbol, image, or artifact in a given 

semiotic domain, a person must be able to Sitllate the meaning of that word, 

symbol, image, or artifact within embodied experiences of action, interac

tion, or dialogue in or about the domain. These experiences can be ones the 

person has actually had or ones he or she can imagine, thanks to reading, dia

logue with others, or engagement with various media. This is what our col

lege physics students could not do: They could not situate the components of 

Newton's laws in terms of specific situations and embodied ways of seeing 

and acting on and within the world from the perspective of the semiotic do

main of mechanical physics. 

Meaning, then, is both situation and domain specific. Thus, even in a sin

gle domain, the meaning of a word varies across different situations. Let me 

give an example of what I am talking about by takingup again the example of 

the word "work." In semiotic domains connected to academics, the word 

"work" takes on a range of possible situated meanings different from the range 

possible in other semiotic domains (e.g., law, medicine, manual work, etc.). 

In one situation I might S;lY of ;1 fellow academic, "Her work has been 

very influential" ~md by "work" mean her research. In another situation I 

might say the same thing, but now in regard to a particular committee she 

has chaired, and by "work" mean her political efforts within her discipline or 

institution. To understand the word "work" in these cases, you need to ask 

yourself what you take the situation to be (e.g., talk about contributions to 

knowledge or about disciplinary or institutional political affairs) and what 

semiotic Ckl1ll;lin is at stake (here ~lcadelllics, not law offices). 

The S;lme thing is true in :lll c101l1;lins. Even in the rigorous semiotic do

main of physics, one must sitmte (build) different specific meanings for the 

word "light" in different sitmtions. In different situations, one has to build 

meanings for the word th:lt involve thinking, talking about, or acting on dif

ferent things like W~lVes, particles, straight lines, reflection and refraction, 

lasers, colors, and yet other things in other situations. Even in physics, when 

someone uses the word "light," we need to know whether they are talking 

about waves or particles, colors or lasers, or something else (perhaps they are 

talking ahout the general theory of electromagnetism)? 

In a different dOlmin altogether, the S~lme word takes on yet di fferent 

meanings in different situations. For example, in religion, one has to build 

meanings for the word "light" th:lt involve thinking, talking about, or :lcting 

on and with different themes like illllmill8tion, insight, life, grace, peace, 

birth, and yet other things in other sitl1ations. 

If you cannot even imagine the experiences and conditions of an aca

demic life, you really can't know what "work" means, either specifically or in 

terms of its possihle range of meanings, in a sentence like "Her work was very 

influential." Of course, you don't have to he an ,1cademic to imagine aca

demic life. But you do have to be able to huild simulated worlds of experience 
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in your mind (in this case, the sorts of experiences, attitudes, values, and feel

ings an academic might have), however unconsciously you do this. And, per

haps, you can do this because of your reading or other vicarious experiences. 

Perhaps you can do it through analogies to other domains with which you are 

more familiar (e.g., you might equate your hobby as an artist with the acade

mic's research and understand how "work" can mean, in a certain sort of situ

ation, efforts connected to a vocation). 

\Vhy I am belaboring this point? For two reasons: first, to make clear 

that understanding meanings is an active affair in which we have to reflect 

(however unconsciously) on the situation and the domain we are in. And, sec

ond, because I want to argue that learning in any semiotic domain crucially 

involves learning how to situate (build) meanings for that domain in the sorts 

of situations the domain involves. That is precisely why real learning is active 

and always a new way of experiencing the world. 

Furthermore, I want to argue later that video games are potentially par

ticularly good places where people can learn to situate meanings through 

embodied experiences in a complex semiotic domain and meditate on the 

process. Our bad theories about general meanings; about reading but not 

reading something; and about general learning untied to specific semiotic 

domains just don't make sense when you play video games. The games exem

plify, in a particularly clear way, better and more specific and embodied theo

ries of meaning, reading, and learning. 

MORE ON SEMIOTIC DOMAINS: 

INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL VIEWS 

There are two different ways to look at semiotic domains: internally and ex

ternally. Any domain can be viewed internally as a type of content or exter

nally in terms of people engaged in a set of social practices. For example, 

first-person shooter games are a semiotic domain, and they contain a partic

ular type of content. For instance, as part of their typical content, such 

games involve moving through a virtual world in a first-person perspective 

(you see only what you are holding and move and feel as if you yourself are 

holding it) using weapons to battle enemies. Of course, such games involve a 

good deal more content as well. Thus we can talk about the typical sorts of 

content we find in first-person shooter games. This is to view the semiotic 

domain internally. f; 

rr 
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On the other hand, people actually play first-person shooter games as a 

practice in the world, sometimes alone and sometimes with other people on 

the Internet or when they connect several game platforms or computers to

gether. They may also talk to other players about such games and read maga

zines and Internet sites devoted to them. They are aware that certain people 

are more adept at playing such games than are others. They are also aware 

that people who are "into" such games take on a certain identity, at least 

when they are involved with those gamcs. For example, it is unlikely that 

people "into" first-person shooter games are going to ohjcct to violence in 

video games, though they may have strong vie\vs about how th;lt violence 

ought to function in games. 

I call the group of people associated with a given semiotic domain-in 

this case, first-person shooter games-;1l1 affinity guwp. People in an aftlnity 

group can recognize others as more or Jess "insiders" to the group. They may 

not see many people in the group face-to-face. but when they interact with 

someone on the Internet or read something ahout the domain, they can rec

ognize certain ways of thinking, acting, interacting, valuing, and believing as 

more or less typical of people who are "illto" the semiotic domain. Thus we 

can talk about the typical ways of thinking. acting, interacting, valuing, and 

believing as well as the typical sorts of social practices associated with a given 

semiotic domain. This is to view the domain externally. 

vVhat J have said about viewing first-person shooter games internally or 

externally applies to any semiotic domain. Take, for instance, my own aca

demic field of linguistics, viewed as a semiotic domain. Within linguistics 

there is a well-defined subdomain often referred to as theoretical linguistics 

or the theory of grammar, a field largely defined by the work of the noted lin

guist Noam Chomsky and his followers. (Even alternative views in the field 

have to be defined in reference to Chomsky's work.) If we view this semiotic 

domain internally, in terms of content, we can point out that a claim like "All 

human languages are equal" is a recognizable one-is recognizahly a possible 

piece of content-in this semiotic domain, though Chomskian linguists give 

very specific meanings to words like "language" and "equal," meanings that 

are not the same as these words have in "everyday" life. 

On the other hand, a claim like "God breathed life into the word" is not a 

recognizable claim-is not recognizably a possible piece of content in-the 

semiotic domain of theoretical linguistics. If history had been different, per

haps there would have been a field called linguistics in which this was a possible 



28 !i1i!il WHAT VIDEO GAMES HAVE TO TEACH Us !i1i!il 

piece of content. But given how history did happen, and how we therefore now 

define the nature of science and academic fields, this is not a possible piece of 

content in the semiotic domain of theoretical linguistics. 

So far, then, we have been talking about and viewing the semiotic do

main of theoretical linguistics internally in terms of its content. But we can 

also talk about and view the domain externally in terms of the ways in which 

such linguists tend to think, act, interact, value, and believe when they are 

being linguists. This is to ask about the sorts of identities they take on when 

they are engaged with, or acting out of their connections to, the semiotic do

main of theoretical linguistics. This is to view the domain externally. 

Theoretical linguists tend to look down on people who study the social 

and cultural aspects of language (people like me now). They tend to believe 

that only the structural aspects of language (e.g., syntax or phonology) can be 

studied rigorously and scientifically in terms of deducing conclusions from 

quite abstract and mathematically based theories. In tum, they tend to see affil

iations between themselves and "hard scientists" like physicists. Since physics 

has high prestige in our society, theoretical linguistics tends to have higher 

prestige within the overall field of linguistics than does, say, sociolinguistics. 

The claim here is not that each and every theoretical linguist looks down 

on linguists who study social and cultural affairs (though when I was a theo

retical linguist earlier in my career I did!). Rather, the claim is that each and 

every such linguist would recognize these ways of thinking and valuing as 

part of the social environment in and around the field of theoretical linguis

tics. This is to view the domain externally. 

The external view of theoretical linguistics, and not the internal one, ex

plains why this subbranch of linguistics is regularly called theoretical linguis

tics when, in fact, people who study language socially and culturally also 

engage in building and arguing over "theories" (though less abstract and 

mathematically based ones). Given its assumptions about being rigorous sci

ence in a wider culture that values physics more than literature or sociology, 

for instance, this branch of linguistics has easily been able to co-opt the term 

for itself. People who study language socially and culturally often use the 

term "theoretical linguistics" just for Chomskian (and related) work, thereby 

enacting their own "subordination." This last comment, of course, is an ex

ternal view on the larger semiotic domain of linguistics as a whole. 

Do the internal and external aspects of a semiotic domain have anything 

to do with each other? Of course, if we are talking about academic disciplines 
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as semiotic domains, most academics would like to think that the ans\ver to 

this question is no. But the ,lnswer is, in fact, yes. Content, the internal part 

of a semiotic domain, gets made in history by real people and their social in

teractions. They build that content-in p,lrt, not wholly-in certain W;lyS be

ClUse of the people they are (soci,llly, historic1lly, cultur'llly). That content 

comes to definc one of thcir import'lIlt idcntities in the world. As those idcn

tities develop through fi.lrther soci,ll inter,lctions, thcy come to ,lffcct the on

going devclopment and tr,lIlsforImtion of thc colltcnt of thc semiotic dom,lin 

in yet new ways. Tn tmn, that new content hclps further develop and trans

form those identities. The re],ltionship between the intern<l] <lnd exterml is 

reciprocll. 

I am not trying to m<lke some postmodern rcLltivistic point that nothing 

is true or hetter than ,lilYthing else. The potential content of a semiotic do

main can take ,1 great m<lny shapes. SOllle of them ,lre hetter than others for 

certain purposcs (e.g., <lS truth claims ahout grammar or Llnguage), but there 

is alw<lYs more than onc good (,md had) sh<lpe that contcnt can t,lke, since 

there ,lre so m,my fruitfi.d ,md correct facts, principles. and p:lttcrns OIlC can 

discover in the world. 

For example, I\'O,lIll Cho1llsky :lIld his early students spoke Engl ish ,lS 

their native 18nguage ,md, thus, tended to use this language as thcir initial 

database for forming their theories. These were, in Elct, thcorics not ahout 

English but about what is universal in language or common to the design of 

all languages. This early emphasis on English (treating English as the "tn)i

I 
"! 

cal" hmguage) gave the theory a certain sort of initial shape that helped lead 

to certain developments and not others. Later the theory changed as more 

languages-ones quite different from English-received more careful con

sideration. N'onetheless, no matter how good the theory is now (assuming for ! the moment the theory is good), if Chomsky and others had been speakers of 

Navajo, it might be equally good now but somewhat different. 

There are a myriad of things to get right and wrong, and theoretical lin

guistics as it is now undoubtedly has some things right and some things 
~c wrong. Theoretical linguistics as it might have been had Chomsky spoken 

Navajo would have had other things right and wrong, though it may well 

have had some of the same things right and wrong as well. The American 

philosopher Charles Sanders Pierce argued that "in the end," after all the ef

forts of scientists over time, all possible theories in an area like theoretical 

linguistics would converge on the "true" one. But you and I won't be here for 
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"the end" of time, so we are stuck with the fact that the internal and external 

aspects of semiotic domains-even academic fields and areas of science

influence each other. 

MORE ON SEMIOTIC DOMAINS:
 

DESIGN GRAMMARS
 

Semiotic domains have what I call design grammars. Each domain has an inter

nal and an external design grammar. By an internal design grammar, I mean 

the principles and patterns in terms of which one can recognize what is and 

what is not acceptable or typical content in a semiotic domain. By an external 

design grammar, I mean the principles and patterns in terms of which one can 

recognize what is and what is not an acceptable or typical social practice and 

identity in regard to the affinity group associated with a semiotic domain. 

Do you know what counts as a modernist piece of architecture? What sort 

of building counts as typical or untypical of modernist architecture? Ifyou do, 

then you know, consciously or unconsciously, the internal design grammar of 

the semiotic domain of modernist architecture (as a field of interest). 

If all you know is a list of all the modernist buildings ever built, then you 

don't know the internal design grammar of the domain. Why? Because if you 

know the design grammar-that is, the underlying principles and patterns 

that determine what counts and what doesn't count as a piece of modernist 

architecture-you can make judgments about bUildings you have never seen 

before or even ones never actually built, but only modeled in cardboard. If all 

you have is a list, you can't make any judgments about anything that isn't on 

your list. 

Do you know what counts as thinking, acting, interacting, and valuing 

like someone who is "into" modernist architecture? Can you recognize the 

sorts of identities such people take on when they are in their domain' Can 

you recognize what count as valued social practices to the members of the 

affinity group associated with the semiotic domain of modernist architecture 

and what counts as behaving appropriately in these social practices? If the an

swer to these questions is "yes," then you know, consciously or uncon

sciously, the external design grammar of the semiotic domain. 

Do you understand what counts and what doesn't count as a possible 

piece of content in theoretical linguistics? Do you know that claims like "All 

languages are equal" (in one specific meaning) and "The basic syntactic rules 
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in the core grammar of any hmguage 'lre optimal" count ;lS possible claims in 

theoretical linguistics and that claims like "Goo bre;nhed life into the woro" 

and "Nominalizations are very effective communicative devices in science" 

don't? Do you know why this is so, how it follows from the ways in which the 

elements of the content of theoreticallinf:.ruistics relate to each other as a com

plex system? If you do, you know the interml design grammar of theoretic11 

linguistics. If ;111 you know is a list of facts from the domain, you will never 

know whether a claim not on your list should or shouldn't count or even 

whether the matter is open to debate or not. You can't "go on" in the domain. 

Are you aware that theoretical linguists don't value work on the socia I as


pects of language as much as they do work on the structural ;lspects of gram


mar? Do you know that even when they ;1re ;lssessing work in the social
 

sciences and humanities, they tend to value logical deductive structure and
 

abstract theories in these domains over richly descriptive hut less abstract and
 

less theoretical studies? Are you aware that the term "descriptive" is (or, at
 

least, used to be) a term of insult and "explanatory" a term of praise when
 

such people are talking about academic work inside and outside their field? 

Do you know why? If you know things like this, you know the external de

sign grammar of the semiotic domain of theoretical linguistics. You find cer

tain ways of thinking, acting, and valuing expectable in the affinity group 

associated with the domain, others not. 
Of course, the internal and external grammars of a domain change 

through time. For example, it was once common to find linguists who saw 

studying issues germane to the translation of the Bible, for example into Na

tive American languages, as a core part of their academic work and identity as 

linguists. They hoped to facilitate the work of missionaries to the speakers of 

these languages. They saw no conflict between doing linguistics and serving 

their religious purposes at the same time. Other linguists, not involved in 

Bible translation, did not necessarily dispute this at the time and often did 

not withhold professional respect from sucb religious linguists. The external 

grammar of the domain (and this was ceruinly influenceo by the wider cul

ture at the time) allowed a connection hetween linguistic work as science and 

religious commitments as an overt part of that work. 
Today most linguists, theoretical and otherwise, would he skeptical of any 

connection between linguistic work and religion. They would not see translat

ing the Bihle into languages connected to cultures without the Bible, to facili

tate the work of missionaries, as a central part of any hranch of lin guistics. 
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Today the external design grammar of the field does not readily allow for a 

connection between work as a linguist and religion, for identities as a linguist 

that are formed around this connection or for social practices germane to it. 

So why I am being so perverse as to use the term "design grammar" for 

these matters? Because I want us to think about the fact that for any semiotic 

domain, whether it is first-person shooter games or theoretical linguistics, 

that domain, internally and externally, was and is designed by someone. But 

who was/is this someone who designed the semiotic domains of first-person 

shooter games and theoretical linguistics? 

Obviously real game designers and producers determine what counts as 

recognizable content for first-person shooter games by actually making such 

games. Over time, as they apply certain principles, patterns, and procedures 

to the construction of such games, the content of first-person shooter games i 
~ 

comes to have a recognizable shape such that people not only say things like i 
" "Oh, yeah, that's a first-person shooter game" or "No, that's not a first-per
~. 

son shooter" but also "Oh, yeah, that a typical first-person shooter game" or 

"Oh, no, that's a groundbreaking first-person shooter game." 

Yet these designers and producers are only part of the people who pro

duce the external grammar of first-person shooter games. People who play, 

review, and discuss such games, as well as those who design and produce 

them, shape the external design grammar of the semiotic domain of first-per

son shooter games through their ongoing social interactions. It is their ongo

ing social interactions that determine the principles and patterns through 

which people in the domain can recognize and judge thinking, talking, read

ing, writing, acting, interacting, valuing, and believing characteristic of peo

ple who are in the affinity group associated with first-person shooter games. 

And, of course, the acts of people helping to design the domain exter

nally as a set of social practices and typical identities rebound on the acts of 

those helping to design the domain internally as content, since that content 

must "please" the members of the affinity group associated with the domain 

as well as recruit newcomers to the domain. At the same time, the acts of 

those helping to design the domain internally in terms of content rebound on 

the acts of those helping to design the domain externally as a set of social 

practices and identities, since that content shapes and transforms those prac

tices and identities. 

Just the same things can be said about those who design the semiotic do

main of theoretical linguistics, internally and externally. Linguists who write 
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and publish and give talks at conferences shape the internal design grammar 

of the domain through their research. They shape and transform the princi

ples and patterns that determine what counts as the content of theoretical 

linguistics. 
All linguists shape the external grammar of the domain through their so

cial interactions and the identities they take on in those interactions. It is 

their ongoing social interactions and related identity work that determine the 

principles and patterns through which people in the dOlmin can recognize 

and judge thinking, talking, reading, writing, acting, interacting, valuing, and 

believing characteristic of people who are in the affinity group associated 

with theoretical linguistics. 
It is crucial, as I have pointed out, to see that the internal and external 

grammars and designs of semiotic domains interrelate with each other, mutu

ally supporting and transforming each other. Let me exemplifY this point, and 

further clarifY the notion of design grammars, by returning to video games. 

Some people play video games on game platforms like the Playstation ex 
or 2), the Nintendo GameCube, or the Xbox. Some people play them on 

computers like the one on which I am typing this book. When people play 

video games on game platforms, they use ,1 handheld controller with various 

buttons and often a little built-in joystick or two. They never use the sort of 

keyboard associated with a computer. 
It is part of the external design of the semiotic domain of video games for 

game platforms that games and handheld controllers go together and part of 

the design of the semiotic domain of video games on computers that games 

and keyboards or handheld controllers go together, since some players do, in 

fact, plug handheld controllers into their computers to replace the keyboard. 

So far this just seems to be a matter of brute technological facts. But 

things work in the world in certain ways because people make them do so or, 

at the very least, are willing to accept them as such. Then, when they work 

that way, people come to expect the~ to do so and build values and norms 

around them working that way. 
One could conceivably get a keyboard to work with a game platform. At 

the very least, it would be easy for designers to modifY a platform so that it 

would work with a keyboard. However, you don't understand the external de

sign grammar of the domain of platform-based video-game playing if you 

don't realize that doing this would "break the rules." It would be a serious de

parture from what the affinity group associated with tl1is domain expects, 
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wants, and values. Many platform-game players think keyboards are a bad 

way to play video games, while some computer-game players think they are a 

good way. In turn, these matters are connected to their identities as game 

players (e.g., the editors of PC Gamer magazine regularly "apologize" when 

they have spent time playing games on a game platform and not on a com

puter, and look down on the enterprise). 

\\Then Microsoft's Xbox came out in 2002, it was the first game platform 

to contain a computerlike hard drive. Hard drives allow games to be saved at 

any point. Heretofore, games played on game platforms, thanks to the tech

nological limitations of the platforms, could be saved much less regularly 

than computer games. Players on typical game platforms, for example, can 

save only at the end of a level or when they have found a special save symbol 

in the game. This means that in an action game, they have to stay alive long 

enough to get to the end of the level or find the save symbol, no matter how 

long they already have been playing. 

In a computer game, thanks to the computer's hard drive, players can 

save their progress at any time they wish. (There are some games made for 

computers in which this is not true). This can make a difference in the strate

gies one uses. \Vhen playing on a computer, the player can save after a partic

ularly hard battle and not ever have to repeat that battle. If the player dies a 

bit later, he or she starts again from the game that was saved after the big bat

tle was already won. 

On a game platform, if there was no save symbol after the big battle or if 

the battle was not the end of a level, the player could not save and must move 

on. If he or she dies, the big battle will have to be fought again, since the 

game will reload from an earlier saved game that did not contain that battle. 

Indeed, the last save could have been quite far in the past, and the player may 

be required to repeat a good deal of the game. 

However, again, these are not just technological matters. Platform users 

do not necessarily see being unable to save whenever they want as a limita

tion. Many of them see it as a virtue; they say it adds more excitement and 

challenge to a game. Computer-game players who save after each big hattie 

or dangerous jump might be thought of as "wimps" who can't last any length 

of time against rigorous challenges. Furthermore, in my experience, many 

platform users do not see playing large parts of a game over and over again as 

repetition in the way in which I do. They see it an opportunity to perfect 

their skills and get more play out of a game they enjoy. 
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So we see here the ways in which external technological and material 

facts become social facts and values. The Xbox's coming out with a hard drive 

led to a debate that anyone who understands the external design grammar of 

the platform domain could have predicted. Was the Xbox real1y a game plat

form? Could a real game platform have a hard drive? Perhaps the Xbox is re

al1y a computer in disguise. This is a debate over the very external design 

grammar of the domain: Is the pattern "video game, game platform, hard 

drive" acceptable within the external design grammar of the domain? Does it 

count as an acceptable part of valued social practices and identities in the do

main? Should it? 
It is not surprising, either, that of the games Microsoft initi'll1y brought 

out for the Xbox some used the hard drive to allow players to save whenever 

and wherever they wanted (e.g., Max Payne) and others did not and func

tioned like a "proper" platform game (e.g., Nightcaster). The company obvi

ously wanted to entice both platform players and computer-game players 

onto its system, though this can, in some cases, be a bit like enticing cats and 

dogs to play bal1 together. 
A good number of people play both platform games and computer 

games, of course. Nonetheless, somewhat different affinity groups, with dif

ferent attitudes and values, have arisen around each domain, with lots of 

overlap in between. There are people who play in both domains hut have 

strong opinions about what sorts of games are best played on platforms and 

what sorts are best played on computers. All this is typical: Semiotic domains 

and affinity groups often don't have sharp boundaries (though some do), and 

in any case the boundaries are often fluid and changing. 
Since the Xbox has the capacity to break the pattern that associates ga me 

platforms and limited saves while stil1 retaining some of the other patterns 

typical of game platforms, it has the potential to create a new affinity group 

and/or to transf6rm old ones. In the act, it and the social interactions of peo

ple around it might eventually create a new semiotic domain within the big

ger domain of video-game playing, a new domain with a new external design 

grammar determining new social practices and identities. Indeed, the matter 

is already in progress, as the Xbox has already generated (with the help of 

Microsoft, of course) its own magazines, Internet sites, and aficionados. 

But all this transformation and change in the external design gr,llnmar 

wil1 rebound on and change the internal design grammar. Designers and pro

ducers wil1 use the hard drive on the Xbox together with its more typical 
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platform features to design new games. Hybrids between typical platform 

games and typical computer games will arise. The distinction in content be

tween platform games (which tended to stress fast action) and computer 

games (which can store more information and stress deeper stories) may blur. 

As new content arises and new principles and patterns regarding the accept

able content of various different types of games also arise, the affinity groups 

associated with those different types of games will change their social inter

actions, values, and identities, and so, too, the external design grammar of 

their respective domains. 

Some of these changes will be small, some large. But that is the way of all 

semiotic domains in the world. They are made, internally and externally, by 

humans and changed by them as these humans take up technological and ma

terial circumstances in certain ways and not others and as they shape and re

shape their social interactions with each other. 

L1FEWORLDS 

Our talk about semiotic domains may lead some to think that everything said 

thus far only applies to "specialist" areas like video games, theoreticallinguis

tics, law, or the workings of urban gangs, not "everyday," "ordinary" life. 

However, "everyday," "ordinary" life is itself a semiotic domain. In fact, it is a 

domain in which all of us have lots and lots of experience. It is what I call the 

lifeworld domain. 

By the lifeworld domain I mean those occasions when we are operating 

(making sense to each other and to ourselves) as "everyday" people, not as 

members of more specialist or technical semiotic domains. Not everyone 

does physics or plays video games, but everyone spends lots of time in his or 

her lifeworld domain. And, of course, people move quite readily between 

specialist domains and their lifeworld domain. For example, a group of physi

cists at a dinner meeting might, at one moment, be discussing physics as spe

cialists in physics and, at the next moment, be discussing the weather or I 
movies as "everyday" nonspecialists. (Of course, there are people who can 

and do discuss the weather or movies as specialists in a specialist semiotic do Imain devoted to the weather or movies.) ~ 

I

Lifeworld domains are culturally variable; that is, different cultural 

groups have, more or less, different ways of being, doing, feeling, valuing, 

and talking as "everyday people." Thus there are many lifeworld domains, 
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though they overlap enough to allow for, better or worse, communication 

across cultures, 

If we look at lifeworld domains internally, we can say that their con tent is 

just the wide range of nonspecialist experiences of the world that people share 

with other people with whom they share various group memberships, up to 

and including the human race. Once a group has carved out an area of this ex

perience (whether this is pla)'ing in the guise of video games or dealing with 

the weather as a science) and created "specialist" ways of talking and thinking 

about it ("policed" by themselves as "insiders," who determine what is accept

able and what not, who is adept and who is not), then they have left the life

world (and the rest of us behind) and created a specialist semiotic domain. 

If we look at lifeworld domains externally, we can ask about the ways of 

thinking, talking, acting, interacting, valuing, and, in some cases, writing and 

reading that allow a particular culturally distinctive group of people to recog

nize each other as being, at a time and place, "everyday" or "ordinary" nonspe

cialist people. For example, hmv do you know when a friend of yours who is a 

theoretical linguist (and you are not) is talking to you and engaging with you 

not as a specialist linguist but just as an "everyday" nonspecialist person? How 

do you know this even when, in fact, you happen to be talking about language? 

And, of course, these matters will differ if you and the linguist are from 

quite different cultures-say you are an African American and the linguist is a 

Russian. But, again, I caution against assuming too much variation across 

human beings. People can and very often do recognize "normal" human be

havior across cultural groups, however problematic this sometimes may be 

(even to the point of leading to violence). 

It is ilpportant to realize that meanings are no more general-they are 

just as situated-in lifeworld domains as they are in any other semiotic do

main. For example, in different situations, even such a mundane word as 

"coffee" has different situated meanings. Consider, for instance, what hap

pens in your head when I say "The coffee spilled, get a mop" versus "The 

coffee spilled, get a broom." In eli fferent si tuations, the wore! "coffee" can 

mean a liquid, grains, beans, tins, or a Havor. It can mean yet other thin gs ill 

other situations, and sometimes we have to come up with novel meanings for 

the word; for example in a sentence like "Her coffee skin glistened in the 

bright sunshine," "coffee" names a skin color. 

For another example, think of the different situated mell1ings of the 

word "light" in everyday interactions in these sentences: Tl1rll rhe light 011. 
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This light isn't giving much light. I can see a far off light. I am just hathing in 

this light. The effects of light in this part of the county are wonderful. The 

last thing I saw was a bright light. Of course, when we consider, in the con

text of lifeworld domains, words like "truth," "good," "democracy," "fair

ness," "honesty," and so forth, things get yet more variable, more deeply 

rooted in specific situations in specific culturally relative lifeworld domains. 

There are a number of important points to make ahout lifeworld do

mains. First, we are all used to making claims to know things based not on 

any specialist knowledge we have but just as "everyday" human beings. How

ever, in the modern world, specialist domains are taking more and more 

space away from lifeworld domains wherein people can make nonspecialist 

claims to know things and not face a challenge from a specialist. 

For example, I once lived in Los Angeles. Every nonspecialist in Los An

geles "knows" the air is polluted and dangerous, and they are usually willing 

to say so. Nonetheless, it was not at all uncommon to read in the newspaper, 

say, that "lay people" didn't really know what they were talking about (and 

choking on). Specialists in the matter claimed that there was no technical 

"evidence" that the air was particularly unsafe. Tohacco companies tried the 

same thing for years in regard to the dangers of smoking. Companies that 

pollute ground and water often engage in the same tactic when people in 

their areas of operation claim to feel sick (or drop dead) from their pollution. 

Helping students learn how to think ahout the contrasting claims of vari

ous specialists against each other and against lifeworld claims to know certainly 

ought to he a key joh for schools. To do this, students would have to investigate 

specialist domains and different culturally distinctive lifeworlds, internally in 

terms of content and externally in terms of social practices and identities. 

A second point to be made ahout lifeworld domains is this: In the mod

ern world, we are used to having to face the fact that children, including our 

own, are specialists when and where we are not. Many children are adept at 

the semiotic domain of computers-sometimes hecause they play video 

games and that interest has led them to learn more ahout computers-when 

the adults in the house are intimidated hy computers. 

Kids have turned video games, roller-hlading, skateboarding, and snow

boarding into specialist domains that internally in terms of content and ex

ternally in terms of social practices bewilder adults. Many children have 

learned through the Internet and television more about stock trading or even 

law than many of the adults around them could ever imagine knowing. (One 

!m SEMIOTIC DOMAINS !m 39 

teenager had the top rating for legal advice on a legal Internet site in which 

many of the others on the highly ranked list were professional lawyers.) 

Adults are getting used to the fact that they are "immigrants" in many a 

domain where their own children are "natives" (specialists). The lifeworld

the domain in which people can claim to know and understand things as 

"everyday" people and not as specialists-is shrinking, not just under the at

tack of specialist domains like science but hecause our children are creating 

and mastering so many specialist domains themselves. 

A third point I want to make is this: I firmly helieve we need to protect 

lifeworld domains from the assaults of specialists (yes, even our own children). 

\Ve need to understand and value people's "everyday" knowledge and under

standings. At the same time, I believe it is crucial, particularly in the contem

porary world, that all of us, regardless of our cultural affiliations, he able to 

operate in a wide variety of semiotic dOimins outside our lifeworld domains. 

It is very often in these non-lifeworld domains that people form affilia

tions with others outside their own cultural groups and transcend the limita

tions of anyone person's culture and lifeworld domain. Of course, it is 

important not to insult anyone's culture or lifeworld domain; it is important, 

as well, to build bridges to these when introducing people to new semiotic 

domains. But in my view, it is a poor form of respect for anyone to leave peo

ple trapped in their own culture and lifeworld as the whole ,md sole space 

within which they can move in the modern world. If this view comports 

poorly with some versions of multiculturalism, so he it. 

BACK TO PIKMIN: CRITICAL LEARNING 

If learning is to he active, it must involve experiencing the world in new ways. 

I have spelled this out in terms of learning new ways to situate the meanings 

of words, images, ,symbols, ;lrtifacts, and so forth when operating within spe

cific situations in new semiotic domains. Active learning must also involve 

forming new affiliations. I have explained this in terms of leal'llers joining 

new affinity groups associated with new semiotic domains. 

Active learning in a dom,lin also involves prep;lration for future le;lrning 

within the domain and within reb ted JOlmins. I will de;ll with this issue 

helow, when I draw;l comparison hetween the sorts of learning th,lt take pLtce 

when playing good video g;lmes and the sorts of learning that t,lke place in 

good science classrooms and when I discuss the notion of precursor domains. 
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However, as I said earlier, critical learning involves yet another step. For 

active learning, the learner must, at least unconsciously, understand and oper

ate within the internal and external design grammars of the semiotic domain 

he or she is learning. But for critical learning, the learner must be able con

sciously to attend to, reflect on, critique, and manipulate those design gram

mars at a metaJevel. That is, the learner must see and appreciate the semiotic 

domain as a design spacc, internally as a system of interrelated elements making 

up the possible content of the domain and externally as ways of thinking, act

ing, interacting, and valuing that constitute the identities of those people who 

are members of the affinity group associated with the dOlmin. 

Let me return to the child playing Pikmin for a specific example of what I 

mean. mat does it take just to playa game ,1S an active learner? To do this 

the player must understand and produce situated meanings in the semiotic 

domain that this game, and games like it, constitutes. Elements in the con

tent of Pikmin-for example, a yellow Pikmin-do not have just one general 

meaning or significance in the game world. Learners must learn to situate 

different meanings for such elements within different specific situations 
within the domain. 

For example, when a player is faced with a rock walL his yellow Pikmin 

(who can throw bomb rocks) take on the situated me~ll1ing thc t),pe o( Pik771ill 

who can usc bombs (unlike red and blue Pikmin), since a good strategy for de

stroying walls in the game is to have yellmv Pikmin throw bombs ~lt them. 

However, when attacking a fat, sleeping, dangerous spotted creature (,1 

Spotty Bulborb) found throughout the first levels of the game, the yellow 

Pikmin take on the situated meaning thc sorts ofPik7l1in who call he thrown filr

thcr than other sor1s o( Pikmin, since a good strategy when figbting big crea

tures like these is to have Captain Olimar tell the red Pikmin to run up and 

attack from the rear, while he throws the yellow Pikmin onto their backs to 
attack from up top. 

Additionally, players need to know what patterns or combinations of ele

ments the game's internal design grammar allows. They need to know, given 

the situated meanings they have given to each element in the pattern or com

bination, what the whole pattern or combination means in a situated way 
useful for action. 

For example, the internal design gr,llnmar of Pikmin allows the player to 

bring together (by moving Captain Olimar and his Pikmin) the combination 

of Pikmin, a rock wall, and a small tin can laying near the wall, containing lit
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tie rock bombs. Of course, the game did not need to allow this pattern or 

combination to be able to occur; its design grammar could have been built 

differently. Even given that the design grammar does allow this combination, 

players still have to build a situated meaning for this combination out of the 

situated meanings they have given to each element in the game based on the 

situation they take themselves to be in and their own goals. 

If this is a point in the game where the player needs to get past the wall, 

and given the fact that he or she can build a situated meaning for yellow Pik

min like the typc ~(Pikmin that can throw bmnh" the player can build a situated 

meaning for this combination something like: Erillip the yellow Pikmin 7vith the 

rock bombs and have thcm IISC thc hombs to bio'll' lip tbe wall. 

Here is another example from Pikmill of a combination of elements al

lowable by the internal design grammar of the game. The player often finds a 

Spotty Bulborb-a creature with big teeth and jaws suitable for swallowing 

Pikmin whole-sleeping peacefully in a fairly exposed space. So the design 

grammar of the domain allows the comhination: Spotty Bulborb, sleeping, in 

exposed area. Depending on what situation the player t:1kes him- or herself 

to be in, this combination can be assigned several different situated mean

ings. For instance. it could be t~lken to me:ll1: Attack thc Spottv 8nlborh (({rc

f/ll~)'f,.mlJ the rcar before it 71'flke,l' np; or it could be t:1ken to me,lt1: .....·71Cftf..: iflliet~v 

by the Spott), 8111horl> to grt 7:·brl'e Vall 7rfmt to go 7ritbont tronNe. "'othing stops 

the player from assigning the comhination a more unexpected situated mean

ing, perhaps something like: f1/r1/.:e tbe Spott), Bnlborh lip 50 .1'011 Cfm get fI more 

cxcitinf!, (find/air?) figbt. 

Since the child can successfi.l1ly break down rock walls and attack Spotty 

Bulborbs, he can understand ("read") and produce ("write") appropriate situ

ated meanings for elements and combinations of clements in the domain 

(game). Bm all of this is "just" playing the game in a proactive way-that is, 

using situated meanings and the design grammar of the game to understand 

and produce meanings and actions (which are a type of meaning in the do

main). Of course, one could just ritualize one's response to the game and try 

pretty 111uch the same strategy in every situation, but this would not be a 

proactive way to play and learn. 

All these meanings and actions are a product of what I have called active 

learning, but they are not yet critical learning that leverages the design gram

mar at a metalevel in a reflective way that can lead to critique, novel mean

ings, or transformation of the domain. However, the child is learning to do 
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this as well-that is, his process of learning the game is not only active, it is 

increasingly critical. 

\\!hen the child had recovered 5 of the spaceship's 30 missing parts, he 

was able to search in a new area called The Forest's Navel. This area had a 

much harsher and more dangerous-looking landscape than the previous areas 

the child had been in. It had different dangerous creatures, including a num

ber of closely grouped creatures that breathed fire. And the hackground 

music had changed considerably. Since the player has already found five 

parts, the game assumes that he is now more adept than when he began the 

game; thus, the landscape and creatures are getting harder to deal with, offer

ing a bigger challenge. At the same time, these changes in features communi

cate a new mood, changing the tone of the game from a cute fairy tale to a 

somewhat darker struggle for survival. 

The child was able to think about and comment on these changes. He 

said that the music was now "scary" and the landscape much harsher-looking 

than the ones he had previously been in. He knew that this signaled that 

things were going to get harder. Furthermore, he was aware that the changes 

signaled that he needed to rethink some of his strategies as well his relation

ship to the game. He was even able to comment on the fact that the earlier 

parts of the game made it appear more appropriate for a child his age than 

did the Forest Navel area and considered whether the game was now "too 

scary" or not. He decided on a strategy of exploring the new area only a little 

bit at a time, avoiding the fire-breathing creatures, and returning to old a~eas 

with the new resources (e.g., blue Pikmin) he got in the Forest Navel area\to 

find more parts there more quickly and easily (remember, the player has only 

30 game days to get all the parts and so wants to get some of them quickly 

and easily.) 

What we are dealing with here is talk and thinking ahout the (internal) 

design of the game, about the game as a complex system of interrelated parts 

meant to engage and even manipulate the player in certain ways. This is met

alevel thinking, thinking about the game as a system and a designed space, 

and not just playing within the game moment by moment. Such thinking can 

open up critique of the game. It can also lead to novel moves and strategies, 

sometimes ones that the game makers never anticipated. This is what I mean 

by critical learning and thinking. Of course, the six-year-old is only begin

ning the process of critical learning in regard to Pikmin and other video 

games, but he is well begun. 
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The child is learning to think reflectively about the internal design 

grammar (the grammar of content) of Pik71lin and games like it. As he inter

acts with others, he will have opportunities to reflect on the external design 

grammar (the grammar of social practices and ioentities) too. For example, 

he has 'llready learned that he can search the Internet for helpful tips <1hout 

playing the game, including wh<1t are called Easter Eggs (little surprises play

ers can find in a gamc if they know wherc ,md how to look for them). He 

considers these tips p,lrt of playing the g<1me. On the other h,lno, he charac

terizes advice about how to playas "hossing him around" and claims he can 

"do his own thinking." 
These are early moments in the child's induction into the <1ffinity groups 

associated with video-game playing, their char<1cteristic social practices, ,1no 

the sorts of iuentities people t<1ke on within these groups <1nd pr'lctices. If he 

is to engage with these exterml aspects of g.ll11e p1:lying critica lly, he will 

need to reflect in an overt way on the p,ltterns and possibilities he does ',md 

does not find in these social practices ano idcntitics. Doing this is to reAect 

on the extern,ll design grmllm,lr of the d0111<lin. 

Critic11 learning, ,1S I ,lin defining it hcre. involves 1e,1rning to think of 

semiotic domains ,1S design spaces th,lt l11anipuLlte us (if I C<111 use this term 

without necessary negative connotatiol1s) in cert,lin W,lyS ,111<1 that we C111 m.1

nipulate in cert,lin W<1YS. The child has much 1110re to learn about Pi!anin as .1 

design space (internally and externally). He also has much more to le,lrn 

about not just the single game Pik771il7 hut the genre (family) of g,ll1leS into 

which Pikmil7 falls (adventure strategy games) as a design sp'lee. And he has 

much more to learn about not just this genre hut ,lbout video games in gen

eral (a larger and more loosely connected family) ,lS a design space. 

Then there is the crucial matter of learning how these design spaces re

late to each other ,ll1d to other sorts of semiotic domains, some more closely 

related to video games ,1S semiotic domains, some less closely related. Th,lt is. 

the child can learn how to think 'lhout, and act on, semiotic domains as a 

larger design space composed of clusters (families) of more or less closely re

lated semiotic domains. 
So, then, why do I call learning and thinking at a metalevel about semiotic 

domains (alone and in relation to each other) as design spaces critical learning 

and thinking? For this reason: Semiotic systems are human cultural and histor

ical creations that are designed to engage and manipulate people in certain 

ways. They attempt through their content and social practices to recnli t people 
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to think, act, interact, value, and feel in certain specific ways. In this sense, they 

attempt to get people to learn and take on certain sorts of new identities, to be

come, for a time and place, certain types of people. In fact, society as a whole is 

simply the web of these many different sorts of identities and their characteris

tic associated activities and practices. 

Some of these identities constitute, within certain institutions or for cer

tain social groups in the society, social goods. By a "social good" I mean any

thing that a group in society, or society as a whole, sees ~lS bringing one status, 

respect, power, freedom, or other such socially valued things. Some people 

have lllore or less access to valued or desired semiotic domains and their con

comitant identities. Furthermore, some identities connected to some semiotic 

domains may come, as one understands the domain more reflectively, to seem 

less (or more) good or valuable than one had previously thought. 

Finally, one might come to see that a given identity associated with a 

given semiotic domain relates poorly (or well)-in terms of one's vision of 

ethics, morality, or a valued life-with one's other identities associated with 

other semiotic domains. For example, a person might come to see that a 

given semiotic domain is designed so as to invite one to take on an identity 

that revels in a disdain for life or in a way of thinking about race, class, or 

gender that the person, in terms of other identities he or she takes on in 

other semiotic domains, does not, on reflection, wish to continue. In this 

sense, then, semiotic domains are inherently political (and here I am using 

the term "political" in the sense of any practices where the distribution of so

cial goods in a society is at stake). ~ 

Let me make this discussion more concrete. A game like Pikmin recruits 

from the our six-year-old a complex identity composed of various related 

traits. The game encourages him to think of himself an active problem solver, 

one who persists in trying to solve problems even after making mistakes; one 

who, in fact, does not see mistakes as errors but as opportunities for reflec

tion and learning. It encourages him to be the sort of problem solver who, 

rather than ritualizing the solutions to problems, leaves himself open to un

doing former mastery and finding new ways to solve new problems in new 

situations. 

At the same time, the boy is encouraged to see himself as solving prob

lems from the perspective of a particular fantasy creature (Captain Olimar) 

and his faithful helpers (the Pikmin) and, thus, to get outside his "real" iden

tity and play with the notions of perspectives and identities themselves. He is 
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also encouraged to focus on the problem-solving and fantasy ~lspects of his 

new identity ~lIld not, say, his worries about killing (virnlal) "living" cre~ltures, 

however odd they m~lY he, though he C1n choose to avoid killing some of the 

cre1tures by running from them or sne~lking ~lround them. The le;lrner, in this 

case, gets to customize the identity the game offers him to a certain extent

this, in fact, is an important fc:lture of good video g~lmes. 

The identity th:lt Pi/.:771ill ill\,ites the player to take on n:Lnes in ;1 variety 

of W:1yS to other identitics he takes on in other d0111~lins. I helieve, for exam

ple, th:lt the identity Pih7lill rccruits relates r~lthcr well to the sort of identity 

a learner is c11led on to ~lSSUl11e in the best active science learning in schools 

and other sites. 

If this is true, then our six-ye~lr-old is privileged in this respect over chil

uren who do not have the opportunity to pL1Y such g;lIlles (in ',1Il ;lctive and 

critic1I way). :\n issue of soci:11 justice is at st:1ke here in reg~1r(i to the distri

bution of, and access to, this identity, \;;hether through video games or sci

ence. \Ve can note, as well, that the boy is using the video game to pr~lctice 

this identity, for many hours, ~lt an e~lrly ~lge, outside of science instruction in 

school, which may very well take up velY little of the school d:IY. Other chil

dren may get to practice this identity only during the limited ~lmount of time 

their school devotes to ;lctive and critical learning in science of the sort that 

lets children take on the virtual identity of being and doing science rather 

than memorizing lists of facts-which often is no time at all. 

VIDEO GAMES: A WASTE OF TIME? 

I have now discussed a perspective on learning that stresses active and critical 

learning within specific semiotic dom;lins. So, let me now return to the 

grandfather's remark that playing video games is a waste of time because the 

child is learning no "content." 

If children (or adults) are playing video games in sucb ;1 way as to learn 

actively and critically then they are: 

l. Learning to experience (see and act on) the world in a new way 

2, G~lining the potential to join and colhlhorate with a new affinity 

group 

3. Developing resources for future learning and problem solving in the 

semiotic domains to which the game is related 
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4.	 Learning how to think about semiotic domains :lS design spaces that
 

engage and manipulate people in certain ways and, in turn, help cre


ate certain relationships in society among people and groups of peo


ple, some of which have important implications for social jnstice
 

These, of course, are just the four things one learns when engaging actively 

and critically with any new semiotic domain. So the questions in regard to 

any specific semiotic domain become: Are these good or valuahle ways to ex

perience the world? Is this a good or valuable affinity group to join? Are 

these resources for future learning applicable to other good and valued semi

otic domains? Is this domain leading the learner to reflect on design spaces 

(and the concomitant identities they help create), and their intricate relation

ships to each other, in ways that potentially can lead to critique, innovation, 

and good or valued thinking and acting in society? 

The answers to these questions will vary along a variety of parameters. 

But they show that a great deal more is at stake than "content" in the grandfa

ther's sense. This book offers a positive answer to these questions in regard to f 
~ 

a good many (certainly not all) video games, as long as people are playing & 

them in ways that involve active and critical learning. Video games have the 

potential to lead to active and critical learning. In fact, I believe that they often 

have a greater potential than much learning in school (even though school 

learning may involve learning "content"). Indeed, I ho~ discussion of the 

child playing Pikmin already suggests some of the lines of my argument. 

\\That ensures that a person plays video games in a way that involves ac

tive and critical learning and thinking? Nothing, of course, can ensure such a 

thing. Obviously, people differ in a variety of ways, including how much they 

are willing to challenge themselves, and they play video games for a great va

riety of different purposes. But two things help to lead to active and critical 

learning in playing video games. 

One is the internal design of the game itself. Good games-and the 

games get better in this respect all the time-are crafted in ways that encour

age and facilitate active and critical learning and thinking (which is not to say 

that every player will take up this offer). The other is the people around the 

learner, other players and nonplayers. If these people encourage reflective 

metatalk, thinking, and actions in regard to the design of the game, of video 

games more generally, and of other semiotic domains and their complex in

terrelationships, then this, too, can encourage and facilitate active and critical 
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learning and thinking (though, :lgain, the offer Imy not he t:1ken up). And, 

indeed, the affinity groups connected to video games do often encourage 

metarefJective thinking about design, :lS :1 look at Internet game sites will 

readily attest. 

This last point-that other people can encourage in the learner metarefJec

tive talk, thinking, and :lctions in regard to :1 semiotic domain as :1 design 

space-leads to another point: Often it is critical learning-focusing on the 

semiotic domain one is le:1rning as :1 design space in a rcflective way-that actu

ally encourages and pushes active learning. One can learn actively without much 

critical learning, but one cannot really learn much critically without a good deal 

of active learning in a semiotic domain. The critical is not a later add-on. It 

should be central to the process of active learning from the beginning. 

There is another important issue here that hears on deciding whether a 

given semiotic domain-like video games-is valuable or not: Semiotic do

mains in society are connected to other semiotic domains in a myriad of 

complex ways. One of these is that a given domain can he a good precursor 

for learning another one. Because mastering the meaning-making skills in, 

and taking on the identity associated with, the precursor domain facilitates 

learning in the other domain. Facilitation can also happen because being (or 

having been) a member of the affinity group associated with the precursor 

domain facilitates becoming a member of the affinity group associated with 

the other domain, because the values, norms, goals, or practices of the pre

cursor gronp resemble in some ways the other group's values, norms, goals, 

or practices. 

Let me give a concrete example of such connections. In the larger semi

otic domain of video games, first- and third-person shooter games are a well

defined subdomain. However, such games often have elements that are 

similar to features found in arcade games, games (like Space Invaders, Pamtan, 

and p"ogrz;er) that involve a good deal of fast hand-eye coordination to move 

and respond quickly. (In fact, one of the original first-person shooter games, 

a game that helped start the genre-U70lfenstein 3D-operates very much like 

an arcade game.) Thus, someone who has mastered the domain of arcade 

games has mastered a precursor domain for shooter games, though such 

games now contain many other elements, as well. 

On the other hand, fantasy role-playing games are another well-defined 

subdomain of the video-game domain. People who have earlier played and 

mastered the DungeoJ7.\ and Dragons semiotic domain (as make-helieve play or 
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with books and cards) are advantaged when they play fantasy role-playing 

games, since such games developed out of Dungeons and Dragons, though they 

now contain a good many additional elements. 

Both the shooter domain and the fantasy role-playing domain have other 

precursor domains, and they share some precursor domains (e.g., make-be

lieve play wherein one is willing to take on different identities-a domain 

that some cultures and social groups do not encourage in children or adults). 

Some of these video-game (sub-) domains may well serve as precursor do

mains for other semiotic domains. For example, it may well be that the popu

lar (sub-) domain of simulation games (so-called god games, like SimCi(y, The 

Sims, Railroad TYcoon, and Tropico) could be, for some children, a precursor 

domain for those sciences that heavily trade in computer-based simulations 

as a method of inquiry (e.g., some types of biology and cognitive science). 

In interviews my research team and I have conducted with video-game 

players, we have found a number of young people who have used the domain 

of video games as a fruitful precursor domain for mastering other semiotic 

domains tied to computers and related technologies. Indeed, several of these 

young people plan to go to college and major in computer science or related 

areas. 

So we can ask: Can various subdomains in the larger domain of video

game playing serve as precursor domains facilitating later learning in and out 

of school? I helieve that the sorts of active and critIcal learning about de

sign-and the type of problem-solving identity-that a game like Pikmin can 

involve may well relate to later learning in domains like science, at least when 

we are talking about teaching and learning science as an active process of in

quiry and not the memorization of passive facts. 

I am convinced that playing video games actively and critically is not "a 

waste of time." And people playing video games are indeed (pace the six-year

old's grandfather), learning "content," albeit usually not the passive content 

of school-hased facts. (Many games, such as the Civilization games, do con

tain a good numher of facts.) The content of video games, when they are 

played actively and critically, is something like this: They situate meaning ;n a 

multimodal space through embodied experiences to solve p7'oblems a77d reflect on the 

intricacies ofthe des(p;n ofimagined worlds and the design ofboth real and imagined 

social relationships and identities in the modern world. That's not at all that had

and people get wildly entertained to boot. No wonder it is hard for today's 

schools to compete. 
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LEARNING PRINCIPLES 

The discussion in this chapter suggests a variety of learning principles that 

are built into good video games, games like Pikmin, as will the discussion in 

each of the following chapters. Some of the learning principles suggested in 

this chapter are a bit more general than are those in later chapters. Here I 

hring together these principles to start a list that will continue in suhsequent 

chapters. 

I state only five very hasic principles, since quite a numher of other 

principles that are implicated in the earlier discussion will be discussed in 

greater detail later. The order of the principles is not important. All the 

principles are equally important, or nearly so. Some of the principles over

lap and, in actuality, reflect different aspects of much the same general 

theme. Furthermore, these principles are not claims about all and any video 

games played in any old fashion. Rather, they are claims about the potential 

of good video games played in environments that encourage overt reflec

tion. (While good video games do indeed encourage overt reflection, this 

feature can he greatly enhanced hI' the presence of others, both players and 

viewers.) 

I state each principle in a way that is intended to he equally relevant to 

learning in video games and learning in content areas in classrooms. 

1.	 Active, Critical Learning Principle 
All aspects of the learning environment (including the ways in which 

the semiotic domain is designed and presented) are set up to encour

age active and critical, not passive, learning. 

2.	 Design Principle 

Learning ahout and coming to appreciate design and design princi

ples is core to the learning experience. 

3.	 Semiotic Principle 

Learning about and coming to appreciate interrelations within and 

across multiple sign systems (images, words, actions, symhols, arti

facts, etc.) as a complex system is core to the learning experience. 

4.	 Semiotic Domains Principle 
Learning involves mastering, at some level, semiotic domains, nnd 

heing able to participate, at some level, in the affinity group or groups 

connected to them. 
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5.	 Metalevel Thinking about Semiotic Domains Principle 
Learning involves active and critical thinking about the relationships 

of the semiotic domain being learned to other semiotic domains. 
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