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Traditional curriculum for teaching art, design and performance is 
challenged by new paradigms in mobile communication. Artists 
and designers are crafting a range of approaches for creating new 
applications in this changing field. The social nature of mobile use 
opens up possibilities for innovative research and creation, and 
new teaching methods, in educational environments.
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Introduction: Literacy and games from the inside out

Gaming Literacy is an approach to literacy based on game design. My 
argument is that there is an emerging set of skills and competencies, a  
set of new ideas and practices that are going to be increasingly a part of 
what it means to be literate in the coming century. This essay’s proposal  
is that game design is a paradigm for understanding what these literacy 
needs are and how they might be addressed. I look at three game design 
concepts—systems, play, and design—as key components of this new literacy.
	 Traditional ideas about literacy have centred on reading and writing—the 
ability to understand, exchange, and create meaning through text, speech, 
and other forms of language. A younger cousin to literacy studies, media 
literacy extended this thinking to diverse forms of media—from images 
and music to film, television, and advertising. The emphasis in media lite-
racy as it evolved during the 1980s was an ideological critique of the hidden 
codes embedded in media. Media studies scholars ask certain kinds of 
questions: Is a given instance of media racist or sexist? Who is creating it 
and with what agenda? What kinds of intended and unintended messages 
and meanings does media contain?
	 Literacy, and even media literacy, is necessary but not sufficient for 
one to be fully literate in our world today. There are emerging needs for 
new kinds of literacy that are simply not being addressed, needs that arise 
in part from a growing use of computer and communication networks. 
Gaming literacy is one approach to addressing these new sorts of litera-
cies that will become increasingly crucial for work, play, education, and 
citizenship in the coming century.
	 Gaming literacy reverses conventional ideas about what games are and 
how they function. A classical way of understanding games is the ‘magic 
circle,’ a concept that originates with Dutch historian and philosopher 
Johann Huizinga. The magic circle represents the idea that games take 
place within limits of time and space, that they are self-contained systems 
of meaning. A chess king, for example, is just a little figurine on a coffee 
table—but when a game of chess starts, it suddenly acquires all kinds of 
very specific strategic, psychological, and even narrative meanings. To 
consider another example, when a soccer game or Street Fighter II match 
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begins, your friend suddenly becomes your opponent and bitter rival—at 
least for the duration of the game. While many social and cultural meanings 
certainly move into and out of any game (your game rivalry might ultimately 
change your friendship outside the game), the magic circle emphasizes 
meanings that are intrinsic and interior to games.
	 Gaming literacy turns this inward-looking focus inside out. Rather 
than addressing the meanings that only arise inside the magic circle of a 
game, it asks how games relate to the world outside the magic circle—how 
game playing and game design can be seen as models for learning and 
action in the real world. It asks, in other words, not ‘What does gaming 
look like?’ but instead ‘What does the world look like from the point of 
view of gaming?’ 
	 But it’s important to be very clear here: gaming literacy is not about 
just any kind of real-world impact—it is a specific form of literacy. So for 
the sake of specificity, here are some things that gaming literacy is not:

	 •	Gaming literacy is not about ‘serious games’—games designed to 
		  teach you subject matter, such as eighth-grade algebra. 

	 •	Gaming literacy is not about ‘persuasive games’ that are designed 
	 with a message or social agenda to impart to the player. 

	 •	Gaming literacy is also not about training professional game designers, 
		  or even about the idea that anyone can be a game designer.

Gaming literacy is literacy—it is the ability to understand and create specific 
kinds of meanings. As I describe it here, gaming literacy is based on three 
concepts: systems, play, and design. All three are closely tied to game design, 
and each represents kinds of literacies that are not being addressed today 
through traditional education. Each concept also points to a new paradigm 
for what it will mean to become literate in the coming century. Together 
they stand for a new set of cognitive, creative, and social skills—a cluster 
of practices that I call gaming literacy.
	 I like the term gaming literacy not only because it references the way 
that games and game design are closely tied to the emerging literacies I 
identify, but also because of the mischievous double meaning of gaming, 
which can signify exploiting or taking clever advantage of something. 
Gaming a system means finding hidden shortcuts and cheats, and bend-
ing and modifying rules in order to move through the system more  
efficiently—perhaps to misbehave, but perhaps to change that system for 
the better. We can game the stock market, a university course registration 
process, or even just a flirtatious conversation. Gaming literacy, in other 
words, ‘games’ literacy, bending and breaking rules, playing with our 
notions of what literacy has been and can be. 

Systems

To paraphrase contemporary communications theory, a system is a set of 
parts that interrelates to form a whole. Almost anything can be considered 
a system, from biological and physical systems to social and cultural systems. 
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While increasingly sophisticated innovation is evident in mobile 
communication, ‘low’ technology in hybrid, open-source, and 
do-it-yourself communities is also rapidly emerging. Accelerating 
this evolving field are multiple points of crossover that lie within 
existing social science, engineering, architecture, and other 
media disciplines.
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Introduction

In the traditional industrial age, the main role of designers was to create 
aesthetic forms of mass-manufactured products. The recently developed 
networked digital society has changed this traditional design paradigm. 
Designers now add humane value to new technologies and create applica-
tion concepts to enhance the quality of human life. In the industrial age, 
design mainly dealt with hardware parts of static (non-interactive) manu-
factured products. However, in the networked information society, the 
objects of design have been extended to hardware-software integrated, 
dynamic, and interactive products or services. Emerging technologies 
such as ubiquitous or wearable computing have accelerated the emergence 
of various kinds of products, systems, or services that are digitally con-
verged and interactive. This shift of the design paradigm attracts many 
designers’ attention towards interactive digital design projects, tangible 
media, and physical computing.1

	 One of the most important design tools for developing innovative 
interactive digital products is rapid and effective prototyping.2 It allows 
designers to iteratively explore, develop, and evaluate new concepts.  
Prototyping is also a means of communication between participants in 
the design process. Traditionally, sketches or foam mock-ups have been 
used as such design tools for hardware-centric product concept develop-
ment. However, for interactive digital products, design tools should  
also support the exploration of additional aspects such as contents, user 
interface, and integration of hardware and software.
	 However, designers without engineering backgrounds have difficulty 
in creating tangible and working prototypes in the early phases of the 
design process. Engineering development tools, such as programming 
languages and microcontrollers, are now introduced to designers. Some 
new tools have been developed specially for designers and artists.3 However, 
they still have limitations in bridging designers’ concept development  
and technical implementation, and are considered difficult for intuitive 
and flexible prototyping.
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