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Interplay Instructional Strategy:
Engaging Learners with Interactive Entertainment Conventions
Advances in telecommunication technologies and the continued need for training, education and professional development have resulted in a proliferation of e-learning opportunities (e.g., elearners.com, corporatetraining.com, ecollege.com, connectionsacademy.com, phoenix.com). The problem is that many e-learning programs continue to mimic traditional correspondence mail models of distance education, relying heavily on self-instructional text or lecture-based materials that often fail to engage learners and promote meaningful interactions among participants and the subject matter. The creation of modern e-learning programs requires research and the development of new instructional strategies that realize the potential of telecommunication technologies to facilitate collaborative and independent learning (Hirumi, 2002; Bates, 1990; Mason & Kaye, 1990; Soby, 1990).

This chapter posits an innovative instructional strategy that incorporates powerful conventions of interactive entertainment (Stapleton & Hughes, 2006) to engage and motivate learners in totally online, hybrid, and conventional learning environments. The strategy consists of six key instructional events that apply three core conventions of interactive entertainment (i.e., story, play and game) to structure compelling learning experiences. The events may be applied in an instructional unit or lesson, or they may be structured to create an experience arc throughout a course to arouse high levels of emotional investment.

The chapter is divided into five main parts. Part I discusses the role of entertainment in educational settings. Part II delineates the three core conventions of interactive entertainment. Part III describes the interplay instructional strategy, noting the interrelationships between the six instructional events and key elements. Part IV illustrates the structuring of events within a course to enhance learner engagement and motivation. Finally, Part V presents a short summary of key concepts and conclusions. 

Part I: Mediating Entertainment and Education

“Entertainment, education and training are all in the business of making memories for a lifetime.”

--Michael Macedonia, Director

Disruptive Technology Office (DTO) of the 

Advance Research Defense Agency (ARDA)

Attempts to merge education and entertainment are not new. Combining the two can make education more engaging and entertainment more educational. However, adding one to the other without a critical analysis of each construct can dilute the power of both. Forcing learning requirements and traditional teaching practices on entertainment can undermine the flow of the dramatic structure and disrupt the playful interactions that make entertainment appealing. In turn, the importance and depth of content information and vital instructional events for facilitating learning can be overlooked, oversimplified or trivialized while upholding the compelling engagement of the entertainment goals.

The reemerging interest in educational computer games, as a way to leverage the recent success of entertaining video games, shows both promise and concern. Educational games can engage learners. The use of rich visual and aesthetics can draw learners into worlds that can awe and inspire (Poole, 2000). Games can also motivate learners through fun, challenge and instant feedback within a virtual, interactive and immersive environment (Mitchell & Savill-Smith, 2004). Furthermore, the use of audio, video, text and graphics may accommodate different learning styles (Berson, 1996) and encourage media literacy (Mitchell & Savill-Smith, 2004), as well as facilitate decision-making, by encouraging learners to experiment with different ways of thinking and learning in a relatively “safe” environment (Gee, 2003).

However, educational games can also distract learners, who may be enamored by the use of high-end graphics and animation or concentrate on competing, scoring and winning, rather than learning (Clark, 2003). Game goals may not be congruent with learning objectives (Clark, 2003), the game may be too easy or too challenging, it may take too long to complete, or it may just be poorly designed, causing confusion and/or providing insufficient or inappropriate feedback (British Education Communications and Technology Agency, 2001). Computer games, that go beyond the assessment of student learning using relatively simple game shells, may also take considerable time, human and financial resources; resources that may not be readily available to faculty.

The Interplay Instructional Strategy addresses many of the aforementioned concerns, applying key principles of interactive entertainment to produce memorable learning experiences for educational computer games, as well as for conventional face-to-face, hybrid and totally online learning environments. Games are useful, but their power is attributed to key principles of entertainment that go well beyond the concept of games; from toys, to movies, comic books, playgrounds, as well as cultural myths and legends. 

Entertainment in the 20th century has had a major effect on society, influencing world cultures, opinions, and economies. Entertainment in modern western society has become a language onto itself. A message can be lost without its appeal. People are more likely to believe an outlandish lie if it is a story well told than the boring old truth. News becomes entertainment, truth becomes a trademarked brand, and learning becomes “edutainment” that neither meets the standards of high quality education, nor entertainment (Fabricatore, 2000). Although educational software may be preferred to conventional classroom practices, students typically dislike such applications, “because the fun factor is missing” and “would never voluntarily play such a game outside of class” (Leddo, 1996, pp. 23-24). Edutainment produced during the 1980’s and 90’s was like combining two great things and coming up with less than the sum of its parts. To the entertainment industry, “education” has become the kiss of death. For some educators, “The intention should be enlightenment, not entertainment… To turn learning into fun is to denigrate the two most important things we can do as humans: To teach [and] To learn” (Stoll, 1999, p. 22). Is there a way to incorporate the best qualities of entertainment and apply it to the highest ideals of education? 

 Entertainment needs to be used as a means, not as an end, yet it can not be compromised by educational requirements. Successful integration of entertainment and education entails exploring the core construct of entertainment and reapplying its components to the instructional design process (also discussed in Chapter X). Cinema, broadcast, and cable television have transformed entertainment from a superfluous distraction in the 19th century, to the power of ubiquitous and pervasive media of today. However, we must be cognizant not to confuse the passive media of the 20th century with the interactive entertainment of the 21st century. Where entertainment can be passive, education cannot (Hertz, 1997).

With the rapid advancement of interactive entertainment, the rush to leverage its capabilities to enhance learning can produce clashes between instructional and the entertainment design processes. The goal of the Interplay Instructional Strategy is to mediate between the two. Previous clashes between education and entertainment come partly from the vast differences in how people think and operate in both arenas. Instructional design tends to be systematic, reasoned, and grounded; entertainment is more likely to be idiosyncratic, intuitive, and novel.
The differences between education and entertainment are vast, yet the goal is basically the same: to make memories for a lifetime. The conflict appears when the systematic, reasoned, and generally accepted instructional design process is interpreted by entertainment experts as formulaic and predictable (or boring). However, the idiosyncratic, intuitive, and novel process of producing entertainment can also be seen by educators and instructional designers as haphazard, ungrounded, and not replicable. 
The chart presented in Figure 1 seeks to find common ground where entertainment and education intersect without directly conflicting with or diluting one another. The Interplay Instructional Strategy exploits the common ground by defining an intersection between the vague and imaginative process of entertainment with the exacting and explicit process of the instructional design. Common ground may be found by examining Interplay Conventions of story, play and game, and their underlying structure for entertainment. The Interplay Instructional Strategy posits a sequence of events that are both instructional and entertaining in nature.

	
	Education
	Entertainment

	Cognitive Process
	Systematic, Reasoned, accepted, Grounded
	Structure, Conventions, Explicit, Satiating, Expectations

	Imaginative Process
	Vision, Heuristics, Implicit, Motivating
	Idiosyncratic, Intuitive, Novel, Inspired


Figure 1. Intersections between instructional design and entertainment design

Common overlaps can be found if we look at the imaginative process of instruction (implicit, visionary, heuristic motivating) and the cognitive process of entertainment (explicit structure, conventions and expectations). However, we cannot stop there. The overall learning experience needs to utilize the power of an overall journey or experience. The Experience Arc provides the use of emotional waypoints to structure a compelling transformation for the student throughout a course or educational program. The stimulated passion provides heightened emotional engagement utilizing the satisfying techniques of entertainment while avoiding the trauma of real emotions. The overall effect of the Interplay Strategy seeks to construct entertaining, instructional events that spark dramatic conflict and leverage the learning process into an emotional catharsis, creating memories that can last a lifetime. 
Part II: Interplay Conventions

“You can discover more about a person in an hour of play than in a year of conversation.” 

--Plato
To formulate an instructional strategy that integrates key principles of interactive entertainment, we need to break down the principles into its structural components. The origins of both entertainment and learning come from play. As children, we learn from play, as do many other species. We start with open-ended discovery and visceral free-play on the playground. By adding rules, free-play becomes structured competitive play in the form of a game. By assuming roles, free-play becomes a play of masquerade with a story. These four aspects of play (i.e., learning, free-play, game and story) have evolved since the dawn of man. Learning is the basis for education, while the other aspects form the foundation of interactive entertainment.    

Aristotle’s poetics defined the foundations of story for millenniums. In the same period, Plato’s philosophies emphasized the importance of play in human exchange. On the opposite side of the ancient world, Sun Tsu created sophisticated approaches to game in the Art of War, all of which are used in interactive entertainment. It is the 21st century technology that transforms the potential of the game, play and story for education and instructional design. However, game, play and story are not dependent upon technology. 

As preschoolers, we master the effortlessly flow between story, play and game on the playground. But, as we become older, we define story, play and game as quite separate entities. With the constraints of technology and its limited range of interactivity, it has come to the point where we have distinct industries, professions and college degrees that focus on one or another. These terms are also used interchangeably, however, they have distinct conventions that are intricately linked (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Interplay components driving education practices
The dynamic forces of the interplay conventions can be applied to a course to create compelling student-centered experiences. Stories provide directed exposition that can easily integrate intentional learning (explicit facts, goals and objectives). Play provides practice and free discovery to explore the subject matter for incidental learning (contextual relevance and implicit personal and professional growth). Games provide challenges for performance to master the subject for intrinsic learning (internalizing the core essence of the subject). 
As technology and its range of interactivity advances, we are able to apply sophisticated models that synthesize game, play and story. Few professionals have extensive experience in all three with even less opportunities to apply advanced media technology that have the capability to do all three. Hollywood directors have difficulty applying games to content that is intended for movie houses. Game Developers believe linear stories disrupt game flow. Playgrounds designers consider the application of story or game as too restrictive for free-play and imagination. There is an on-going professional discourse that pits game mechanics against story development and play design. However, game, play and story become intricately linked when applied to the power of 21st century interactive entertainment. Breaking down and creatively interlinking their distinct properties in a form called Interplay Conventions are necessary to craft meaningful tools for education. 

We can see the dynamic “interplay” between game, play and story by how the entertainment industry cross markets movie franchises. For instance, the Harry Potter movie starts out as a story in the form of a book turned movie; then it is made into a video game; and you can buy a wand, cape and hat to play wizard in an imaginary castle. They all work with the same components of characters, emotions, back story, etc., yet each form into either a story, game or play toy as a product. What determines whether the entertainment content is marketed as a game, play, or story is its intent. 
To illustrate, let’s take a generic example of a ball. A ball can be used as a toy in an open-ended exchange that we call PLAY. The ball has properties that we can freely discover by hitting (cause), bouncing (effect) and catching (consequences). Good game design is based on designing 15 seconds of quality play that you can apply over and over again. If you add goals, rules and tools to hitting a ball, the exchange immediately becomes a GAME, where competition produces winners and losers. The objective can be to sink the ball in the pocket (goal) with your cue stick (tool) as long as it stays on the table (rules). In comparison, a Magic Eight-ball can become an interactive STORY.  You or your friend (characters) can ask a question about your future (world) and the Eight-ball can then propel your imagination into a hypothetical journey (event). 

Table 1 shows how a variety of video games can be broken down into the core components of story, play and game, and their elements which all add to each game’s entertainment value. Whether the game is as simple as Tetris or involved as Zelda or the Sims, the elements enhance the engagement of the user. By breaking down these common structural elements, we can compare properties and transfer them to other applications and markets.

Table 1. Computer games broken down into interplay components and elements
	Interplay Components & Elements
	Video Games

	
	Tetris 
(Compete Game)
	Zelda 
(Story Game)
	Sims 
(Play Game)

	Story
	Building a wall
	Coming of age quest
	Soap Opera

	Character 
	Brick Layer (self)
	Prince elf (character)
	Everyman (God)

	World
	2D hole
	Fantasy world
	Neighborhood

	Events
	Falling Bricks
	Meet people find things.
	Daily life

	Play
	Puzzle
	Social
	Masquerade

	Cause
	Select
	Approach/act/engage
	Work, play, learn, shop,

	Effect
	Rotate
	Object response
	Positive/negative effect

	Consequences
	Fits or doesn’t fit
	Get clue (good/bad)
	Social standing

	Game
	Skill
	Investigate
	Manage resources 

	Goal
	Fill the hole completely
	Fulfill destiny
	Prosper

	Tools
	Point and click twister
	Sword, magic
	Wealth,  hygiene, property

	Rules
	Do within time limit
	Physical and magical laws
	Social guidelines


Interplay of Story Pathos, Play Participatory, and Game Procedural
Story, play and game each has a distinct purpose for engaging learners. In Figure 3, we juxtapose the interactive entertainment components and elements to illustrate their interrelationships. The components and their interrelationships also lay the foundation for the Interplay Instructional Strategy describe in the next section.

	[image: image2.png]



	Interplay 
Conventions

Story

1. 
Character

2. 
Worlds

3. 
Events

Play

1. 
Stimulus

2. 
Response

3. 
Results

Game

1. 
Goals

2. 
Tools

3. 
Rules



	


Figure 3. The interrelationships between story, play, game and their respective elements
Story Pathos and Elements.

Entertainment starts with capturing the heart with story, because that is where the story’s pathos sparks the emotional branding of an entertainment franchise. Story answers the basic question, “why should we care?” Compelling books, movies and television seal an emotional bond with the audience that drives most all other entertainment sales. Even before we experience the story, advertising and marketing campaigns set up our emotional expectations with the story’s characters, worlds and events. 

The elements of story establish the core personal motivation and emotional interaction with the subject matter, be it for learning or amusement. The characters draw empathy from the audience by identifying with the viewer and their world. Even if it is total fantasy, on the emotional level, there is identification with the character. Once there is an emotional attachment, the author can propel the action forward with various character interactions. Story events become consequence generators that are embedded with dilemmas, challenges or conflicts that build the character’s transformation from ordinary to extraordinary.
When learning about famous figures, inanimate phenomenon or abstract theories, the story can be the first to spark the imagination and encourage investment through emotional attachment. Stories without emotions are narrations that consist of a series of events that may or may not compel the mind. As an audience member, I am less concerned about Frodo as a Hobbit and more concerned because he is a little guy against impossible odds like I feel in life. My empathy makes me care about Frodo and I put myself in Frodo’s shoes and feel what Frodo feels. 

A series of questions can be used to help create engaging stories. These questions, and subsequent answers, are critical to structuring satisfying experiences as well as sparking interest and demonstrating relevance in the educational material. The story questions to answer are:

1. STORY: Why should I care?

2. Characters: Whom do I identify with? Who am I?
3. Worlds/Settings: In what context does the world provide meaning?
4.
Events: What happens and when to provoke and propel action?

Play Participatory and Elements.
Central to the physiological and psychological interactivity of entertainment is play’s participatory role in engaging the body. The play invites us in to be stimulated by the cause, effect and consequences of the environment and answers the core question of, “what do we do?” Like a playground, this invitation is filled with intuitive clues and responsive activities that have direct impact on the world that can be as simple as a ball to as complex as a simulated battlefield. 

The elements of play establish the physical interactions between real, virtual and imaginary realities. Where the story can be passive, play (like learning) cannot. In answering the question, “what do I do,” play induces the cause, effect and consequences of the immediate interplay exchange. Play is in the moment and provides immediate gratification. As entertainment, there is fun in repeating the play process. In a driving simulator, I turn the wheel, the car responds and the consequence is that I stay on the road and avoid other objects, or I lose ground or crash. I do it again, I get better, but then the circumstances change and I do it again. The play questions to answer are:

1. PLAY: What do I do?

2. Cause/Stimulus: What prompts me? If I…

3. Effect/Response: How does it respond? Then it will…
4. Consequence/Result: What result will provide meaning? Because…

Game Procedural and Elements.

The advancement of computer generated interactive content relies on procedural programming, or game mechanics. It answers the question, “how does it work?” The sophistication of the game’s procedural aspects interweaves goals, rules and tools to monitor behavior, measure performance, and manage resources to build the player’s investment in the experience. Even though the game may be about winning and losing, in entertainment, losing needs to be fun so that the player is encouraged to get up and try again. Failure to make losing fun can be the short-coming in unsuccessful interactive entertainment and is viewed as one of the problems with education. In education, the negative consequences associated with failure prohibits risk taking. Unless students have a very high self-esteem and sense of self-worth, they will not persist after repeated failures. Winning and success have their own pay-offs; more time and energy needs to be spent on how to make failure fun.

The elements of game establish the social interactions between the real, virtual or imagined players. The game component of interactive entertainment answers the question, “how does it work?” The nature of the game establishes a goal with measurable outcomes where you can either win or lose on multiple levels. The procedural programming manages the rules and tools (e.g., weapons, resources, data or special powers) that players are equipped with and can manipulate to impact play. The game questions to answer are:

1. GAME: How does it work?

2. Goals: What for? What is the object of desire?

3. Tools: With what? What resources and choices do I have?

4. Rules: Why not? What are my limits, states or values?

The role of interactive entertainment is about satisfying expectations. Whether it is about fantasy, reality, amusement, adventure, buying, or learning, you are satiating inner hopes and desires of the target audience. Its role in education and instructional design is to attract learners, invite their participation, and build their engagement as well as triggers an emotional catharsis that can seal a memory for a lifetime. 

Interactive entertainment utilizes the Interplay Conventions of play, game, and story in distinct ways and for distinct purposes. In education, the power of interactive entertainment is used to engage and motivate learners through: (a) the story’s ability to spark passion in the subject matter; (b) the play’s ability to invite physical as well as social participation; and (c) the game’s procedural mechanics to dynamically structure complex techniques that encourage risk, challenge abilities, and makes failure fun. 

The primary goal of the Interplay conventions is to incorporate the artistic conventions of traditional media to form instructional content that is appealing and compelling to students. In an educational context, it is important that the creative tools and structures of interactive entertainment are used as a means and not an end.

Part III: Interplay Instructional Strategy

“"Education is not filling a bucket, but lighting a fire."

--William Butler Yeats
The Interplay Instructional Strategy applies the core interplay conventions found in interactive entertainment to design and deliver student-centered and collaborative scenario-based learning environments. The Interplay strategy is designed to help educators, instructional designers and distance education professionals create conventional, hybrid and totally online courses or training programs that build self-motivated interest in the subject matter while providing compelling and engaging learning experiences. 

The Interplay instructional strategy originated from the creation of free-choice learning environments, such as informal science education centers where visitors go to learn as part of their discretionary free-time. Science centers do not compete with compulsory learning; they compete with location-based entertainment (LBE) venues such as theme parks, playgrounds or shopping malls. Free-choice learning environments need to entertain as well as bridge to formal education, where LBEs do not, to bring added-value to public, private and home schools. Field tests and case studies led to the Interplay strategy that can be applied beyond informal education to conventional, hybrid and totally online learning environments for toddlers, college students, and working professionals.

Interplay Instructional Events

The Interplay Instructional Strategy integrates grounded instructional events to apply sound pedagogical principles and practices at the onset, rather than superficially adding educational requirements on top of entertainment later in the design and development process. Basing the strategy on both “grounded
” instructional events and key principles of interactive entertainment avoids the difficult choice of compromising one or the other in subsequent stages of development and helps ensure that the entertainment value and the instructional value enhance, rather than compete with each other. There are six Interplay instructional events that correlate with the key components and elements of interactive entertainment, as seen in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Application of Interplay Conventions to form the Interplay Strategy
The Story component focuses on the pathos or emotions that are critical to both sparking an entertaining educational journey, and finding closure to the learning experience. These outcomes inform both the first and last event of Expose and Share. The Play component engages learners with the material and informs the second and third events of Inquiry and Discovery. Play provides open-ended environment with no pressures of winning or losing to gain understanding and familiarity with the material. The Game components heighten the personal challenge of the material by using the material in novel ways with Creation and by testing their own ideas through Experimentation. Together, the six events apply the principles of interactive entertainment to produce the Interplay Instructional Strategy. Each component and related events are discussed in further detail to facilitate application of the strategy.

Story Events

The Story Events focus on establishing instructional relevance for students, assuming they may have little to no interest in the instructional topic from the beginning. In answering the key story question, “Why should I care?” we need to tap into a personal experience (either real or fictional) that the students can identify with. The story uses information about students’ needs and interests to formulate characters who gain empathy from the audience before introducing any concepts or challenges. We start by having a character describe either their background story or experience. The character’s background and experiences are shared at the end from the student’s perspective to gain closure and relevance to the sequence of events. The character’s point-of-view can be a subject matter expert, a fictional character or the student themselves. In good storytelling form, this character’s perspective needs to expose the students within an appropriate contextualized environment with stimulating events that can propel the interest and stimulate inquiry within the story and the subject matter. The second event of story is used last in the sequence to establish the transformation of the student from an novice to an expert. Many learning experiences are not completely absorbed until you need to teach another (or share). The sequence thus comes full circle with the student becoming the teacher.
Event 1: Expose.

Exposure provides context for an instructional unit and related objectives. In entertainment, exposure is accomplished mostly through story devices. A theme park attraction would use a “Preshow,” a computer game may use a full motion computer generated video in the form of a mission briefing, and a movie would use an establishing shot to provide the lay of the land. Exposure provides not only the back-story to entice empathy for the character or player, it also orients the audience into the same reference point or point of view. For learning, Exposure sets up specified learning objectives in a meaningful way to invite the student to contribute, to engage and to achieve the challenges to be set before them. Where entertainment can be passive, the instructional event should be an active experience that the student or class can reflect on the entire course (to be explored further in the next section). Exposure becomes the common experience that can be leveraged as a reference point through out the class. The elements of story (characters, worlds and events) allow us to construct this instructional event as well as the final event.

Event 6: Sharing.

It is hard not to share your feelings after a good movie or an exciting adventure. The sharing of personal experiences and feelings become the second story event, facilitated at the end of the lesson or unit, to seal the memory of the learning experience. The process of sharing compels learners to put lessons learned in their own perspective as well as others. Personal reflection draws out the personal value and meaning of the learning experience that cannot be taught, yet is critical to be remembered or related. The collective sharing becomes the body of knowledge that students will take to heart and remember over time; knowledge that is readily transferable to other applications. Sharing is where there is as much learning for the teacher then there is teaching for the student if constructed appropriately.

Play Events

Play Events focus on inviting and building engagement with the subject matter. Where we can pique the interest of the student within the emotional context of good story elements, we now need them to interact with the dynamic elements of the subject matter. The jump from story to play is facilitated through the elements of play, including cause, effect and consequences (or stimulus, response and result). The exposure event (story) will not necessarily satisfy the student’s interest. In fact, it should leave them wanting more to prompt inquiry, much like how a movie trailer can be entertaining, yet is not a complete story. The trailer becomes a teaser to motivate you to actually attend the screening when the movie is released. The Exposure event sets up the motivation for Inquiry and Inquiry promotes the two play events of Inquire and Discover by setting a common context, point of view, and reasoning. 

The engagement of play is set up in two events; Inquiry is to spark the curiosity and Discover is to invite safe and tantalizing physical participation to satiate that curiosity. The purpose is to cover dynamic forces and elements within the subject matter that will later be tested with the Game elements of interplay. The object of play is the toy and the context of play is the playground. These two aspects of interactive entertainment (play and playground) are helpful in designing the inquire and discover instructional events. Play and playgrounds immediately spark interest in participation, yet in a non-threatening consequence that is free of losing (which comes later with game elements). Play comes from mimicking life and work. In Caroline Pratt’s book, “I learn from Children,” she uses play as the child’s work and subsequently coined the phase Play-School in the early 20th century. Play was not superfluous to learning but central. The tools of work become the toys for play. It also applies to the modern day application of entertainment to interactive devices or interface design where constructive play relates the joy of engagement with importance of learning skills. Interactive designer, Dan Mapes has stated, "At LEGO Digital, one of the central design principles that we followed was to toys-to-tools and tools-to-toys. The elegance of this form of design is the intimate relationship between function and intuitive ease of use. We simplified professional tools to put them in the creative hands of kids but we also had a vision of the resulting toys enhancing the creativity and productivity of adults as well” (Mapes, 2000).
The playground extends the play dynamic to the context of their surrounding or workplace. The playground provides the response to the toy’s stimulus that plays out the consequence of action in a compelling and immersive context. With the context and goals set by the story’s exposure, the next two events allow for the exploration of the subject’s dynamic forces. Inquire sets up a curious point(s) of interaction to invite play and Discover plays out the many variables that influence outcomes. Together, Inquire and Discover provides experience, familiarity and confidence in understanding the nuance of the subject’s tools and functions.

Event 2: Inquire.

The inherent objective of inquiry is to validate the success of the previous event of Exposure. If the previous story event properly sets up the desire to learn, then student inquiry should be automatic. This event should provide a response to that inquiry or student’s curiosity with something to do and something in response to showcase different elements that will be used. The curiosity evolves from an intellectual inquiry to a physical inquiry using interactive devices and interfaces. Such exchanges transforms the student’s role from being a passive “vessel” to be filled with knowledge, to an active “spark” to set a proactive desire to know by engaging the subject matter. This series of playful cause and effect devices (toys) will need to culminate into some form of consequence that prompts the student to discover the value and relationship of the different aspects of the subject matter in fuller context during the next instructional event.

For instance, within a driving simulation the devices of turning the steering wheel, pressing the gas, and using the break all have different properties and responses in relationship with each other and in context of a race. These consequences result in speed and direction as well as behavior reacting to the environment, such as the surface of the racetrack. The opportunity to openly play with each element outside the strict context of competition or a linear track (practice track) provides the ability to understand the properties of the elements. The opportunity to openly play also demonstrates the nuance of student performance by testing their limitations by themselves and in relationship with each other that leads to discovery. 

Event 3: Discover.

Not every example of inquiry and discovery is as straightforward as a driving simulation. However, utilizing tools as toys or applying the play primitive of a toy or archetypal game for use as a tool during instruction can help translate the learning objective into playful inquiry and discovery. The translation forms the “fun factor” to inspire repeat play to the extent exploration is needed to achieve a discovery. Where playful and active inquiry produces the satisfaction of continual exploration, it is the discovery that provides the personal reward, achievement, and the “ah ha” moment. The consequences of discovery, whether negative or positive, provide feedback to inspire further exploration or discovery to the next level of achievement. 

Game Events
Game Events focus on testing the student’s mastery of concepts after they have understood the nature and properties of the subject matter with open-ended play. The dynamics of a simple playful ball can transform drastically with the element of competition whether with another player or with the machine. The added level of game mechanics necessary to the procedural aspect of interplay elevates the interaction and investment, and builds the mastery of subject matter. With explicit goals, elaborate rules and sophisticated tools, game design rapidly becomes the testing ground (or assessment) for both the student and the instruction. 

The playground extends that play dynamic to the context of the students’ surrounding or workplace. With the context and objectives set by the story’s exposure, the play events allow for the exploration of the subject’s dynamic forces. The playground provides the response to the toy’s stimulus that plays out the consequence of action in a compelling and immersive context. The Inquire event sets up curious point(s) of interaction to invite play and Discover plays out the many variables that influence outcomes. The initial three events associated with the Interplay strategy provide experience, familiarity and confidence in understanding the nuance of the subject’s tools and function. The fourth event, create, sets up opportunities for the student to apply the components of instruction in novel ways and to internalize the understanding. The experiment event challenges the student to take personal risks with their confidence of the material.

Event 4: Create.

The act of creating is a pivoting point in the learning and entertainment process. It transforms the experience from being merely reactive to truly interactive. Instead of responding to cues, the learner contributes to the content by applying the elements of the subject matter in novel ways. Create not only increases the investment level, thus increasing the entertainment value; it also brings understanding to a new level of sophistication where the knowledge is internalized which also adds to the learners’ confidence level. Creating is critical in setting up the Experiment phase where our knowledge is tested and performance is evaluated. 

Event 5: Experiment. 

An experiment provides an opportunity to assess student learning and provide feedback without the stigma of losing or winning. Like true experimentation, the goal is less about the hypothesis being right or wrong, but rather setting up the elements of the subject matter so that new knowledge can be gained. Entertainment is set up in a similar way where the best games make losing as fun as winning. By making failure fun, learners are encouraged to get up and try again. Failure also establishes input from the student’s point of view of where their interests are high but their understanding is lacking. The experiments, whether they fail or succeed, provides new insights to the body of knowledge for the whole class. It also fosters feeling of success with the process and enhances motivation for subsequent units or game levels. Final instructional event (Event 6: Share) brings students back to the story, as discussed earlier in this section.

Assessment and Feedback

Two instructional events (assessment and feedback), that are essential to learning and are integrated with, but not listed as one of primary six instructional events in the Interplay Instructional Strategy because they are embedded in the other events. All activities and events in interactive entertainment need some form of constant assessment and feedback to provide the context, timing and relevance of implementation. Within virtual tutoring or adaptive learning systems, constant assessment and feedback are accomplished by Artificial Intelligence (AI) to feed just-in-time-data to adaptive systems and provide a customized learning experience.  

With interactive entertainment, the flow of story, game and play is one of the most important aspects of building intensity, engagement and enjoyment so the experience should not be interrupted with logistical programmatic needs (that may be incurred by assessment and feedback if applied as distinct instructional events). Breaking the flow of interplay will dissipate excitement and learner engagement will need to be re-ignited after the instructional event. Working assessment and feedback into each interplay event provides explicit awareness of performance that directs learning and associates performance directly with their learning experience.  

Constant feedback and assessment are accomplished by utilizing the sensing and triggering devices of the interactive system where their choices and actions reveal their understanding and retention. This area requires additional research where behavior is evaluated for comprehension and retention, however, it provides for a broader range of testing beyond the explicit and quantifiable multiple choice questions.  Nuances and multiple tracking of action provide new levels of assessment that are being leveraged by research.
Case Study: “Measure Me”
The following case examines how the interplay instructional strategy was used to create an online educational program, called “Measure Me,” to teach tenth graders statistics (components and applications) and graphs (bell curves). The program extended an informal education experience at a science center to formal education in the classroom, with the option for use at home, all to support aspects of the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Tests (FCAT).

In the case of the Measure Me experience at the Orlando Science Center, an online computer-based statistical analysis station was needed that focused on how raw data is transformed into a bell curve. The bell curve, in turn, showed how the data can be used to compare the player’s stature with other visitors. 

By jumping, hanging, stretching, and other playful activities, the exhibit collected data anonymously at each station. The data were not truly “scientific” due to the fact that no one could validate the data, but this offered students an extra opportunity to recognize anomalies in data. For instance, a 6-foot person could have told the machine they were only 3 years old with the data point spiking or skewing the shape of the bell curve graph. In short, students were to find meaning and value in statistics using different sampling of data to create bell-curves.

For many tenth-graders, it would be hard to find a more boring subject than statistics or math. By this age, math can hold serious social stigma or personal fear. Being labeled a geek, if you are successful, or stupid if you are unsuccessful, provides little positive outcome for those being introduced to the subject. The Interplay Instructional Strategy provided an opportunity to override these fears and associations by facilitating learning as interactive entertainment. The answers to the questions associated with story, play, and game, mentioned in the previous section, provided the basis for applying the Interplay Instructional Strategy and integrating entertainment value with the instruction.

Answering Story Questions.

The designs of the story-based events needed to establish a compelling story first. By answering the story interplay questions, we constructed the story to base the first event (Expose).

1. Story: Why should students care? What are the student’s greatest hopes and fears? Answers: Money, dates/friends or status/recognition.

2. Characters: Who do students identify with? Who am I (from students’ perspective)? Who is the most important person in their lives? Answers: Themselves as friends, wage earners, and achievers.
3. Worlds/Settings: In what context does the world provide meaning? Where do students find the greatest influence to their lives? Answer: A party, a sports event and a school outing)?

4. Events: What happens and when to provoke and propel action? What situation or dilemma could happen where students needed to use statistics? Answer: To get rich, get a date or get recognition)?

So what is most important to a tenth-grader? By interviewing students, viewing age appropriate television shows, and using personal experiences, we concluded that they consider themselves as the most important thing in their lives (not surprising). In this story, both the point-of-view and central character needed to be first person, or themselves. Their biggest concerns were money, the opposite sex and peer recognition.

For the first instructional event, we needed to expose students to one of three situations to provoke interest in the action and decisions. Each scenario set them up to either make money, find a friend or save the day. The event was then built around these story elements. Their character was either an entrepreneur, who was ordering rental skates for a sporting event; a matchmaker, trying to find a friend a date; or a camp counselor ordering life jackets for a boat outing. In each case, both the fear of failure and the hope of success were emphasized for the best emotional engagement. The key was to expose learners to a problem where the solution was formulated in a meaningful manner using statistics viewed in a bell curve. 

Answers to the story questions also helped to formulate the final event (Share). During the final instructional event, an award, in the form of a digital document, provided an excuse for sharing, whether it was bragging rights on how they were or how rich they became. The awards were auto-generating based on the statistics created by individual students or the competitive score generated by the class. Every student was awarded which forced the system to come up with some pretty obscure awards. Sharing is the event that seals the memory of learning that makes it real (statistics don’t lie, people do), relevant (I am the recipient of the award), and relational (I am special out of any sampling of people). The sharing of results, the expression of feelings of accomplishments, and the sharing of the experience provide both the entertainment and education values of the instructional strategy.
Answering Play Questions.

Once the student’s interest was piqued with a story of being rich, popular or famous, the student validated their exposure (in other words, demonstrated effectiveness of the story and first instructional event) by their interest to inquire about the subject. An invitation to play was designed using toy type devices for the student to act upon their newly found interest. The student acting upon their curiosity validates the previous story event. So in designing the play, we defined participation. Then sufficient cause, effect and consequence were needed to be provided the inspiration to discover.

To create play, we needed a toy and/or playground. Taking the ball as a toy for example, it has the cause (stimulus) of hitting, the effect (response) of bouncing; with the consequence of catching, or dunking or making a goal. In the case of statistics, what was the object or field of play for learning? With one of the learning objectives being able to read a bell curve to understand the relative meaning, the field of play became the graph itself. In our case, we made the curve a skate board course with the side view having shapes of a bell curve. We took the dynamics of the bell curve, the learning tool, and made it match the dynamics of the toy (cause, effect and consequence).

The design of the Inquiry and Discovery events were derived from the answers to the interplay questions for Play. The answers defined the type of toy and playground. The tools (or toys) of the workplace (Playground) that the statistician uses are the bell curves (consequences) that are created from raw data (cause), samplings, and averages (effect). How one designed the play, informed the design of the Inquiry and Discovery events. Answers to the play questions were:

1. PLAY: What do students do? What is fun to do that relates to changing the shape of a bell curve? Sample: Using the apex of the curve as a dynamic shape such as a curl on the skateboard curve. You influence the shape of the curl by the sampling of people. Your position on the curl marks your relevant position (apex, highest, lowest, etc.) The metaphor helps to take it out of context of math during the play period.

2. Cause/Stimulus: What prompts the students to act? If the student…What does the student do to prompt a response from the system? Sample: We drop skater demographic groups (samplings) into the graph. For each 10 or 100 people, it creates a symbol that stacks up in the appropriate place in the form of a bar graph. It is as if someone inserted coins in a slot machine, the result turns into a side view of a large skating curve. Extra animation and sounds of the curve changing shapes and the skater responding will provide enhanced entertainment value entertaining.
3. Effect/Response: How does the system respond? Then it will… How will the response provide a good payoff whether successful or not? Sample: The bell curve graph will settle on a shape to represent a side view of the skating park and the bell curve of the chosen sample. The skater will stop at the point of the user’s relative standing (based on inputted measurements). The sampling can be changed in any direction to constantly change these two elements just to watch the animated figure dance and skate around.

4. Consequence/Result: What result will provide meaning? Because…How does the student find meaning in the responses? Sample: Relating types of people thrown into the park and the corresponding shape of the curve, one starts to understands how to manipulate the bell curve based on samplings. Being able to make the curve go high, low, to the left or to the right will prepare them for more challenging tasks. With trophies at the top of the screen, when the skater reaches “The most,” “least,” or “average” position, the award is given. The student manipulates the data to achieve the result they want. It is the intent to have the students achieve all the trophies, but no negative consequence if they don’t to encourage more play.

With this stage of events, we wanted open-ended discovery without negative consequences associated with winning or losing. In this case, we took the tool of the bell curve and made it a toy similar to a pinball/slot machine without scoring. Instead of using it directly as a gauge for success or failure, which were saved for the next stage of Game elements, we needed to take joy in the mere act of play. The theme was related to a student event (skateboard park); we had fun dumping people into the park (drag and drop) and watched the reactions to the curve and subsequent skater responses.

The Inquiry event sparked students’ curiosity in a reactive environment that invited participation and demonstrated the dynamics of the subject matter as a toy and playground. Inquiry was themed in the context of events important to students, such as skate boarding. We took the first-person perspective, where the student was represented as the skater reacting comically to changes in the course. Inquiry was promoted by allowing students to drag and drop different samples onto the park and see the relationship between visitors and their own measurements. The animation and sounds provided the comical relief to the process and added entertainment value. The success criterion for this stage was that the activity was fun, repeatable and related to the learning material.

The Discovery Event was the revelation that if the student selected the right sampling, s/he could predict the curve shape and vice versa.  Once this discovery was made in play the trophies became the consequential element. That trophy event, when achieved, made proclamations, such as: “You are the tallest person of all the 14-18 year olds that came to the museum today.” The student may have been the only one in that category, but the system still accepted it anyway so the student could manipulate the data and create an automated response compiled of the conditions that have been set. Having fun manipulating the graph accomplished the inquiry as a digital toy. It was the hidden discovery that the device could be manipulated towards predictable ends that verified that the Inquiry event achieved its job. Obtaining all the trophies elevated students to the next level.  What distinguished this from game was that there were no losers. Students could play and enjoy until they get it. 

Answering Game Questions.

Where the play events provided an intuitive understanding of the components of statistics and the bell curve, the game challenged mastery and critical thinking to help with the applications of the components. The Game added explicit goals, tools and rules to the simplicity of open-ended play to increase the intensity of the entertainment and the sophistication of the learning. The game components (goal, tools, rules) helped define the Create event and the Experiment events. The Game Questionnaire provided the game premise and theme. The Game questions and answers were:

1. GAME: How does it work? Sample: The students select a meaningful goal (be rich, be popular, be a hero) and manipulates tools (data sampling) to achieve an end result (bell curve) by following the principles of statistics (rules). 
2. Goals: What for? What is the object of desire? Sample: The goal is directly related to their desires, hopes and fears. In this case money, popularity and recognition.
3. Tools: With what? What choices do I have? Sample: the activity of sampling is related to inviting people to certain events and/or ordering resources to achieve the goal.
4. Rules: Why not? What are my limits, states or values? Sample: rules and principles of statistics work directly to define the game rules of sampling, averaging, etc. to anticipate and manipulate desired results.
The Game events of Create and Experiment provided challenges to promote personal investment and achievement. There was an added risk to game that was not present in play. However, the added risk allowed for deeper levels of understandings and greater emotional heights of accomplishments that led to the satisfaction with the experience. In the choices of activities, the student can either get rich as an party planner renting skates for the skate park events; increase the odds of meeting a friend based on the invitation list to your party; or become a hero by supplying the right amount of the correct sizes of life jackets to a school boat outing.

Beyond the obvious cause and effect responses of play, the manipulation of statistics in game can create strategies that promote critical thinking and a command of the principles. Whether the criterion is measured in dollars, people or unused body bags, success is not just a matter of finding the best, most frequent or average answer. Success lies in matching the sample to the desired results. For instance, ordering for a father daughter event is much more predictable (thus more profitable) than a family night. This causes a unique two-hump bell curve that reaches success in a way not demonstrated in the presentation. The opportunity to explore play events increases the options for the creation of novel approaches. However, the create event inspires novel thinking prior to the students evaluation to encourage risk taking and creative thinking.

The experiment event presented an opportunity to pose questions beyond the examples that were pre-determined. Here a student was able to construct a hypothesis that required the extrapolation of data to suggest a trend or insight that was not as explicit as achieving the most, best or average mark. For instance, with a table of statistics collected from research sources, could the student predict the chances of storm while on the boat; an injury at the skate event; or the odds of a romance at the party leading to marriage? The availability of appropriate and diverse statistical resources allowed for the creative application of, and experimentation with the results. 

Part IV: Experience Arc

“Fail often and succeed sooner”

Tom Kelly

The Art of Innovation

The Interplay Instructional Strategy can work not only as a series of events within a lesson or unit; it can be implemented across an entire course in the form of an experience arc. All interactive entertainment experiences are designed to create intriguing and persistent interactions between the many dynamic forces of drama (Story), competition (Game), and exploration (Play). These dynamic forces can be applied to a course to create compelling student-centered experiences that integrate intentional learning (explicit goals and objectives), incidental learning (implicit personal and professional growth) and intrinsic learning (through performance and practice). The experience arc is structured as a journey where the student plays the role of the protagonist as they interact with the Interplay Strategy to achieve the goals of the class.

Before getting into the process of designing an experience arc, it is important to note that the core story structure applied to the Interplay Strategy draws from both linear and interactive story traditions. Interactive story structure differs significantly from the passive media convention of a linear plot, which is controlled entirely by the author. Interactive stories can resemble an interactive game in that the audience participates in the authorship of the story. This is similar to a role-playing-game (RPG), where instead of the linear plot being based on predetermined events, interactive story is based on rules that the audience impacts and reacts too, similar to a game. 


However, interactive stories are also drastically different from interactive games. Games are designed for the player to be in control with very explicit goals to either win or lose. A story is designed to follow the intent of the author with very implicit goals to take the participant to places they would not have gone on their own accord. The interactive story manipulates the audience without controlling the audience’s action. In other words, while game interactivity is about the player pushing mechanical buttons to drive the action; a story’s interactivity is about the story pushing our personal buttons to drive the emotions. 

We posit that the interplay conventions of play, story and game serve e-learning activities differently. The explicit goal-oriented interactivity of Game supports the player’s performance and can be utilized for assessment. The open-ended interactivity of Play supports the trainee’s practice, similar to performance but is the interaction is not about winning or losing, it is about process. The narrative type of interactivity with Story is about instruction or coaching, where the author or instructor takes learners to levels and places they would not have gone on their own accord. 

Where the art of interactive story has been practiced and refined over the millenniums in theaters and conventional face-to-face classrooms, it has yet to be successfully transferred to the design of online or computer-based instructional materials. This is due to a lack of sophisticated models of artificial intelligence, voice recognition and other sensing devices. However, as digital interactive stories emerge, it will play a growing role in defining the future of e-learning and assisting in transforming live instruction into digital online formats.
Experience Arc Structure

Like a good story, the experience arc is not a repetitive structure of a series of events of equal value and impact that accumulate to cover the scope of the class. It is a structured journey that builds in intensity and culminates in a climatic and memorable experience. The goal of the experience seeks to be as transformational for the student as it would be for a character in a story. The experience arc is structured as a cross between an archetypal story of a Hero’s Journey and a classic story curve of a Hollywood screenplay. The Hero’s journey and classic story curve are not only familiar to wide audiences; they are structures that audiences have grown to expect from entertainment.

To create an experience arc, we begin by organizing a course into Units, Lessons and Events, that are then directly related interactive entertainment equivalent of Acts, Scenes and Events (See Chapter XX, Figure 1). We then plot the course, not in a straight line (as in Chapter XX, Figure 1), but through an experience arc that follows the pattern of a story curve with a beginning, middle and end. The story curve is a series of events that build intensity over time to reach an emotional climax to then a resolution or evolution of the conflict to provide a satisfying closure. The form of the curve comes as you graph the emotional journey with time on the X-axis and intensity on the Y-axis (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Interactive Experience Arc applied to a Course.

The series of learning objectives in the course become structured as a series of emotional waypoints inherent in classic story structures that make up the experience arc. The acts also correspond to the beginning, middle and end.

Act I: Beginning.
The Hook (Once Upon a Time…) represents an initial transitional scene that invites the audience (learners) to play. The hook is like an “establishing shot” in a movie where it provides the appropriate orientation. The hook also works like an entry gate to a theme park that takes students’ attention off real life and prepares them for their journey by orienting them to the vision (goal) of the quest (class). The purpose of this phase is to set up expectations and to spark a passion for the goal.

The Ordinary World (the simple life) provides the student the opportunity to explore the lay of the land gaining familiarity with the other characters, the tools of the trade and the laws of the land. During this phase, students empathize with and transition into the role of the protagonist and prepare to be sent on the quest. The purpose of this phase is to equip the students with whatever they need to function independently, because the role of the instructor will need to play the alternating roles from mentor (guide) to villain (antagonist).

Act II: Middle.

The Inciting Incident (Kidnapping the Princess). This transitional scene is the moment that needs to rock the students’ world and pull the rug out from under their comfort zone to propel them into an escalating series of challenges, risks and achievements. The “inciting incident” is the decisive “point of no return” in the classic Hollywood screenplay where the protagonist is “on their own” and must prove him or herself. The dramatic “inciting incident” plants the seed for the inevitable climax that provides the satisfaction in overcoming the odds in defeating the villain, getting the girl or saving the world. The purpose of this phase is to reduce or eliminate dependency on the instructor and put the student into the driver’s seat and to stimulate and challenge the student’s abilities.


Building Conflict and Investment (Slaying the Dragon) is the meat of the experience, where learner engagement and investment are escalated by incrementally increasing challenges and risks. This is where students gradually transition from “Zero to Hero” by going through a series of challenges that put more and more at risk to help define the character of the students. This is also where each student must take a unique role that is special to their talents and passions that make it a truly unique and personal experience. The “Dragon” can be achieving the objective, defeating the villain, or facing the fears (demons) inside them selves. First, we must start by drawing the dragon out from the cave. The slaying of the Dragon is not the goal, but the ultimate obstacle to achieving the goal. The purpose of this phase is to define the individual student’s goals that develop their unique professional and/or creative development to provide the solution to the problem.

Act III: End.

The “Inevitable Climax” (Zero to Hero: become a knight for saving the princess). This scene is the culminating confrontation (delivery) with the class and their goals and objectives. This moment needs to achieve as much of an emotion catharsis as possible, however, it is a delicate moment to craft. The climax must test and challenge students’ achievements, skills and talents to the fullest extent, but it must not set up students for failure. The result must not be fixed and there needs to be the possibility of failure, but the student protagonist needs full confidence in facing the challenge. In this way, the student gains a valuable lesson whether s/he fails or succeeds, and feels good about it. This is where learning becomes truly entertaining in the form of either a comedy or tragedy, where the experience is well worth the challenge. The purpose is to build the excitement, investment and confidence so the student can take on the responsibility for their own action and evaluate their own performance, so s/he can reap the full reward of their achievement. 

The ending…(They all live happily ever after) is the resolution or evolution of the student’s journey whether triumphant or tragic. There are lessons to be learned and this moment seeks closure to seal that memory for a lifetime. If students experience failure, they should laugh about it. If they experience success, they should gloat in it. Students are to expend and express any last emotions and reflections of the experience so that there is divestment in the process, closure is complete, and knowledge is gained. For the climax, the instructor was along for the ride and by that time should not have been either the judge or jury, but a mere observer. That would have defeated the ability to sincerely reflect on the lessons learned in this phase that will ensure the positive conclusion and send off of for the class. Where the climax validates the intentional learning, the purpose of this phase is to harvest all of the personal incidental and intrinsic lessons learned from each class member. This time of sharing should be documented as the closing story or epilogue.

Case Study: Digital Media Production
We applied the Interplay Instructional Strategy across an entire Digital Production course to engage novice undergraduates who may have never been apart of a professional production team. We needed to transform the students into self-directed professionals who could lead or manage any type of media project or slip into any type of production as a valuable player. The purpose of the course was not to learn the operation of software programs or the design and production skills, it was an experience to learn how to manage a project from creating a compelling idea, articulating the idea within a succinct pitch, researching the competition, managing the design and teams, making a plan, documenting accomplishments and tracking progress. The end result was to produce an original piece of digital media with professional integrity and with the resources already present within the class. 


The previous instructional methods used to teach the course included both student and teacher-directed approaches that yielded inadequate results. Originally, students were allowed to do basically whatever they wanted, as long as it produced a piece of digital media in the end. Students were graded more on product than process and demonstrated very inconsistent levels of professional integrity. In reaction, a teacher-directed, by-the-book approach was established where the instructor directed students to fill out worksheets, plan steps, and document procedures The students, with faithful obedience, followed the instructor’s directives, but the experience was not preparing self-sufficient professionals who are needed in real production.


Application of the the Interplay Instructional Strategy allowed us to provide a highly focused and intense study of explicit working procedures and tools, but with a student-centered approach that instilled self-confidence and self-sufficiency within a production environment. The most important objective was not to memorize a procedure, but to assimilate the value and meaning of a series of procedures and adopt the principles and tools for future production. The emotionally charged process enabled young producers to recall critical methods in a timely and intuitive fashion.

Table 2 helps illustrate how the course was transformed into an experience arc. Primary course topics were first placed within the table (column one) and correlated to the main stages of the experience arc (column two). The basic Interplay component, with corresponding educational practice (column three) were then assigned to each stage of the experience are, followed by breaking down the Interplay component into its respective Interplay instructional event (column four). For each stage of the experience arc, we designed an interplay event that provoked the intended emotional waypoint (column five) that we wanted students to experience.
Table 2. Transformation of a Sequence of Course Topics into an Experience Arc
	Course

Topics
	Experience

Arc Stages
	Interplay Component
	Interplay

Event
	Emotional Waypoint

	Tools of the Trade &

Request for Proposal
	Hook

(1 Lessons)
	Story 
(Instruct)
	Expose pitfalls of production
	Local Boy Screws up

	Concept 
Design
	Beginning

(2 Lessons)
	Play 
(Practice)
	Inquire to the capabilities and possibilities
	Big Dreams Impossible Odds

	Prototype & Design Document
	Inciting Incident

(2 Lessons)
	Play 
(Practice)
	Discover the farther limits of abilities
	You are all fired! Start over

	Production
	Middle

(6 Lessons)
	Game (Perform)
	Create the power of the tools and methods of production
	The Come Back Champs

	Test, Adjust, Deliver
	Climax

(2 Lessons)
	Game (Perform)
	Experiment with testing results on target audience
	The Show Down

	Post Mortem
	Ending

(1 Lessons)
	Story 
(Instruct)
	Share the lessons learned
	Living Large


Each of the emotional waypoints needed to engage the students in escalating levels of challenges, intensity and coordination. Each emotional waypoint also represents key transformational stages of character (or student) development. The starting point for structuring the experience arc was the desired end result (course goal) where many entertainment and instructional designers begin. 
In the case of Digital Media Production course, we wanted students to transform from a novice (zero) to a professional (hero) in a classic three act structure. The third act made up of the climax and the ending of the story is where the students’ and instructor’s hopes and fears culminated. During the post-mortem, we needed to share an experience that made both students and the instructor feel accomplished (living large) after over coming the odds in a test of their abilities resulting from their novel experiment (the showdown).  

The second act set up the third act by providing an inciting incident where the students discovered how much they didn’t know (You are Fired!). The students succeeded by failing; the more successful the prototypes were, the more the misconceptions in the students’ concept designs were disproved. However, this realization improved the final design document that plotted their plans to create a unique and successful project by pushing their expectations and abilities farther than have achieved before.
The success of the second acts depended upon setting it up with the first act of exposing the typical misconceptions of productions (local boy screws up) and providing students with the tools of the trade. The experience of “screwing up” inspired students to inquire further into better methods of producing stronger possibilities with their concept designs (Big Dreams, Impossible Odds). In the next section, we elaborate each emotional waypoint to facilitate application of the Interplay Instructional Strategy.
Local Boy Screws Up (Hook/Story/Expose).

The course used a Zero to Hero story that began by exposing the pitfalls of production. The first activity needed to humble students (Zero), but excite them about what they didn’t know and foreshadow what they will learn (Hero). We hooked them by designing a fun experience for the first lesson; an activity called “Putting the Fun in Dysfunctional.” The activity set students up for repeated failure by exposing their misconceptions about production. Students were made to fail early often so that they could succeed sooner, but we made losing fun to promote and sustain engagement. Making failure fun at the start of the course also broke the ice between students.

The instructor posed as NASA client and provided a Request for Proposal (RFP) to design and build a vehicle to safely launch a human (raw egg) ten yards using only the available resources (bag of office supplies). The class was split up into small teams and went through a rapid bidding, concept, design, production, testing and launching process in one lesson. The instructor injected “consequence generators” to put on pressure and to trip up and mislead students. For instance, one team’s design was given to another team to build, exposing numerous flaws. The instructor also changed the scope of the project (like dysfunctional clients do) as well as purposely misinterpreted every item on the client’s requirement questionnaire to add confusion and promote failure. The messy end result produced lots of fun as students laughed at their own flaws and became eager to find new ways to work better as a team. 

During the first lesson, students were also exposed to the tools of the trade in the form of timesheets, production schedules, client requirement questionnaires, etc. that were used through out the class. They were also assigned individually to create and post a pitch for a “blue-sky” concept on-line so the concepts could be evaluated by the class for the semester project. Students were also asked to create an RFP for the project, based on lessons learned from their initial experience, that specified student-driven criterion for success for all submissions through out the class.

Big Dreams, Impossible Odds (Beginning/Play/Inquire).

In the beginning we used creative play to promote inquire about the capabilities of the team and the possibilities of the project. The objective was for students to gain an understanding of the lay of the land and to set them up to dream about the hero’s quest. The information presented to stimulate inquiry depicted the broad range of talents and competencies necessary to pull together an effective production team. The students were asked to brainstorm ideas for the RFP and inquire about each other’s skills. Students were also encouraged to dream outside-of-the-box to push their expectations and creativity  generate excitement and foster originality. Based on the talents that were tested by the first assignment, roles and goals were assigned to create three competing Concept Designs. The Concept Designs, in turn, were evaluated based on the RFP created by the class.

You are all fired! Start over (Inciting Incident, Play, Explore).

The second lesson was the first time that students were expected to perform their individual roles and bring together their contributions to fit into a larger deliverable (Concept Design). Through an inciting incident, we played out the possibilities and pushed further exploration to reach the farther extents of the student’s abilities. 

Concept design was the students first real test and pressure was applied to do well as a team. The mantra for the day was, “if one fails, we all fail.” This is where teams started to understand the realities of real-life productions and the range of styles, commitment, work ethic, etc. in any given team. To prove their concepts, the next lesson was to create a working prototype to show, not tell, their ideas. The lesson compelled students to cooperatively play and explore ideas to enhance and create rapid prototypes for others to play-test and evaluate.

For the play-testing of the prototypes, the instructor introduced a few twists in the proceedings. The prototype needed to speak for itself. Competing teams evaluated the success each prototype and concept design. Going easy on other teams would only weaken their own team’s chances of a good grade. The winning team gets the highest grade, the second place team gets the next highest grade, and the third place team gets the lowest grade. No team got the same grade. The inciting incident was that the highest grade given was an Incomplete, the next highest was a D and the lowest was an F. Students were all fired in their chosen positions. They were to take the best of each concept and put it together into one great concept and do the same with the team assignments. Success gave them another chance for a final Concept Design. No grade was given between an A or an F for the next presentation to heighten the drama (the lesson being there is no compromise to quality). 

The inciting incident pushed students beyond their comfort zones and their own perceptions of what was good enough. They were pushed to explore at the farthest limits of their abilities. Big talk needed to be turned into demonstrated results. Now the real game began.

 The Comeback Champs (Middle, Game, Discover).

The middle act in the larger story was the most involved and defined the character’s (student’s) transformation. The story first exposed the pitfalls of production. The play promoted inquiry to the limitations and explored the possibilities. The game is where the students discovered the capability and power of production tools and methods through a series of escalating tests of individual and team performance. Discovery started with the building of media assets, then proceeded to the assembly and finally the integration of the assets into the whole. The game was played over six lesson, representing the longest section of the experience arc. The preceding and subsequent scenes set up the students to be operating independently at the height of their abilities.
The Showdown at the OK Coral (Climax, Game, Experiment).

The Showdown capped off the achievement of producing digital media that was larger than the sum of its parts. The lesson (scene) presented the inevitable climax, meaning it achieved the pay-back for the inciting incident. Where students were fired in the inciting incident, this is where students could literally be hired by potential employees; professionals in the field asked to evaluate students’ work. The Showdown must be anticipated through out the entire second act to increase the intensity and value of the reward. The climax represented the biggest risk in the game and put students’ experiments to the test. There was as much public and professional pressure applied as possible. In this case, the people evaluating the students’ products could have likely been their future employers.

Living Large (Closure, Story, Share).

The closing scene sealed the memory and provided a broader perspective for all members. With the emotional intense process, this stage became therapeutic where everyone expressed his or her reflections and feelings. We heard from all different perspectives to provide a complete picture that was capsulated within their final take home exam that had just one question, what did you learn? To get students to think seriously about this question, and not regurgitate knowledge, they were instructed to make their responses subjective and personal and reveal specific examples so that the incidental and intrinsic learning were revealed with the intentional learning. Students were also told to prepare their response in the form of a story that was to be shared with the next class on how to succeed in the production course.

Part V: Summary and Conclusions

“Dreams are more real than reality itself, they're closer to the self.”

Gao Xingjian

Dialogue and Rebuttal
This chapter is based on the premise that new instructional strategies are needed to realize the potential of emerging telecommunication technologies to facilitate individual and group learning. For many students, entertainment experiences (like dreams) can be as real, if not more real, than the instructional reality. To enhance learner engagement and create memorable online, hybrid, and conventional face-to-face classroom learning experiences, we posit an instructional strategy that applies key principles of interactive entertainment. The Interplay Instructional Strategy consists of six fundamental events (i.e., Expose, Inquire, Discover, Create, Experiment and Share) that integrate three interrelated components of interplay (story, game, play) and their respective elements to exploit similarities, and reconcile differences in entertainment and education. The strategy may be applied to an instructional lesson or unit, or across lessons and units to form an experience arc that transcends an entire course, including emotional waypoints at the beginning, middle and end, that follow a dramatic story structure to build, and eventually satisfy learners’ expectations (which is fundamental to forms of good entertainment). 

Interactive entertainment can have a growing influence on education as e-learning adopts more simulation technologies. Where conventional instructional materials has physical limitations, simulations allow us to augment the learning process in ways never before possible, allowing us to learn even from what we shouldn’t, couldn’t, or wouldn’t even do real life. As in video games, we can enter the mind of the scientist, play God with the cosmos or reenact a point in history and learn as we do naturally, from our mistakes, not just from our successes.

However, where technology as a tool can change business and industry, it is when technology becomes an entertainment form that it enters into our ever day life and makes high-end capability accessible to most everybody. The recent rapid advancement and adoption of simulation technology to video games, has brought hip-powered computing the desktop PC to the World Wide Web and increase consumer demand for e-learning. In this way, entertainment has already had an indirect impact on e-learning. Applying interplay conventions within an instructional strategy provides the opportunity for interactive entertainment to have a direct impact on e-learning, making it appealing to broader audiences and applications. However, the real future beneficiary of this progress will be for entertainment itself.  

Being able to apply Interplay Instructional Strategy to e-learning opportunities delivers to interactive entertainment the power to extend its reach to more diverse applications and communities. By being used as a means to an end, rather than an end to a means of amusement, e-learning provides entertainment with reach to more people and markets than it currently does in education and training. As a result, education and instructional design will provide interactive entertainment with the ability to provide more explicit benefits to society with more measurable results and methodologies than ever before.
 The unique combination of interplay conventions and instructional design may be the basis for transforming the functional aspects of simulation technologies (virtual reality) into an expressive and impacting form called Experiential Media (Stapleton & Hughes, 2005; Stapleton, Smith & Hughes, 2005). Experiential media is where you go beyond education, beyond entertainment and beyond many current forms of interactivity. The power of real-time, multi-sensory, immersive capabilities of simulation technologies can be the transformational power of education and the memorable affect of entertainment to create experiential learning. This transformation requires us to look at interactivity as more than pushing buttons and making multiple choices. Interactivity is an entire creative palette from which to design, going from the passive media (listening to radio); to engaging media (thinking or feeling by watching a film); to active media (immersion on theme park ride); to reactive media (making choices in a computer game); to interactive media (by making personal contributions in role-playing games); to experiential media (by living out learning experiences through simulation). It is this range of capability that will more effectively bring e-learning into our everyday lives where we work, play, create, fight or commune.

Applying interactive entertainment to e-learning, in the form of the Interplay Instructional Strategy, will help education more than something that is to be consumed, as a video game, but something that is to be achieved. The Interplay Strategy provides the structure to melt the boundaries of education, entertainment and our everyday lives. Application of the Interplay Strategy will, however, rely on continued innovation quite different from the entertainment formula of repeating successes. Research and continued development of the strategy will hopefully inspire change, different thinking and even more compelling methods for facilitating learning and advancing education. The combination of entertainment and education should be more the sum of the parts, but a force that we have yet to realize.
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� “Grounded” events are based on research or theory. See Chapter X for additional details on the application of grounded events and strategies.
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