




















100 Good Video Games and Good Learning

game, strategy guides, etc.) in such a way that their partial knowleq
and skills become part of a bigger and smarter network of people info
mation, and mediating devices.

7 Encourages dispersed knowledge. The portal also encourages
enables people to use dispersed knowledge, that is knowledge thar
not actually at the site itself, but at other sites or in other spaces. For exa
ple, the portal enables and encourages people to learn about mytholg,
in general, including mythological facts and systems that go well beyond
AoM as a game. Much of this information is not directly in the AoM Heay
site, but on other sites it links to or in books or movies the site w
mention or review. When a space utilizes dispersed knowledge it means
that its distributed knowledge exists in a quite wide and extensive ne
work. When knowledge is dispersed in a space, the space does not set
strict boundaries around the areas from which people will draw kno
edge and skills.

8  Uses and honors tacit knowledge. The portal encourages, enables, a
honors tacit knowledge—that is, knowledge players have built up
practice, but may not be able to explicate fully in words. This knowled,
may be about how to play the game, how to design new maps and. s
narios for the game, how to form a forum party, or a great many oth;
things. Players pass on this tacit knowledge via joint action when th,
interact with others via playing the game with them or interacting with
them in other spaces. At the same time, the portal offers ample opp
tunities for people, if they wish, to try to (learn to) articulate their taci
knowledge in words, for example, when they contribute to a forum on
technical matters like how to design good maps.

9 Many different forms and routes to participation. People can part
ipate in AoM Heaven or other portals to the AoM space in many d
ferent ways and at many different levels. People can participate perlpheraﬂ
in some respects, centrally in others; patterns can change from day t
day or across larger stretches of time.

10 Lots of different routes to status. A portal like AoM Heaven, and thy
AoM space as a whole, allows people to achieve status, if they want i
(and they may not), in many different ways. Different people can be goo
at different things or gain repute in a number of different ways. O
course, playing the game well can gain one status, but so can organiz
ing forum parties, putting out guides, working to stop hackers fro
cheating in the multi- player game, posting to any of a number of differ
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ent forums, or a great many other things.

11 Leadership is porous and leaders are resources. A space like AoM and
a portal to it like AoM Heaven do not have “bosses.” They do have var-
ious sorts of leaders—people who design the game or the website—
though we have seen that the boundary between leader and follower is
vague and porous, since players can generate content for the game or site.
Leadership in an affinity space like AoM comprises designers, resourcers
(i-e., they resource other people), and enablers (teachers). They don’t
and can’t order people around or create rigid, unchanging, and impreg-
nable hierarchies.

. Affinity spaces are common today in our global high-tech new capitalist
world (Gee 2000-2001; Rifkin 2000). Many businesses organize such spaces for

 their customers. For example, the company that makes the Saturn car creates web

sites and activities (e.g., social gatherings, newsletters, Internet chat rooms)
around which its customers can identify as Saturn owners. Businesses in the new

“capitalist era (Gee, Hull, & Lankshear 1996) of cross-functional, dispersed, net-

worked teams and project-based work often seek to create affinity spaces to
motivate, organize, and resource their “partners” (they seek to avoid the term “worker”

~ which implies a traditional boss-worker relationship in which one party “bosses”

the other). :

Social activists, whether their cause be ecology, anti-globalization, or school
vouchers, also often organize themselves and others in terms of affinity spaces
(Beck 1999). In such spaces, people who may share little else, and even differ dra-
matically on other issues, affiliate around their common cause and the practices
associated with espousing it via affinity spaces that have most or all of the above

eleven features. Fans of everything (e.g., movies, comic books, television shows,

video games, various life-style choices, etc) create and sustain affinity spaces of
which AoM is, of course, just one of a great many. Scientists in many different
disciplines network with colleagues, funders, policy makers, and the public across
the globe via networks of activities, newsletters and other sorts of texts, web
sites, computer bulletin boards, e-mail chains, and conferences in ways that
have progressively taken on more and more of the features of an affinity space.

There have, of course, been educators who have sought to create in class-
rooms something akin to an affinity space. The best known efforts here, perhaps,

~are Ann Brown and Joseph Campione’s classroom “learning communities” (see
Brown 1994 for an overview). In my view, these “communities”—at least as

they were described in idealized ways—could better be viewed as affinity spaces
than as communities in any traditional sense. They involved the use of multi-
ple sorts of mediating devices (computers and email to outside experts), distrib-
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uted knowledge as students worked in teams with those mediating devices, d;
persed knowledge as students drew on expertise outside the classroom, and intep:
sive knowledge as individual students chose to “major” in some aspect of the
curriculum and help other students in that respect, and extensive shared know].
edge as the students taught each other different parts of a common cumcuhm
(via the jigsaw method, Aronson 1978).
Since at times the students taught each other, they took over some of the
teacher’s traditional leadership role. These classrooms incorporated a number of
the remaining eleven features above, as well, and one could imagine this process
(largely stopped today by our return to “the basics” and skill-and-drill under the
new accountability and testing agenda) going much further (to the point where
not all students would actually be in the classroom together face-to-face each clay)
However, if we compare the eleven features of an affinity group to most
classrooms today, we usually find that the classroom either does not have a given
feature or has it much more weakly than a prototypical affinity space. In class-
rooms, the common endeavor (that which they are supposed to have affinity with)

is often unclear (e.g., “science,” “doing school,” “school-science,” etc.) to the stu- |
dents, and race, class, gender, and disability are often much more foregrounded o
than they are in an affinity space. Furthermore, race, class, gender, and disabil:

ity are often much less flexible in classrooms and serve much less as resources stu- -
dents can use strategically for their own purposes. .
In classrooms, students are segregated by things like grade level, ablhty, and ,

skills more often than they are mixed together across the whole continuum of
these. Even in heterogeneous grouping the differences are small compared to the
differences one can find and access in an affinity space. For example, I myself am
light years away from being able to understand how to program anything that would
modify the Al of a computer game, yet [ can access such information and the peo- -
ple connected to it at AoM Heaven (and did so and actually learned a lot).

In classrooms, portals are rarely strong generators where students both inter-
act with the signs that constitute the content of the classroom instruction and
are able to modify, transform, and add to them, as well. Furthermore, rarely is the |
core generator (e.g., the text book or the curriculum guide) modified (“patched”):
in an ongoing way based on student desires, pleasures, displeasures, actions, and
interactions.

In classrooms, students are encouraged to gain pretty much the same knowl-
edge across the board, knowledge which is often extensive and not intensive, or

some students are encouraged and enabled to gain intensive knowledge, but
others are not. Furthermore, when some students do gain intensive knowledge,
they are rarely allowed to teach the teacher and the other students. In an affin-
ity space, no one is stopped from gaining intensive knowledge because someone
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clse thinks they are “my low students” or strugghno Classrooms are rarely
spaces where everyone shares lots of interests and knowledge (exrensive knowl-
edge), while each person has his or her own intensive knowledge to add asa poten-
tial resource for others.

Classrooms tend to encourage and reward individual knowledge stored in the
head, not distributed knowledge. They don’t often allow students to network with
each other and with various tools and technologies and be rewarded for doing
so, rather than to be rewarded for individual achievement. Further, classrooms
tend to narrowly constrain where students can gain knowledge, rather than uri-
lize widely dispersed knowledge. Furthermore, they rarely honor, or even acknowl-
edge, for that matter, tacit knowledge that cannot (at least for now) be verbally
articulated. In turn, they usually do a poor job in giving students help and prac-
tice with learning how to articulate such tacit knowledge, when and where it can
be articulated (and it cannot always be articulated).

Classrooms usually do not have multiple routes to participation, engaging
their students in different ways, to different levels, in different contexts. They
usually do not have multiple routes to status, rather, students get A grades for nar-
row reasons, the same for all. Finally, in classrooms, leadership is not usually
porous where it is, at times, hard to tell who is leading and who is following, where
students sometimes lead and teachers follow, and where leadership is consti-
tuted by resourcing others and designing environments where they can learn
on their own terms, rather than dictating what people “need” to do, believe, say,
and write.

But, one may ask: “So what? What does it matter that schools don’t use

 affinity spaces? Why should they?” At this point I can only state a hypothesis in

answer to these questions. Young people today are confronted with and enter more
and more affinity spaces. They see a different and arguably more powerful vision
of learning, affiliation, and identity when they do so. Learning becomes both a
personal and unique trajectory through a complex space of opportunities (i.e.,
aperson’s own unique movement through various affinity spaces over time) and
asocial journey as one shares aspects of that trajectory with others (who may be
very different from oneself and inhabit otherwise quite different spaces) for a shorter
or longer time before moving on. What these young people see in school may
pale by comparison. It may seem to lack the imagination that infuses the non-
school aspects of their lives (Gee 2003). At the very least, they may demand an
argument for “Why school?”







