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like work and relationships, games are an expression of a 
basic part of human nature. since ancient times, games have 
been an essential part of how societies think, learn, and 
communicate. with the advent of digital technology, games 
have moved from the table top to the video screen, and are 
thriving in an era of nearly limitless potential and
influence. 

with a grant from the national science founda-
tion, they created rapunsel, a game designed 
specifically to teach girls eight to ten years 
old how to do computer programming. 

then, in 2003, three friends 
who were passionate about 
social change and computer 
literacy decided to
collaborate.

however, it wasn’t 
just the game that 
was innovative. 

their cross-disciplinary 
approach to game design 
was  just as innovative, 
and it proved to be an 
effective working model. 

however, at the dawn of the 21st century, video games,
although immensely popular, were still not a part of
america’s educational culture. the landscape for
educational games was still largely uninhabited. 

art/design

computer science

g4lithe story of

 
why can’t we use 

games for teaching?

1



it was so effective, in fact, that in 2008, the 
newly formed g4li (“games for learning
institute”) was the sole recipient of a highly 
competitive grant from microsoft research to 
establish a multi-institutional game research 
alliance to support games as learning tools. 
it was the first of its kind.  

in the same way 
in which they had 
started, the g4li 
then grew their 

network...

...by calling their 
friends, who then 

called their 
friends...

...across a variety 
of diverse research 

sectors and
academic disciplines...

over a period of three years G4Li, 
in collaboration with microsoft 
research, distributed funding
among eleven departments at 
nine universities, employing
scientists, investigators, 
researchers, graduate students, 
and post-doctoral students...

...with the mandate to 
explore the verifiable 
science that makes a 
video game truly
educational, by making 
actual learning games. 

...until the group blossomed into a larger organization of academics 
who, while still maintaining their teaching, research, and student
obligations, were working for g4li on a part-time basis, and committed to
developing and verifying games for learning both in and out of the 
classroom. 
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the need for students to 
improve their performance 

in the stem subjects 
(science, technology,

engineering and math) is 
growing ever more urgent. 

where are tomorrow’s
industry leaders going to 

come from?  

what the g4li team had 
correctly anticipated 
was the growing public 
outcry for systemic

educational reform in 
our school system. 

in both the bush 
and obama 

administrations, 
raising the bar 
for education  
has become a

national
conversation.

Government, industry, 
private foundations and 
social entrepreneurs: 

each has made it a priority 
to fight for educational 
innovation by bridging the 

digital divide. 

and now, the games for 
learning institute has 

joined the conversation. 
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today almost all teens 
play games, and half of 

them play daily, so games 
are an ideal vehicle for 
delivering learning. But 

it’s not just about
popularity. in many ways, 

games are superior to our 
current methods and
materials, which are

increasingly out of date. 

good games offer complex 
interactive systems, often 

driven by strong
narratives, that provide 

motivation to test
hypotheses, solve

problems, and develop
experiential understanding. 

the types of higher learning 
(and graceful failure) that 
are offered by games have 
been known to educators 

for some time, but have not 
been readily available to 

schools. 

since kids play games both inside and 
outside the classroom, they are a 
natural bridge between formal and
informal learning.  it is identifying 

these learning patterns in childrens’ 
game playing and their digital literacy 

which informs g4li’s research into
producing educational games. 
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this three-way structure
provides both scientifically
verifiable results and user
validation and continuous data 
feedback, which is
collected at every stage
of the game design pipeline. 

researchers create 
game prototypes 

based on n.y. state 
school standards, 
which are then play 
tested in a number 
of “early adopter” 

schools. 

the prototypes are 
then refined by an
interdisciplinary 

group of designers, 
scientists and

educators before 
going back to the 

schools for further 
testing and
evaluation. 

once these robust 
prototypes have been 
tested in a variety of 

formats (online,
console, handheld, 
mobile)  g4li brings 

them to professional 
game companies, who 
bring the games to 

market. 

g4li’s collaborative design process is in itself a kind of game. 

This process can be scaled up from rural, urban and 
suburban settings, and can be implemented globally 
on a local or national level. 
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...and is snowballing into a worldwide community dedicated to transform-
ing the future of learning! 

 

to see where g4li’s story is continuing today, click here! 

because of the replicable nature of g4li’s 
research model and the strength of g4li’s
partnerships, the potential for the game 
pipeline to extend globally is already being 
realized... 

one of the first games created through this 
process is factor reactor, created to teach
multiplication to middle schoolers using microsoft’s 
xbox controller. in order to make games like this 
affordable and available to everybody, g4li is 
establishing games for learning enterprises (g4le), 
which will link g4li research to the commercial 
market, and also games for learning search (g4ls), 
which will aggregate the research to continually 
inform the innovation cycle. 
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http://g4li.org

