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Abstract
In 2003 James Paul Gee first published What Video Games Have To Teach Us About Learning And Literacy. Video games, according to Gee, have become so good at teaching players how to play them, they have unwittingly become specialised learning tools. When we play a game, we construct a network of  identities that allows us to temporarily gain entry into the semiotic domain of the game. Semiotic domains are “an area or set of activities where people think, act, and value in certain ways” (Gee 2007,p.19). The arguments Gee makes about education echo much of what John Dewey wrote in Democracy and Education. Gee's concept of semiotic domains, for example, are for Dewey social groups or communities of like-minded individuals. Society, then, is made up entirely of semiotic domains. When we play, we construct temporary identities to gain access to semiotic domains for short periods. These identities give us access to knowledge that is contextually relevant to the particular domain. According to Gee, this is how we learn. Over time, these temporary identities become more and more a part of who we are. Temporary access to semiotic domains helps to create who we are, or at least pieces of who we are. Play, then, is the act of identity creation through a continued playful interaction with a semiotic domain. When we extend this idea from one domain to many domains, we can see how an individual might create various identities in order to interact with a range of domains. This network of identities make up the individual as we know her. The concept of play is fundamental in understanding how we construct identities, how we interact with semiotic domains, and how we create and manipulate knowledge both individually and as a society.
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When we play a video game, we employ a certain attitude within a certain context or domain in order to embody a certain identity. We do this to bring about a state of affairs just so a certain experience or set of experiences can occur. According to the research of James Paul Gee, learning environments can work in a similar way. Video games have become so good at teaching players how to play them, they have unwittingly become specialised learning tools. In his book, What Video Games Have To Teach Us About Learning And Literacy (2007), Gee suggests we ought to look at how and why we play video games to better understand how and why we learn, and then apply this framework to our educational institutions. Video games are relevant in this respect because it is not what is taught, but the act of learning that is important. The specific content taught in a video game will be important in varying degrees, but the act of engaging in a learning activity is what is important to our understanding of education. The following paper will explore three key terms that highlight the relation between Gee's theory and John Dewey's theory of education as outlined in his book Democracy and Education (2005); attitude, identity, and domain. This will not be a complete theory but merely the starting point for an exploration into games and education.
Community & Domain
Reading and writing in any domain, whether its law, rap songs, academic essays, superhero comics, or whatever, are not just ways of decoding print, they are also caught up with ways of doing things, thinking about things, valuing things, and interacting with other people – that is, they are caught up with different sorts of social practices. (Gee 2007, p.18).

Gee's (2007) idea of a semiotic domain or, 'an area or set of activities where people think, act, and value in certain ways' (p.19) serves as the foundation for his entire discussion. Cultural artefacts like video games are a bubble of contextually valued action and thought that is internally consistent. Within the game great and significant things occur, but they are contained within their own domain, and have varying relevance in other domains. Individual games make up their own domain, and these domains are situated within the larger domain of video games. This is how Gee sees, not just video games, but the entire social landscape; as made up of bubbles of intersecting, overlapping, and connecting semiotic domains. His focus on video games specifically is because games offer us a simplified version of what a domain is. Games are obviously constructed worlds that a team of developers have created. Larger and more complex domains that are far more integrated into our society function in this way as well, but it is harder to uncover. Domains such as maritime law, professional poker, knitting and quilting, amateur bee-keeping, philosophy, or tennis are constructed in a similar way to games, but their constructed-ness is concealed; starting from a simplified version of something and moving to the complex helps to alleviate this concealed-ness. Video games are simplified and constructed semiotic domains and this serves as Gee's first push towards seeing the educative value in them. The idea of multiple social bubbles that make up our idea of our society is mirrored quite nicely in the work of John Dewey.

One of the central claims Dewey makes is that education is a social, rather than an individual pursuit. According to Dewey (2005), “...education consists primarily in transmission through communication. Communication is a process of sharing experience till it becomes a common possession” (p.9). A genuine society, “...not only continues to exist by transmission, by communication, but it may fairly be said to exist in transmission, in communication” (p.5). Communication is not just verbal or visual, but rather, it is a mutual sharing of ideas and ideals with others. It is a way of life, a way of living with others. A community is the continual act of ongoing and mutual communication with other people; a means of sharing our experiences and desired ends with others and sharing in ends that are not our own.  However, these experiences have to be:
Formulated in order to be communicated. To formulate requires getting outside of it, seeing it as another would see it, considering what points of contact it has with the life of another so that it may be got into such form that he can appreciate its meaning. (Dewey 2005, p.6)
My experiences have been shaped in a unique way. In order to share these experiences, I have to translate them into something others will understand. This is both an individual and a communal act, a reciprocal understanding. Communication, after all, requires more than just one person; even when an individual is acting alone, they are still acting within a community. 'A being cannot perform his own activities without taking the activities of others into account. For they are the indispensable conditions of the realisation of his tendencies. When he moves he stirs them and reciprocally' (Dewey 2005, p10). This is one of the most primary functions of language. In order to be able to communicate my experiences I first have to 'convert' them into some form of language. Anyone who has studied language or communication will know the difficulty in this. I need to be able to translate my direct experience into something intelligible; I need to generalise the information. But something is always lost in this process. Formal languages convey information, but lose meaning in the process.


For Dewey communication is not only social, it is also educative. In Dewey's words: “Not only is social life identical with communication, but all communication (and hence all genuine social life) is educative. To be a recipient of a communication is to have an enlarged and changed experience” (Dewey 2005, p.6). Part of being a member of a community is effective communication. Deweyian education is the transmission of experience; what he calls communication. In order to understand someones communication or in order for them to understand you, there must be some common ground. A person “has to assimilate, imaginatively, something of another's experiences in order to tell him intelligently of ones own experience” (Dewey 2005, p.6). This common ground is both a necessary feature and a result of Dewey's genuine social life, that is, education through communication. In order to communicate our experiences with others, we need to explain them in a way others will understand. 


Communication, sharing our experiences with others, can only occur within a community. The community provides context to the shared habits and practices, ideas and ideals, knowledge and beliefs; common ground. The community context allows for a far more complex level of communication. What is most important about Dewey's system at this point is not the specific habits and practices that are taught, but that what is taught is the process of communication; the sharing of experiences with others in our community, or the ability to communicate. No one specific community or society is being privileged here, just the base conditions of a community. The foundation of Dewey's education is teaching people how to communicate, and therefore to both teach and learn; how we transmit and receive all our knowledge. Communication needs to be taught to each generation as they enter the community; without explicit teaching of our ways (ideal or otherwise), they will be lost.
So, then, what determines how you read or think about some particular thing? What determines this is your experiences with other people who are members of various sorts of social and cultural groups, whether these are biblical scholars, radical lawyers, peace activists, family members, fellow ethnic group or church members, or whatever. These groups work, through their various social practices, to encourage people to read and think in certain ways, and not others, about certain sorts of texts and things. (Gee 2007, p.6)

Dewey describes society as being made up of communities of connected beings. This Deweyian framework gives our understanding of what Gee means; semiotic domains connect members of the domain in this way. It is simply not the case that people with vastly different interests and goals come together and freely share their ends harmoniously and without incident. What actually happens is that people with similar interests tend to group together. Perhaps you have a particular interest in the identity of our saviour and one true god. Or maybe you have very staunch beliefs about which football team is amazing and should win all the time, and which teams should not because they are defective in some way. We group together accordingly in our communities. This is not to say that we only interact with those who are in our immediate semiotic domain, nor is it to say we are defined by one, seemingly trivial social group. 

What they must have in common in order to form a community or society are aims, beliefs, aspirations, knowledge – a common understanding – like-mindedness as the sociologists say...Persons do not become a society by living in physical proximity, any more than a man ceases to be socially influenced by being many feet or miles removed from others. A book or letter may institute a more intimate association between human beings separated thousands of miles from each other than exists between dwellers under the same roof. (Dewey, 2005, p.6)

Societies are entirely made up of these semiotic domains. “Semiotic domains are human cultural and historical creations that are designed to engage and manipulate people in certain ways. They attempt through their content and social practices to recruit people to think, act, interact, value, and feel in certain specific ways” (Gee 2007, p.36). Any connection we have with others identifies some semiotic domain that we are both a part of. 
A modern society is many societies more or less loosely connected... Each such group exercises a formative influence on the active dispositions of its members. A clique, a club, a gang, a Fagin's household of thieves, the prisoners in a jail, provide educative environments for those who enter into their collective or conjoint activities, as truly as a church, a labor union, a business partnership, or a political party. (Dewey 2005, p.15)
Large connections such as political affiliation, religion, and career are just as important as seemingly small connections like shared hobbies, favourite media (music, movies, TV, radio, magazines etc.), and sports teams. This is because these are our lines of communication within and between groups. We are all a part of many semiotic domains, and this network of domains makes up our personal social landscape. But it does more than this; it makes up our network of endorsements, ideas and ideals, and our beliefs. It makes up a network of our various identities. In bold terms, it makes up our selves. Membership in any one semiotic domain means aligning or endorsing certain ways of being. A scientist, for example, values the scientific method and has a firm belief that science is important. This is a fairly broad semiotic domain. A biologist would certainly fit into this domain, but she would also fit into a more specific domain, that of biologists. This domain might hold certain ideals about a particular part of science (biology). This may be as superficial as different modes of practice or as complex as different cosmologies. So, while our biologist would have more in common with other biologists, she certainly still has a lot in common with other scientists. Narrow, more specific semiotic domains allow us to align with others who share very similar ends. Broader domains, on the other hand, allow us to see the similarities between our ends and the ends of others who are seemingly very different from ourselves. 


Following Dewey's line of reasoning, genuine social life consists in the transmission of experience through communication; what he calls education. That this occurs within both Deweyian communities and Gee's semiotic domains reveals their equivalency. We are taught information that has been abstracted from experience to a point where we can properly understand it, however when experiences are abstracted beyond the connection to their semiotic domain they loose the meaning they are trying to convey. Raw information is useless in this abstracted form; our experiences still need a connection to their domain to be understood. We need to situate our experiences in the relevant semiotic domain in order to share them with others in our community. A bakers dozen, for example, is simply not correct in the domain of mathematics. Within a social domain where small businesses are valued, the bakers dozen not only makes sense, it is a sign of a strong community. Education is (or at least should be) about constructing and opening semiotic domains where Deweyian communication can occur. Surprisingly, video games are very good at precisely this.
Identity: Playing in the Domain
The classroom is an extremely controlled environment. We are created by the world around us, even as we create the world. The classroom is a microcosm, a miniature version of our real world. It is, much like a good game, created for a particular activity to take place in. Within these walls, great and interesting things occur. The classroom, like a game, creates and feeds its own system of values. It does this by plugging into a subject, what Gee would call a semiotic domain. When the class ends, so too does the world within those walls. The aim of the teacher is to somehow convince the students that the values within are still valuable outside as well. This is no easy task, all games must end, even good ones (Huizinga 1950). This is the trick; it is the little secret that can turn a good game into a great game, into an experience. It is the secret that can turn a room into a classroom. How do you keep the value system and the knowledge from our temporary worlds of games and classrooms, alive outside of the world in which they live? A great game will become a part of you. A great game fuses with the right kind of attitudes in the right kind of ways that allow, that make, our identities permanently take on a part of that semiotic domain.

Access to semiotic domains, for Gee, requires the right kind of identities. When engaging in a video game, for example, Gee distinguishes three identities that are at play; the virtual, the real-world, and the projective. The virtual identity is represented by the character being played in a game, the avatar. The avatar is already a part of the semiotic domain of the game, so when we assume control of our avatar we are given temporary access to the domain as if we were members of the domain. The real-world identity is represented by the person playing, the gamer. Our real-world selves are essentially an amalgamation the domains we are already members of. Our values, beliefs, dispositions, and ways of thinking and acting are a result of the combination of these domains. Finally, the projective identity is represented by an ideology; it is that which the real-world self wants for the virtual self. The gamer wants something for their virtual self, their avatar. They want him or her to be a particular kind of being. 


In a game like The Elder Scrolls 5: Skyrim, this has big implications on how the game is played. Skyrim offers a great many possibilities in how to construct a virtual self. I may, for example, decide my virtual character will be a male Orc named Big Pete. I might think of Big Pete as a good and honest soul, who wants nothing but goodness and beauty to exist in the world, despite his Orcish appearances. Big Pete, I may surmise, follows a code, and although he is capable of slicing a man in two with the great sword he swings about, he only does so while protecting the innocent. As Big Pete I can relish at cutting down dragons, bandits, and the undead, but I would never attack a town guardsman, or a simple villager. This example shows the difference between the virtual and projective identity. An Orc, for example, is usually an ugly creature who attacks others indiscriminately. This is built into the virtual character, the virtual identity of being an Orc in Skyrim. However, when I play as Big Pete I am deciding to act in a way that I think I would if I were an Orc. My projective identity in this case is redirecting my Orcish nature to something more to how my real-world self wants to be as an Orc. What kind of person I want my avatar to become in the game gives me a way of evaluating how I ought to act in the game. Whether I choose to be a hero or a villain, a wandering mercenary or a bandit, is entirely up to me. However, once I decide what I want my avatar to become, each action I take as that avatar is evaluated; is this what my character would do in this situation?


In a classroom the triple identity works in the same way according to Gee; it gives us access to semiotic domains. In this instance, however, the semiotic domains are no longer video games, they are subjects. Mathematics, english, science, history, philosophy; these are all semiotic domains where 'people think, act, and value in certain ways' (Gee 2007, p.19). Gee's claim here is that the triple identity we use to engage with video games can be used to engage with other domains, like the ones we find in school. The triple identity framework functions like this: the real-world identity is now the student. The virtual identity is going to be an identity construct that can exist in the semiotic domain, one that the student can engage with. The projective identity, in this instance, is now directed more by the values and ideals of the semiotic domain. For the philosophy classroom, the virtual identity will be a philosopher, for the science classroom it will be a scientist, and so on. The projective identity, then, becomes what I would be like as a scientist, or as a philosopher, depending on the domain. 


Virtual identities are made up of the ideals and values of their domain; the more a person accesses a domain with a virtual identity, the more that identity becomes a part of themselves, the more the ideals and values of that domain become a part of the ideals and values of the individual. This is not to say that through continued engagement of this sort in a science classroom the student becomes a scientist, in the same way that continued play of a first person shooter game does not make a gamer a soldier or a killer. But the guiding principles that help us to decide what to do in a situation become more aligned with our own over time. The valuing of the scientific method in research, the willingness to sit and read a philosophical paper several times, the integrity in following all the rules of etiquette when playing an online game with other people; the dispositions and values unique to each domain is what is passed on. The key part of the virtual identity is that it gives temporary access to a semiotic domain, but to see why this temporariness is important a critical concept needs to be understood; play.

The Playful Attitude
Johan Huizinga (1950) thought of play as a pre-cultural element of our social structure. Play, for Huizinga, creates space where action can occur just so it can be engaged with. It has rules and order, and contains context sensitive information that is only useful within the space. “Play is a voluntary activity or occupation executed within certain fixed limits of time and place, according to rules freely accepted but absolutely binding, having its aim in itself and accompanied by a feeling of tension, joy and the consciousness that it is 'different' from 'ordinary life'” (p.28). Games, on the other hand are, according to Bernard Suits (1978) 'the voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles' (p.55). What is important about both of these definitions is fleshed out by Chad Carlson in his 2012 paper The 'Playing' Field: Attitudes, Activities, and the conflation of play and games. Carlson argues play and games can be thought of as both activities and attitudes. Both play and games ask the player to embody a certain attitude in order to engage with an activity just so this activity can occur. The playful attitude is unique in that it makes possible the ridiculous activities we call play and games. Looking at the definitions of both play and games, they are activities that have no point outside of themselves, and they are frequently made more difficult, once again, just so these activities can occur. The temporary nature of the play bubble is of particular interest because it allows those who play to take on an identity that may be wildly different from their own in order to to access a new semiotic domain without contradiction just so an activity can occur; this is the fundamental power of the playful attitude. In terms of education, this power gives students three things. Firstly, it gives them temporary access to a wide range of semiotic domains. Secondly, it allows for stronger connections to be made with the domains they choose to become members of. Thirdly, and most importantly, is that the playful attitude teaches us how to engage in semiotic domains that we are not yet members of.

This level of engagement in an activity is one that Dewey is keenly interested in. If society is made up of communities in transmission then indoctrinating new members into communities becomes the primary function of formal education. Education, in this sense, is about passing on the ideas, beliefs, values, and dispositions of our communities. Failure to do this means our communities will cease to exist; without members of a community to do the communicating, the community ends. Community is the act of communication. There is a coercive nature to education, one that Dewey acknowledges freely; we must convince new members, students, that our community is worth being a member of.
Habit(at)

So far, I have discussed the necessary environment for this kind of education. Dewey calls this our Habitat. One thing that Dewey wants to acknowledge about habitats is the overt level of coercion. His idea of education is all about creating an environment that facilitates a certain kind of learning; one that is directive, a form of control. The environment has been constructed in great detail to allow for certain activities and experiences. Dewey (2005) acknowledges this, but only in so far as any environment is directive: 'In general, every stimulus directs activity. It does not simply excite or stir up, but directs it toward an object' (p.17). With an environment like the classroom, if we don't construct it, it will be constructed by other influences. 'The only way in which adults consciously control the kind of education which the immature get is by controlling the environment in which they act, and hence think and feel' (p.14).


In his paper, The Hands and Feet of the Child, Eric Anthamatten (2012) draws out Dewey's ideas on this topic saying, 
Education is habilitation, the process of making one 'able' to make these connections that facilitate growth, of cultivating ethical habits, of helping the student to come to have hold of her world as well as to recognise the ways in which the world has a hold on her, to facilitate the lifelong journey of constructing and maintaining a habitat, a home, a healthy abode. (Anathamatten 2012, p.32). 
Our habitat or environment facilitates our growth. It helps to construct us. The environment we live in will dictate our cultural background, knowledge, value systems; the very foundations of who we are. If you were to grow up on a ship and had never seen land, you may expect all buildings to resemble your ship. Such a shock you would have when you realise that cement, bricks, and glass make up so many structures. How difficult would it be to fathom solid ground if all you had known was the sea? If we had only ever lived in a community of one race, or one creed, or one set of values, would we be capable of seeing the value in any other way of being? 


Just as our habitat has 'a hold of' us, so to do we have a hold of our habitat. '...habitats have a hold of habits. As individuals and a species, we only adapt insofar as we develop habits that appropriately respond to our habitat' (Anathamatten 2012, p.32).  While our habitat creates our habits, our habits can reshape our habitat. 

Habits, then, are an effort to 'have a hold of' the habitat. Twigs become nests, trees become huts, the hidden secrets of rocks become jewels or fuel, floods become irrigation, illness become motivations to medicine, customs and laws become society, politics, art. (Anathamatten 2012, p.33). 

Just as we are created by our environment, so too do we create our environment. Anthamatten argues it is through our hands and feet that this reciprocal creation happens. Our hands and feet are what grasp the world, and are in turn grasped by the world. Individuals struggle to take control of their environment, or of their community, through habitual action, while at the same time their habits are being shaped by the environment, the community, their habitat. The focus on the hands and feet highlight, for Anathamatten, the necessity in seeing our environment as, not just social, but also physical. 


Habits grasping and changing habitats is echoed in Huizinga's definition of play. Play in this understanding is the ability to take a part of the ordinary world and temporarily re-shape it. Of course, play is only temporary so when the play activity ends, the world snaps back to it's original form. However, this is what Huizinga meant when he declared play to be pre-cultural. It is, for him, the way in which we create our culture, the way in which we imbue meaning back onto our habitat. When play ceases to be play, it becomes a cultural artefact. Jennifer Bleazby (2011) accurately positions Dewey's insights between absolutism and relativism. We are not purely determined by our habitat, however neither are we purely controlled by our free will as manifest in our habits. This is not a causal relationship, but one of reciprocation. 
Conclusion: The Next Step

The playful attitude allows for the continued creation of the self. More accurately, it gives us access to a series of temporary identities that we can play with in order to access semiotic domains that we are not yet members of. Continued access to specific domains will gradually turn these temporary identities into more permanent aspects of our self; the habitats we choose to live in change our habits. However as now members of these domains, we can in turn add to and change them, blurring the line between student and teacher.


The above discussion is just the necessary conditions for what Gee calls genuine learning. There are a great many more things to be said about the relationship between play and education, between habit and habitat, between the self and the community. I have presented here, not  complete discussion of this topic but a brief introduction that I hope entices the reader into the domain of play and education.
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