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This paper provides a qualitative account of the pedagogical approach used in a co-listed
undergraduate/graduate course on ‘Adaptations in Games and Media’ at Rensselaer
Polytechnic Institute in Troy, New York. Using that class as a case study, we suggest that
classroom strategies can themselves be adaptive, embodying theoretical understandings
of adaptation as both process and product (Cardwell 2002, Hutcheon 2006). The research
is on-going, representing a version of the course taught in Spring 2024 and a course
currently underway [Spring 2025].

As Kamilla Elliott purports in her adaptive definition—which she notes “has been adapted
from prior scholarship and is subject to further adaptation”—a key tenant of adaptation
theory is that it “adapts both from and to (Leitch 2005); it encompasses both entities and
environments, texts and contexts (Geraghty 2008)” (Elliott 2020, 198). In order to adhere to
these (non-exhaustive) tenants, teaching adaptations should be equally encompassing yet
open-ended, highlighting adaptations as both on-going processes and iterative products.
Using elements of ‘gameful learning’ alongside strategies from critical and responsive
pedagogies, our approach attempts to weave students’ educational experiences, abilities,
and interests into the curriculum, and at the same time adapt the curriculum to the
students, integrating these elements into a productively flexible learning environment. \

At the heart of our approach is a wholistic view of ‘gameful learning’ (Hayward and
Fishman, 2020), which suggests that all educational endeavors are already game-like in
structure, and that pedagogues can learn a great deal from contemporary approaches to
game design in both digital and analogue modes (although in-person teaching situations
may have more in common with analogue games). A key premise of gameful learning is that
courses are not unlike games in eternal playtest wherein instructors design mechanics to
structure student experience—knowing that they cannot be entirely prescriptive of
student/player experience, but rather should iteratively and responsively adapt their
instructional tactics to fit particular contexts, contents, and students.

Significantly, the student make-up of the class that we were/are using as a case study
includes games studies majors, communication and media studies majors, and other
majors from across the STEM-heavy institution; it also includes both graduate students and
undergraduates. Further, while the class begins with an student-led applications of terms



and principles important to the field (such as fidelity, medium specificity, receivers and
adaptors, intertextuality, and so on—including complications of those terms), the class
emphasizes investigations of adaptations between ludic and narrative forms. The presence
of these disparate perspectives was both challenging and productive, both complicating
and revealing. For example, we found that the act of dialogue between those students
more familiar with ludic forms and those students familiar with narrative forms provided
insights that neither group might have come up with independently. On a meta level, this
runs parallel to the kinds of insights we might find by comparing two adapted works from
the same lineage.

There are clear parallels between this approach to teaching and Elliott’s contemporary
theoretical approach to adaptation as “adaptive and adapting” (Elliott 198), and we suggest
that our approach can serve as a model for how theory and content can be integrated in
teaching adaptations as a subject.
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Dungeons & Dragons is a challenging game to play for the first time, with its 300+ page
rulebook and the many circumstances that those rules change. One of the most difficult elements
of tabletop roleplaying games (TRPGs) for many new players to learn, however, is the art of the
performance of roleplaying. Many gamers may be ready for the mechanical elements of the
game, understanding rules and doing attack calculations, but the idea of needing to roleplay a
character is enough to dissuade many would-be players. The foundation of the narratives of
TRPGs, a genre defined by its player agency and the unparalleled ways that they can impact the
story, begin and end with roleplaying. Part of this struggle is the way that the official rulebooks
and guides for TRPGs are forced to use text to explain concepts of performance that are hard to
put into words. With the rise of digital media, however, we have new forms of teaching players

the art of performing tabletops. This is a fascinating new frontier as we see players of a



traditional analog game influenced by digital media, with the digital migration of TRPG itself
expanded on during COVID-19. Videos online, from TikToks to Actual Play podcasts like
Critical Role, can show how to play rather than tell, giving players a better look at what it means
to play their favorite roleplaying games. This analysis of media objects enabling this better
model of TRPG education comes mainly from Meyrowitz’s Medium Theory, which studies
media based on the core attributes of that media. This model looks at what elements of these new
digital media objects make them a better instructional tool than the text-based guidebooks of
previous generations. Testimony from focus groups, conducted with groups that all actively
played Dungeons & Dragons together, provides lived experiences from TRPG players as they
speak on what media objects helped and hindered their entry into the community and how they
now build group narratives while playing.

What we find is that digital media stands as a much better tool to assist players in learning to
play TRPGs. While online videos can serve as useful tools for learning the mechanical aspects of
these games, it is in the roleplaying performance that digital media truly shines. Being able to
watch a video of someone roleplaying as their character, and the manner in which they transition
from different frames from the character to themselves as the player, is helpful in showing
nervous newcomers the way to approach this challenging aspect of TRPGs. Actual Play
podcasts, podcasts where the cast play a TRPG in real-life for entertainment, are some of the best
media for this purpose. They often feature professional entertainers, but show roleplaying in
context of the game session, and they show how to either stay in character or how to flip between
themselves and the character at will. The rise of TRPG digital media has been documented, but
not in the way that it serves as a better way to educate players on performance, the building

block for narrative in tabletop games.
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Adapting the Worldbuilding Gameplay of Minecraft into Data Visualizations

This presentation will explore how video games could be used to adapt the physical learning
experiences of constructive visualization for digital worlds (such games with emergent
narratives like Minecraft). Constructive visualization is a specific process for creating any sort of
representation of data. In the field of information visualization, these approaches to learning
have manifested in the form of constructive visualization, a paradigm for creating visualizations
based on our inherent understanding of physical building blocks [2]. Through its simplicity,
expressivity, and dynamicity, constructive visualization allows data non-experts to engage with
datasets—and thereby create data-driven narratives—in ways that would not have otherwise
been possible.

Understanding the world through experimenting and building with physical objects (i.e., “hands-
on learning”) is a method of learning based on the educational theories of constructivism and
constructionism. Constructivism proposes that learning is an active process of constructing
meaning [1]. Through experiences and sensory input, a learner constructs meaning by
integrating new information with their existing knowledge. Constructionism builds on
constructivist theory by suggesting that learning is most effective when the learner is
constructing an entity “whether it's a sandcastle on the beach or a theory of the universe” [3].
These two theories both emphasize the importance of the learning experience and emphasize
that a core part of the learning process is constructing meaning and constructing systems of
meaning—in other words, narratives. To date, most research in this area has focused on the
physical world—developing toolkits to enable visualization construction [6, 7], understanding the
construction process and its patterns [7, 8], and exploring what and how people learn
throughout the process [4, 5]. One major question that remains unanswered is: can video
games and their mechanics be successfully leveraged to adapt the physical constructive
visualization experience into a digital experience, and if so, how?

To try to answer this question, | will focus on the world of Minecraft. Through an experimental
study of physical constructive visualization, Minecraft visualization, and non-constructive
visualization, | seek to better understand these three visualization processes, how they compare
and differ, and the extent to and manner in which they foster learning and the creation of data-
driven narratives. The results of the study can then be used to create recommendations for how
to adapt video games for constructive visualization. Time permitting, the recommendations
could then be used to create a Minecraft mod to support constructive visualization and learning.

Keywords: data visualization, emerging narratives, video games
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