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Gaming in Libraries

Introduction

Gaming is often viewed as simply a form of recreation whose sole purpose is entertainment and leisure. However, gaming can also provide a way for businesses and organizations to better connect with their audiences and communities. For libraries, gaming can be used not only to better connect with their communities, but also to enhance and advertise library services and programming. Gaming, despite the growing economic troubles, continues to be a very high selling and popular industry and nowadays there are fewer and fewer people, who have never played an online, PC, or console based game. This paper addresses the issues and concepts introduced in “Library 2.0 and Beyond: Innovative Technologies and Tomorrow’s Users,” specifically chapter nine entitled “Up, up, down, down, left, right, left, right, A, B, Select, Start: Learning from Games and Gamers in Library 2.0.” There is also an accompanying Powerpoint presentation that compliments this paper, also entitled “Gaming in Libraries.”

A Cultural Phenomenon


Ward emphasizes five aspects of gaming that pertain to libraries, gaming as a cultural phenomenon, a place, an educational tool, a designed interface, and a tool for collaboration. He explains that games can serve a variety of needs and users, from the children and teens who want entertainment to the researcher who wants to analyze program design or gaming literacy. Gaming is often associated with teenage boys, but in reality the average gamer is usually in their thirties and women also make up a large proportion of gamers. This illustrates that gaming is becoming a phenomenon that is expanding over various demographics and also demonstrates that libraries likewise need to be able to provide services that will appease this growing community. However, there are drawbacks to purchasing and archiving games in that they have a short shelf life and are not static objects. As people play the games, their input influences the game’s course and program making it difficult to both eradicate a user’s data and to preserve the game’s original programming. 

A “Third Place”

Gaming also serves as a “third place” for people, and libraries can create a presence in these places to improve their services, provide outreach services, and connect with more patrons in alternative spaces that are accessible from their own homes. “Info Island” in Second Life is an excellent example of a library’s presence in gaming, and how librarians from all over the world can collaborate and work within a virtual arena to create a resource, or “third place,” that will help others not only in a virtual world, but also prepare them to interact in a physical library setting. 

Educational Tools

Games can also serve as educational tools that can better connect with a generation that is more hands-on and has higher expectations of interactivity. In his articles, Ward cites the work of James Gee (2003), where Gee mentions 36 learning principles that illustrate how gamers learn the actions needed to complete a game. Gee claims that gaming has a new type of literacy that in turn affects other types of literacies. For instance, learning the complex set of moves to defeat an opponent in a game can translate to critical thinking and problem solving techniques that can be used in everyday life. 

Designed Interfaces

One of the key elements addressed in the section about gaming as an interface is the notion that people will spend the time to learn the complex set of movements to navigate through a game and endure countless failures, however when searching in a vastly simpler OPAC a few unsuccessful searches will make them either quit searching or extremely frustrated. The most interesting part of this section was the quote by Kirriemuir and MacFarlane (2006) where they express the need to “understand the deep structure of the games’ play experience that contribute ‘flow’ and build these into environments designed to support learning.” In other words, libraries need to research how and why people are able and willing to learn through games and gaming.

Collaboration

The idea of gaming as a tool for collaboration is one that seems to be the overarching theme for Ward’s article. The term “library 2.0” is based upon the idea of libraries and librarians being more interactive with and accessible to their patrons and communities, and it is interesting how gaming can fit into this idea. Ward talks about how libraries need to learn from gaming interactions about how to connect with their patrons, not as a supposed “expert” but as a peer, similar to perhaps a “higher level,” “higher ranked,” or “more experienced” player in a game (p. 115). Ward says that this could perhaps be achieved by creating spaces, tools, and methods through which librarians and patrons can create and transfer knowledge in a more “peer-to-peer” fashion (p. 115). 

Considerations

The caveat at the end of the chapter importantly states the limitations of incorporating games into library services, the main one being that games should be seen as one tool that could enhance learning when used with other teaching principles. The cost of selecting games, the games themselves, gaming systems, and maintenance could easily put gaming out of the reach, financially, for many libraries. However, though this chapter focused on digital/video games, there are other types of games that could be utilized in libraries, such as board games. Games like Scrabble, chess, checkers all hold educational value, and could be used as a programming event (see Powerpoint slide 16). Gaming seems to be the way of the future, however libraries must decide whether they will be at the cutting edge of gaming in libraries or if they will wait and see what the future holds.
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