History through video games: the
effectiveness of historical video games in
teaching real world history
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The video games industry has been on a constant rise for the past decade and S
a half, it has seen itself evolve from a medium of pastime entertainment into a
medium permeated with potential to assist, supplement and enhance other
media. Despite the many uses of video games today, many academic fields are
still in dire need of modernization.
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History as one of the world’s oldest academic subjects could make
use of historical video games as a medium of presentation and
accessibility for potential scholars.
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This experiment aimed on exploring multiple historical video games and their
individual mechanics in relation to their effectiveness as an educative medium. The
experiment involved 14 subjects both male and female of various ages and backgrounds,
play through four historical video games, while noting and subsequently questioning
their feedback both during and after their gameplay sessions, regarding the effectiveness
of the various in-game mechanics, texts and visuals aimed at providing historical
context, background and information for the players.
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The experiment was very effective in demonstrating the ability of the four video games
in delivering constant and accurate flow of historical information and knowledge to the
players. Despite some disadvantages, each game had multiple methods or mechanics
that incorporated and subsequently displayed educational qualities, which helped the
players understand and learn various historical contexts regardless of their age, gender or
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~ Central Research
- Question:

This social experiment which took in place between mid January to early

April, aimed at answering one simple question:
A Can historical video games, provide adequate and accurate
historical information in order to effectively teach world history to

the player within a limited amount of time?
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-~ Methodology:

The experiment involved 14 subjects between the ages 16
and 25, play four different historical video games under
" close supervision.

.~ The volunteer subjects in general came from four different backgrounds:
A Subjects who already had adequate knowledge in world history but no experience with games.
A Avid gamers of various video game génres who have never played historical video games.

A Volunteers who have taken history courses but have found them lacking or uninteresting.

A Subjects who have taught themselves history using other media apart from video games.

Each player had around 6 to 8 hours to play each game under close.supervision, recording in detail the players”actions and the
- historical information that they came across. Following their gameplay sessions, the players were given questions formulated

around the actions that they have taken and the historical information that they have come across. In addition, they were also

asked questions based on the gameplay systems and mechanics, in order to see if the players were able to link each individual
© game’s mechanics with their origins based on our real history. The players’ reactions, immediate feedback and thoughts during
- their gameplay sessions were also recorded. =

- -
-~



Experimented Games:

A Age of Empires II: A real time strategy game, where the players get to play specific events and scenarios
that have happened during the lives of notable historical figures such as Genghis Khan, Saladin etc.

A Total War: Rome 1I1: A’hybrid of grand strategy and real time strategy game, the game’s timeline starts
from 278B.C., the players choose a faction to lead set in those times and proceed by managing the
administrative, political, military and development aspects of their chosen faction.

A Civilization IV: A 4X strategy game, where the players settle a village and govern its people while
advancing through all of humankind’s historical eras, starting from the ancient era all the way up to the
information era (current times).

A Europa Universalis IV: A grand strategy game, that provides the players with a historically accurate
representation of our world set between 1444AD and 1821AD. It allows the players to choose and lead
any nation located on the world map, making all their decisions for them, such as setting succession laws
within your authority, military decisions, administrative decisions, religion, family relations, and politics
and so on.



- Analysis:

- After the players’ live reactions, feedback, their answers to the questionnaires and their individual actions

- whilst playing the games were all recorded, they transitioned into further in-depth analyzation. Each

. individual video game was analyzed separately, highlighting key features that were most successful in
providing historical information and context for the players, the various design aspects that helped in
making the games much more engaging and user-friendly, especially for the subjects who had no prior

experience in playing video games, and an analysis of each game mechanic or feature that the players
interacted with, which resulted in historical knowledge gain for the respective players.

A couple of examples from each
game, regarding said mechanics
- e and educational features
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i.jAﬁg'e of Empires 11 (Ensemble Sfudi;js, United States)
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A Age of Empires 11, comprised of short (one to two hour)
;‘ individual missions. The players would choose a specific
notable historical figure and subsequently play through
in-game representations of notable events that said
chosen historical figures have been part of throughout
history. These missions also presented hand drawn and
audio-narrated prologues and epilogues, providing the
players with the historical context revolving around the
selected event or mission. - :

FIot William yiaa ot dead, and he rallied his troops by
tluowingulanlxblwlmet so tl:m, could see his
clean-shaven face and know he was alive. William and
his armored knights rode down the huskarls, breaking the
Saxon force, and continued their ride all the way to
London. William was crowned king on Christmas Day.

Because his reign eventually ushered England into a
position of unprecedented world leadership, the year 1060
became established as the most famous date in English

history.

A The game also contains an in-game encyclopedia
accessible through the main-menu. The encyclopedia
contains historical information on all the concepts, units,
_ factions, cultures, events, etc. that are in game. All the
~encyclopedia entries also have hand drawn depictions.

" . Weapons of the Middle Ages A }

. ‘; For most of the Middle Ages, the technology of weapons was little

: changed from that of the ancient world, remaining primarily

g " ‘ variants of the club, knife, spear, axe, and arrow. An important

~ ' innovation was the heavy mounted horseman using the lance.

: ] The mounted knight was significantly more potent than any

B cavalry of the ancient world. The closest ancient equivalent may
3?, have been the Companion cavalry of Alexander the Great.

"\ By the tenth century Europe had bypassed the ancients in most
£ areas, includi ponry. The evolution of the heavy horseman
. triggered corresponding innovation to defend against him. This
%> resulted in new pole arms to ward off or engage knights.
&
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- Total War: Rome II (Creative A‘ssembly, United Kingdom) -

S A Total War: Rome II utilizes a turn based system
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and each turn represents four months of the
calendar, starting from 278B.C. Throughout the
game whenever a player reaches a specific year in
history, an automated pop-up window pops at the
center of the screen named “The Year in History”
providing a lot of historical infermation and
background of what happened in that year during

our real world history.

The advisor panel, is a small window on the top
left side of the screen that provides the players
with useful information regarding various aspects.
It also provides historical context and information
at the start of a player’s campaign, introducing a
player’s chosen faction and also some historical
background on historically significant cities and
characters whenever a player clicks or chooses
said cities on the world map.

THE YEAR IN HISTORY: 277 BC

Greece:

-Antigonus crosses the Hellespont and defeats the Celts under
the command of Cerethrius at the Battle of Lysimachia near
Lysimachia at the neck of the Thracian Chersonese. After this
success, he is acknowledged by the Macedonians as their king.

Sicily:
-Pyrrhus captures Eryx, the strongest Carthaginian fortress in

Sicily. This prompts the rest of the Carthaginian-controlled
cities in Sicily to defect to Pyrrhus.

Roman Republic:

ANTIOCHEIA

Antiocheia, or Antioch, is located on the
Orontes River near the Amanus Mountains

yria. Antioch was founded by Seleucus, onl

of Alexander the Great's generals. After
Alexanders death, his generals began to
ompete for the empire. After long and
bloody civil wars, Seleucus founded what
became the Seleucid Empire and made
Antioch his capital. Seleucus built a port ci
called Seleucia Pieria, where the Orontes
River meets the Mediterranean; Antioch is
Jocated about ten miles up the river.

ntioch’s wide streets accommodated
caravans carrying goods from the East. Thel

vere theaters, temples, a library, and public
Squares adorned with statues of heroes and
deities that provided meeting spaces for t
icity's inhabitants.
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YOU ARE ARMENIA

After years living under the yoke of foreign
le you are at last free to rebuild your
ingdom. The former Persian lands, shattered
by Alexander, lie unprotected and vulnerable -
pnsure you are the one who profits from this.
A rapid conclusion to your war with Ardhan is
pssential, and you may wish to forge an

alliance with the friendly Pontians to this end.

ith enough haste you may even be able to

Subjugate those who denied your liberty, as

edia Atropatene have granted you
permission to march your armies through their
erritories and into the heart of Persia. Such a
eversal of fate will be glorious indeed! It is

your destiny to take back what is yours and

arve a new Kingdom of Armenia for posterity!




A Civilization VI has the entirety of its

historical context, background and
information in its in-game encyclopedia,
aptly named Civilopedia. The Civilopedia is a
menu that can be accessed during a game by
clicking on the question mark in the upper
right corner of the screen. It contains
information about units, civilizations,
resources, leaders, technologies, civics,
governments, religions etc. It provides
historical information about each item in a
section named “Historical Context”.

Some in-game developments and actions
that are associated with historical context,
present short historically significant quotes
related to said developments or actions, or
short historical introductions to the player’s
current game session, narrated by Sean Bean.

Numenism

Nzambiism

Onyamesom

Orenda

Oriental Orthodoxy

Pajélanca

Pentecostalism

Pesedjet

Pohakantenna

Puata Tupuna

Razana

Rodnovery

Romuva

Sairimaism

Samanism

Santeria

Sasna Phi

Sgaanaang

Shaivism

PESEDJET

Historical Context

Ancient Egyptian religion was a complex system of polytheistic
beliefs and rituals which formed an integral part of Egyptian
society. It centered on the Egyptians' interaction with many
deities who were believed to be present in, and in control of, the
forces and elements of nature, and daily practice consisted of
efforts to provide for the gods and gain their favor. Formal
religious practice centered on the pharaoh, the king of Egypt.
Although he was human, the pharaoh was also believed to be
descended from the gods. He acted as the intermediary
between his people and the gods and was obligated to sustain
the gods through ritual offerings so that they could maintain
order in the universe. The Egyptian state dedicated enormous
resources to these rituals and to the construction of elaborate
temple complexes.

Like many ancient religions, various cults held differing
importance on a city by ity basis. The Egyptians referred to a
group of gods worshipped within a cult as a "Pesedjet". There
were many Pesedjets, but overtime the Great Pesedjet
emerged in Heliopolis centered on the gods Atum, Shu, Tefnut,
Geb, Nut, Osiris, Isis, Set, and Nephthys. The Greeks referred to
this grouping of nine divinities as the "Ennead".

The Great Pesedjet first appeared when the cult of the sun god
Ra, which had gained supreme ascendency during the 5th
dynasty, declined during the 6th dynasty. After propagation of
the Great Pesedjet, the cult of Raidentified with Atum saw a
great resurgence until being superseded by the worship of
Horus and the identification of the two as Ra-Harakhty.
Egyptologists have traditionally theorized that the priesthood
of Heliopolis established the Great Pesedjet in order to stress
the preeminence of the sun-god above other deities. The Great
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- Darroch Donald

“But as | headed into the heart of New Zealand’s fiordland that same
child-like feeling, long lost, of pure unadulterated awe came rushing back. |
knew the road to Milford Sound was good - but this good?”




Europa Universalis IV (Paradox'Dex‘felopment Studio, SwederfS“

A Europa Universalis IV, has the majority of

its historical context in mouse-over Liberet, Egalisé, Fratwenis Apostolic Church
With all men being equal under the law of your new state, Armenia was the first nation to establish Christianity as its
tOOltipS. Whenever a player hovers their people of other religions are allowed full participation in state religion in 301. The sense of having the first national
; Mouse Cursor over any iCOH, button or the state machinery.. giw'ng’ these provinces a boost. church m the w?rld brings us immen.sc Pride in. our .mtion.
2 : S Tolerance of Heretics: +2.00 Our religious faith has helped us maintain our identity and
panel a tOOltlp window opens up pI'OVldlI’lg Tolerance of Heathens: +2.00 hope, especially with thanks to the Saint Mesrop Mashdots £
the player with historical context and and his Armenian alphabet, which revolutionized the fate of
: A 3 our people. It was a fundamental step in strengthening
information regarding what the player has Bill of Rights A i
their mouse cursor on. ...or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or Missionary Strength: .0

the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to

petition the Government for a redress of grievances.

National Unrest: - 2.00

A The game’s timeline starts from 1444A.D.
and progresses until 1821A.D. A player
i may choose to start at any date between
the start and end dates. Whenever a player
chooses a specific time period to start their
campaign at, a small panel provides

historical background pI'OVidiIlg the p]-ayer | Rumors of Ottoman weakness caused Pope Eugene IV to call for a crusade against them in 1443. With the West still

: D P | iled i War, the King of Hu and Poland, Wladyslav III, took on the cause to finally expel the
with the necessary context regarding their | Zemmbroliad in she Eindoediiaats ‘War, the: King of Hargaty gy yiREpe
: y : & & | scourge of Christendom from Europe. Led by general John Hunyadi, The White Knight, the Hungarian army saw some initial

- ChOSCn starting date. Eg If a player | success, but was ultimately defeated. The abdicated Sultan Murad II came back to aid his son and led the Ottoman army to
3 chovses to start Playlflg from November | victory at the battle of Varna where King Wladyslav was killed. Peace was evenwally signed but the way for further Ottoman

| expansion into Eastern Europe now lay open...
11t of 1444, the following panel provides = s i

them with the historical context of what
has led the circumstances to their chosen :
date. . : S o =
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Initial Experiment Results:

et ol

|'l’ !
o

f
These were just a couple of examples out of many, from each video game, demonstrating just a few of the different systems
and methods that these video games utilized in order to deliver large amounts of historical information periodically but
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consistently, while providing the necessary context and background for the players to better make sense and understand the

large amounts of information that they were going through on regular intervals.

All four games showed varying degrees of success with all 14 test subjects in terms of their effectiveness in delivering and

providing historical information, background and context to the players.

Each distinct in-game mechanic or method of providing history, proved to be
successful with at least one certain group of players. As such, all the mechanics
were successful in one way or another, with one group of players or another.
Historical context proved to be one of the most important aspects in learning
historical information. Knowing the overall context of what the players were
playing through, subsequently put the rest of the educational information into
clear perspective. Just as well, the players’ freedom of choice and action within the
boundaries of the video games, allowed them to consume and digest the historical
information in their own pace and preferred order.
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