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Activity Theory supports the idea that human activity is hierarchically organized. Our research follows a
qualitative case study that highlights the use of affordances, or potentials for action, during video game
player interaction among peers and the game interface. Activity Theory’s meditational triangle will shed
light on motivated activity itself, the tools available to complete the activity, and peer relationships (such
as role specialization and rules of interaction) to evaluate game designs and their ability to fulfill serious
purposes with meaningful outcomes. This presentation will focus on Activity Theory and how the
meditational triangle can be used to evaluate peer relationships within game play.

A blended approach incorporating features of Ethnomethodology and grounded theory will be used to
construct an open-ended, bottom-up approach to studying collaborative game play. A true
Ethnomethodological approach would reject the top-down, theory-driven approach required by Activity
Theory, Activity Theory can highlight particular relationships during game player interactions to provide
a frame for game player activity. Activity theory, when applied in conjunction with an emergent
approach, can both broaden our concept of affordances and remind us to look for action potentials on the
various levels of activity, and does not necessarily have to constrain findings by introducing
preconceptions. While bound to the specific situation being studied and not seeking of patterns in
observations, Ethnomethodology can be a very useful starting point for the analysis of game player
activity in order to reveal underlying, and commonly overlooked, social assumptions.

Activity theory can be incorporated following an initially open-ended, emergent Ethnomethodological
approach to highlight relationships and game player motivations that might have been initially
overlooked. While this process becomes partially theory-driven in the end, it also allows us to obtain
some of the benefits of initially using an open-ended ethnomethodologically inspired approach. This
approach can help construct a context-dependent, bottom-up, indexical and descriptive representation of
game player activity, which is crucial to understanding interactions within Serious Games and their
associated meaningful outcomes.

References

Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through qualitative analysis.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Clayman, S., & Maynard, D. (1995). Ethnomethodology and conversation analysis. In P. ten Have & G.
Psathas (Eds.) Situated order: Studies in the social organization of talk and embodied activities (pp. 1-
30). Washington DC: University Press of America.

Cole, M. & Engestrom, Y. (1993). A cultural-historical approach to distributed cognition. In G. Salomon
(Ed.) Distributed cognitions: Psychological and educational considerations (pp. 1-46). Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York: Harper and Row.


http://www.situatedresearch.com/staff-item/michel-sharritt/
http://www.situatedresearch.com/staff-item/matthew-sharritt-phd/

Ducheneaut, N., Yee, N., Nickell, e., & Moore, R. J. (2006). "Alone together?": Exploring the social
dynamics of massively multiplayer online games. In R. Grinter, T. Rodden, P. Aoki, E. Cutrell, R. Jeffries,
& G. Olson, (Eds.), Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems
(pp. 407-416). New York: ACM.

Garfinkel, H. (1967). Studies in ethnomethodology. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Gee, J. P. (2003). What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. (1967). Discovery of grounded theory: Strategies for qualitative research.
Piscataway, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Gibson, J. (1977). The theory of affordances. In R. Shaw & J. Bransford (Eds.), Perceiving, acting, and
knowing. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Gibson, J. (1979). The ecological approach to visual perception. New Jersey, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Heritage, J. (1987). Ethnomethodology. In A. Giddens & J. Turner (Eds.), Social theory today (pp. 224-
272). Cambridge, UK: Tolety, Inc.

Jefferson, G. (1984). Transcript notation. In J. Heritage (Eds.), Structures of social interaction. New
York: Cambridge University Press.

Leontiev, A. N. (1978). Activity, consciousness, and personality. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Kaptelinin, V., & Nardi, B. (2006). Acting with technology: Activity theory and interaction design.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Koschmann, T., Stahl, G., & Zemel, A. (2005). The video analyst's manifesto (or the implications of
Garfinkel's policies for studying practice within design-based research. In S. Derry & R. Pea (Eds.), Video
research in the learning sciences. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Norman, D. A. (1988). The design of everyday things

Sharritt, M. J. & Suthers, D.D. (2009). Video game representations as cues for collaboration and
learning. International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations, 1(3), 28-52.

Steinkuehler, C. A. (2004). Learning in massively multiplayer online games. In Y. B. Kafai, W. A.
Sandoval, N. Enyedy, A. S. Nixon, & F. Herrera (Eds.), Proceedings of the sixth international conference
of the learning sciences (pp. 521-528). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Suthers, D. D., & Hundhausen, C. (2003). An empirical study of the effects of representational guidance
on collaborative learning. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 12(2), 183-218.

Transana (2008). Jefferson transcript notation. Retrieved from
http://www.transana.org/support/OnlineHelp/Team1/transcriptnotationl.html

Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.


http://www.transana.org/support/OnlineHelp/Team1/transcriptnotation1.html

