CHAPTER SEVEN

The Benefits of Alternate Realities

henever I walk through the front door of my apartment, I enter an
alternate reality. It looks and works just like regular reality, with
one major exception: when I want to clean the bathroom, 1 have
to be really sneaky about it.
Ifmy husband, Kiyash, thinks I'm going to scrub the tub on Saturday morn-

ing, he'll wake up early, tiptoe out of the bedroom and silently beat me to it.
But T've lived in this alternate reality long enough to have de\;eloped a highly
n the bathroom at odd hours in the middle of
the week, when he’s least expecting it.

likely I

effective counterstrategy: I clea

The more random the hour, the more
am to complete the chore before he does. And if this str
to fail? Well, let's just say that [

Why exactly

ategy ever starts
am not above hiding the toilet brush.

dre we competing with each other to do the dirty work? We're
Playing a free online game called Chore Wars. And it just so happens that
ridding our real-world kingdom of to]]et stains is worth more experience
points, or XP, than any other chore in t]¢ Land of the 41st-Floor Ninjas, which

artment in the game,
floor, and my husband has a thing for ninjutsuy,)

is what we’ve dubbed our ap (We live on the forty-first



Jay in your real

Wars i8

Chore Wars is an alternate reality game (ARG), a game youp

life (and not a virtual environment) in order to enjoy it more. Chore

essentially a simplified version of World of Warcraft, with one notable excep-
d cleaning tasks, and

ay the game

tion: all of the online quests correspond with real-worl
instead of playing with strangers or faraway friends online, you pl '
with your roommates, family, or officemates. Kevan Davis, a British expert
Wars in 2007, describes it as @

mental game developer who created Chore
ch house-

“chore management system.”! It’s meant to help you track how mu

. . L oT1se e
work people are doing—and to inspire everyone to do more housework, mor
cheerfully, than they would otherwise.

To play Chore Wars, you first have to recruit a “party of adventurers” T
ates, family

o1m

your real-life household or office. That means getting your roomim

. . i
members, or coworkers to sign up online, where together you'll name yot
kingdomn and create avatars to represent everyone in the game.

an avatar is eligible to undertake any of the cust
chold, these

And

m
Anyone who creates 0

“adventures” that you create in the game’s database —in my hous
include emptying the dishwasher and brewing the first pot of coffee.
because it's a role-playing game, you're encouraged to write up the chores with
a fantastical spin. In the Land of the 41st-FFloor Ninjas, for example, brushing
out our Shetland sheepdog is “Saving the dog-damsel in distress from clumps
and shedding,” and doing the laundry is “Conjuring clean clothes.”
Whenever you complete one of these chores, you log in to the game to

report your success. Fvery chore grants you a customized amount of exper”

ence points, virtual gold, treasure, avatar power-ups, or points that increase
your virtual skills and abilities: plus ten dexterity points for dusting without
knocking anything off the shelves, for example, or plus five stamina points
‘ out all three kinds of recycling. And because you get to craft the

for taking
you can customnize the In-game rewards o

adventures from scratch yourself,

make the least popular chores more attract
oom first. Its worth a whopping one hundyed XP.

ive—hence, the battle ij, my apgrt—

ment to clean the bathr

&
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YOtlFi:. o Cl?ores you finish, the more experience points and virtual gold
™ and the faster you level up your online avatar’s powers. But Chore
Wars isn’t just about tracki . , _
teal rewards. T o ‘,C .mg you'r avatar development; it’s also about earning
Ways to redoern ﬂ%‘"?e s lrlstruct.1011s encourage households to invent creative
allowances if Ou,’e) Vllrtu.al golﬁd in real life. Ygll could exchange the gold for
Mates, or Coffze rtc l)faymg with your kids, or for rounds of drinks for room-
sngle car o uns for workinates, for example. My husband and I share a
ar, 50 we use our gold pieces to bid on what music to play in the car

Wh;never we're driving somewhere together.

and ::s\::r;:\l:l)lie S'cft‘isfying than all of my avatar powers, accumulated gold,

gether, my hUSbé”es dl,s the fact that after nine months of playing Chore Wars

Uhave, Ang avthdlltr s avatz:r l'ms earned more overall experience points than

putin atar stats flon t lie: for nearly a year now, Kiyash has definitely

al ore effort cleaning the apartment than I have.

tion Oefaliyir:;ltshlz 11) ljgatm.e tﬁhat you win even if you lose. Kiyash has the satisfac-

doing o e ;s 1.1111]21 on the forty-first floor, and I have the pleasure of

back i, Not o vltc.m m'y’husband—.at least until my competitive spirit kicks

Comes o o . ‘ell.lon, it's more enjoyable to be partners in crime when it
ousework, instead of nagging each other about chores. And, of course,

s an ad
added Iy ace i !
ha onus, our place is cleaner than it ever has been before. Chore Wars
8 transforined so

feels Creative
W()rk

mething we both normally hate doing into something that

! and fun. The game has changed our reality of having to do house-
»and for the better.

We? :
if]ittle_r;::i‘t, alone. Chore Wars is one of the best reviewed and most beloved,
n, secrets on the Internet.
Amom i Texas
cllildren,

their ¢,

describes a typical Chore Wars experience: “We have three
ages nine, ej ar i i
g ne, eight, and seven. I sat down with the kids, showed them

aracters « - ' .
tocg ters and the adventures, and they literally jumped up and ran off
mplete thejr chosen ta

bcdl And | g

I‘Ile Cxpe

? . .
sks. 've never seen my eight-year-old son make his
most fainte

st fainted when my husband cleaned out the toaster oven.”

rience appare . .
forkig c¢ apparently works as well for twentysomethings as it does
1ds. As another pla

gir]

e T T . .
yerreports: “I live in a house in London with one other

and six guys. A 1 .
gty ot of the time I'm the only one tidying up, which was

TN
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driving me slowly insane.  set up an account for us last night, and set some
‘adventures, and when T got up this morning everyone in the house was clean-
ing. T honestly could not believe what T was seeing, All we had to do is make
it a competition! Now the guys are obsessed with beating each other!”

How, exactly, does Chore Wars doit?

We typically think of chores as things we have to do. Either someone is !
nagging us to do them or we do them out of absolute necessity. That's why
they're called chores: by definition, unpleasant tasks. The brilliant master-
stroke of Chore Wars is that it convinces us that we want to do these tasks.

More important, however, is the introduction of meaningful choice into the
housework equation. When you set up your party, your first task is to create
a large pool of adventures to choose from. No player is assigned a particular
adventure. Instead, everyone gets to pick their own. There are no necessary
chores. You are volunteering for every adventure you take. And this sense of
voluntary participation in housework is strengthened by the fact that you're
encouraged to apply strategy as you choose your own housework adventures:
Should you go for lots of chores that are fast and easy to complete, and try t0
rack up as many XP as possible that way? Or should you go for the harder,
bigger chores, blocking other players from getting all that gold?

Of course, there are no good unnecessary obstacles without arbitrary ¢
strictions. And for advanced Chore Wars players, that's where the real fun
comes in. You can make it harder to earn XP and gold by adding new rules 10
any adventure. For example, you can set target time limits: double XP if you
can put away your Jaundry in under five minutes. Or you can add a stealth
requirement: you must empty the trash without anyone seeing you. Or yot
can simply tack on absurd restrictions: this chore must be done while singing
Joudly, for example, or while walking backward. .

Tt sounds ridiculous—why would making a chore harder make it more fun?
But like any good game, the more interesting the restrictions, the more we
enjoy playing. The Chore Wars management systei makes it easy for players
to dream up and try out new ways of doing the most ordinary things. Chores

are, again by definition, routine—but they don’t have to be. Doing them in 2

game format makes it possible to experience fiero doing something 45 mun-




Ay o’ R . . . re_
ane as cleaning up a mess, simply by making it more challenging, or by

quiring us to be more creative
In re

about how we do it. '

al life, if you do your chores, there are visible results—a sparkling
kitchen, or an organized garage. That's one kind of feedback, and it can cer-
tainly be satisfying. But Chore Wars smartly augments this small, everyday

i i i : ‘ atar i nts. As
satisfaction with more intense kind of feedback: avatar improvements

online role-playing gamers everywhere know, leveling up is one of the most
Satisfying kinds of feedback ever designed. Watching your avatar profile get
fore powerful and skillful with each chore makes the work feel personally
Satisfying in 4 way that a cleaner room just doesn’t. You are not just doing all
this work for someone else. You are developing your own strengths as you play.

Best of all, you are getting better and better all the time. Even as the lal.ln-
dry gets dirty again or the dust starts to sneak back in, your avatar is still getting
Stronger, Smarter, swifter. In this way, Chore Wars brilliantly reverses the most
demoralizing

may st

aspects of regular housework. The results of a chore well done
art to fade almost immediately, but no one can take away the XP you
haye earned,

Individual success is always more rewarding when it happens in a multi-
Player context, and this is part of Chore Wars’ successful design as well. The

. . N b
8ame connects 4] of my individual activities to a larger social experience: I'm
never just doin

[

g “my” chores; I'm playing with and competing against others.
€an see how I measure up to others and compare avatar strengths to learn
More about what makes me unique. Meanwhile, as I'm working, I'm thinking
about the positive social feedback I'll get in the comments on my adventure,
Whether it's friendly taunts from a rival or OMGs of amazement for getting
Such a herculean task done.

Chore Wars isn’t the kind of game you'd want to play forever; like all good
games, their destiny is to become boring eventually, the better you getatthem,
But even if household interest in the game dies down after a few weeks or

Months, 5 major feat has been accomplished: players have had a rather mem-

%table, positive experience of doing chores together. And that should change
‘the Wway they think about and approach chores for some time.

So that's how Chore Wars

achieves the seemingly impossible. It turns
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enture, by adding unnecessary obsta-

routine housework into a collective adv
ack systems. And it's the perfect

cles and implementing more motivating feedb

example of our next reality fix:

O FIX #7: WHOLEHEARTED PARTICIPATION

Compared with games, reality is hard to get into. Games moti-

vate us to participate more fully in whatever we’re doing.

d and

"To participate wholeheartedly in something means to be self-motivate

self-directed, intensely interested and genuinely enthusiastic.

If we're forced to do something, or if we do it halfheartedly, we're

not really participating.
If we don’t care how it all turns out, we’re not really participating-

If we're passively waiting it out, we're not really participating.

- And the less we fully participate in our everyday lives, the fewer opportuﬂi1

ties we have to be happy. It's that plain and simple. The emotional and soc13
tivated participd”
d of

rewards we really crave require active, enthusiastic, selfano
tion. And helping players participate more fully in the moment, instea
signature hallmark of alternat®

trying to escape it or just get through it, is the
hapters of this book:

reality projects—the focus of this and the following three ¢

. » DK 3 ?, .
If “alternate reality” is an unfamiliar term for you, then you're not alon®

Alternate reality development s still a highly experimental field, The term
ame” has been in use as a technical industry term since

2002, but there are still plenty of gamers and game designers who know little

about it, let alone people outside of the gaming world.
ing to push the limjys of how

“alternate reality g

As game developers are increasingly start
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much d game can

affe ~
cct our real lives, the concept of alternate reality is be-

coming mo
re and more centy: . )
¢ central to discussions about the future of games. It's

helpin t
O pr 1 .
real Wogrl d P (t)'mote the idea that game technologies can be used to organize
o activi ; .
vity. Most importantly, it’s provoking innovative ideas about

how t
o blend toget}
ethe
o gether what we love most about games and what we want most
M our rea] ljves.

Onarecent §
‘ nt Sa : .
definitions £ Saturday morning, I found myself on Twitter, trading possible
s fo u‘ . T N
alternate l.r alternate reality game” back and forth with about fifty other
ate rea -
1ty gamers and developers. We were trying to work out a short

deﬁnitiOn t
1at woul \ . L .
describe o]] uld really capture the spirit of ARG design, if not necessarily

Col

leat tllle possible technological and formal components.
ective _
ot thegy ?’, we cobbled together a description of ARG that seems to cap-
S .
el pirit more effectively than any other definition I've seen: alternate
1es are the antiescapist game,

ARG
S are desi : . .
gned to make it easier to generate the four intrinsic rewards

We cray,
€—more satisfyi
satisfying work, better hope of success, stronger social connec-

H (nld more m 1 —
eanir W VEer w Wi i \/'
e lg herle er we Can’t or don,t ;.lflt tO be m a lrtual

envir()nm s ,
ing tragi ent. They're not meant to diminish the real rewards we get from play-
ad] P .
i lonal computer and video games. But they do make a strong argument
! e?e rewards should be easier to get in real life.
N othe .
t words, ARGs are games you play to get more out of your real life,

S S¢ to gElII]CS yOu play t i \% W, I

tici
Pate as ; .
as fully in our everyday lives as we do in our game lives.

Apart f; :
T » , .
tremeng om this common mission, great alternate reality games can differ
0 .
Some ARgsly from one to another, in terms of style, scale, scope, and budget.
s, like Chore Wars, have relatively humble ambitions. They pick

One v
Cry specific .
Quite 5 dp cific area of our personal lives and try to improve it. Others have
udacio ; . . .
eXampl acious goals, mvolvmg entire cominunities or society at large: for
€, to rej . .
» 10 remvent public education as we know it, to help players dis-

Cover the
1elr try in 1 .
¢ purpose in life, or even to improve our experience of death

and dying,
Of Course, not all ARGs

are desione - . )
toricy] ¢ designed explicitly to improve our lives. His-

ly, in fact, most ARGs, 1
’ Gs, like most computer and videogames, have been

A/—\



Sl . arel
designed simply to be fun and emotionally satisfying. Bu"( nzqr;s:f in virtual
that because ARGs are played in real-world contexts, 1T1.5 a e our real
spaces, they almost always have at least the side effect Oi 11nPr0 ) /%R Gs and
lives.> And so while others might distinguish between S.enm,ls tential to
“entertainment” ARGs, I prefer to look at all ARGs as. having the ptoof ewer
improve our quality of life. Indeed, a significantly higher percen

6)
o1 ated 2001-200
ARG:s (created since 2007, compared with early ARGs cre s, You'll read

1 shows

are designed with explicit quality of life or world-changing goal
about these “positive impact” ARGs in the chapters ahead. ey
Some ARGs are invented and playtested on a shoestring budge.t, Wh‘f e
artists, researchers, indie game developers, or nonprofit organizations. I 1ei’nd
often developed for relatively small groups: a few hundred or a feV‘V tf}O‘:d e
players. Others are backed by multimillion-dollar investments, recel\{e LlThese
from major foundations, or are sponsored by Fortune 500 companies. o
bigger games can attract tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, or even,
a few extremely successful cases, millions of players.* o robes
Stll, for the most part, alternate reality games today are small-scale p o
the

ing

of the future. They're a showcase for new possibilities. No single f‘\R
changing the world yet. But taken together, they're proving one at {;1 tlﬂ;:y
myriad and important ways we could make our real lives better by P
more games.

So %et’s look at a few groundbreaking alternate reality projects. As We do,
you'll notice that there are two key qualities that every good ARG share'S- u

First and foremost, like any good game, an ARG must always be 0ptio .
You can bet that if you required someone to play Chore Wars, it would 105‘;‘
large part of its appeal and effectiveness. An alternate reality game has to

ain a true “alternate” for it to work. _
mqll?s"n:t enough, however, just to make something optional. Once the alj'tlr‘
ity is under way, a good ARG, like any good game, 2;150 ‘rtleeds compe Hi
goals, interesting obstacles, and well-designed f?edl?ac sys énls. These.tllfe
clements encourage fuller participation by tapPlI?g into Ollfll‘lla.t%lral desires tf)
master challenges, to be creative, to push the limits of our abilities, Apd that's

doviht, some alternate

. in. Without a
. P n comes in. Wi
where optimal experience desig L

A

feedback
Sophistic
More in tr
ti
Pery

eny;
Wironiments and the ¢]

e(]llc
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realitieg are ;
are in ) N
are better i} orefun ang Cugaging than others, just as some traditional games
dare eertlan - &
others, The best ARGs are the ones that, like the best traditional
ames, help us create more satisfying work for ourselves,

Pes of success, strengthen our social bonds and activate our
and give us the ¢,

Computer gp video g
cultivate better Lo
socia] Networks,
Ourselyeg.

One ARG that

achieves all of these goals ; Learn—a bold new
. goals is Quest to Learn—a
design fo; Public schools

ance to contribute to something bigger than

at shows us how education can be transformed to

eNgape
83ge students y wl‘loleheartedly

as their favorite video games.

Quest tq Learn—

A
houlg Work Mo nd Why Our Schools

re Like a Game

'Foda 7s % s . »
. y bom-d1g1tal kids—the first generation to grow up with the Internet,
™ 1990 ang later—

Mostof crave gameplay in a way that older generations don’t.
0s
theiy ofthem have haq casy access to sophisticated games and virtual worlds
entire Jj i L )
it tre lives, and so they take high-intensity engagement and active par-
CIpation for grar

and tted. They know what extreme, positive activation feels like,
Nd whep they’re

Te not feeling it, they're bored and frustrated. T hey have good
3501 to fee] fhq

MRS . 0 . .
tway: it's a lot harder to function in low-motivation, low-
a oh. . .
» and low challenge environments when you've grown up playing

ated games, Ang that's why today’s born-digital kids are suffering
. aditional classrooms than any previous generation. School today for
mo is i .

St part is just one long series of necessary obstacles that produce nega-

Ve stress, -
ss. Tl is m: . .
1€ work is mandatory and standardized, and failure goes on your

anent r . . . .
ccord. As a result, there’s o growing disconnect between virtual

assroom.
a 3 eachi
¢ Prensky, author of Teaching

. Digital Natives, describes the current
ational crigis,

[13
Engage me or
f e N .
528 frage me,” today’s students demand. And believe

me, they're enraged. All the students we te

ach have something in



1V 1 Nl w

hat they do and that

their lives that’s really engaging—something t
they are good at, something that has an engaging, creative COMpo-

nent to it. . . . Video games are the epitome of this kind of total

creative engagement. By comparison, school is so boring that kids,

used to this other life, can’t stand it. And unlike previous genera-

tions of students, who grew up without games, they know what real

I it 6
engagement feels like. They know exactly what they’re missinig.

To try to close this gap, educators have spent the past decade bringing more
and more games into our schools. Educational games are a huge and growing
industry, and they’re being developed to help teach pretty much any topic OF
skill you could imagine, from history to math to science to foreign languages:
When these games work—when they marry good game design with strong

educational content—they provide a welcome relief to students who other-

wise feel underengaged in their daily school lives. But even then, these edu-

: _ . ap 1
cational games are at best a temporary solution. The engagement gap |

. . , P nd
getting too wide for a handful of educational games to make a significanta

. . . . P '01'1_
lasting difference over the course of a student’s thirteen-year public educatl

. 4 PN s
What would make the difference? Increasingly, some education innovators:
form.

including Prensky, are calling for a more dramatic kind of game-based e
1 is

T N o

I'heir ideal school doesn’t use games to teach students. Their ideal scho
- L. : ent

a game, from start to finish: every course, every activity, every assignmedt

ing

. . : Jti-
key mechanics and participation strategies from the most engaging mu |
s we

. . . W
every moment of instruction and assessment would be designed by borro

. : . . i
player games. And it's not just an idea—the game-reform movement

. . s ated 1O
under way. And there’s already onc new public school entirely dedicate

: , P u
offering an alternate reality to students who want to game their way throug
to graduation. :
York City for students 11

Quest to Learn is a public charter school in New .
ol in the world—but

. , . ho
grades six through twelve. It's the first game-based sch nde
: oo -hools wOr :
its founders hope it will scrve as a model for schools

Quest opened its doors in the fall of 2009 a
ed by a joint tea

™ Wt

frer two years of curriculum

m of educators anq profes-

design and strategic planning, direct
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sional game developers,
Foundation and the Bj]]
pal Aaron B Schwarty,
teacher ang

and made possible by funding from the MacArllnll
and Melinda Gates Foundation. It's run by Pl:?:;
a graduate of Yale University and a ten-ye‘ar ve’ teio(n. |
administrator i the New York City Department of Educa
Meanwhile, the de

. nd a Jeading
e . 1e game industry an

been Jeg by Katie Salen, a ten-year veteran of the ga

fesearcher of Loy kids learn 1,

In many ways, the
the students ]

PII]EIlt Of the S(,llOOl S (,llI‘rl(.ulUlIl cllld SChedu]e h‘ls

y playing games. . hools—
college-prcparatory curriculum is like any other sc

ST foreign lan-
eam math, science, geography, English, history,
Buages, computers, an(

how they learn th

the Moment they
fin

¢ . But it’s
arts in different blocks throughout the day L
‘ in gameful activities fro
at’s different: students are engaged in gameful le'l e o
wake up in the morning to the moment they finish up
al l’lomeworl( a

g“lnellt dt Illgl]t Ille S(,hedule Of ] Slele-gIcl(lCI Ila“le(l
R c‘ln h(,l

v i i tudent.
P us better understand 4 day in the life of a Quest s

. 3 he’s working
7:15 am. Rai is “questing" before she even gets to school. S

a secret mission, a m

_ \ . essages with
M one of he books in the school library. She exchanges text m g

1er friens Joe and Celiy
At schogl e

rday she discovered hidden
on ath assignment that yesterday she disco

i e pla meet

as soon as she gets up in order to make plans to l

‘ B
ical ¢ fore any of the

arly. Their goal: break the mathematical code befo y

Other students discover jt. '

' it’ cret assignment, an opt-in
This isut mandatory assignment—it’s a se

it, they actually have
“Aing quest, Not only do they not have to complete it, they actually
0 eary ¢h, rig

ht to complete it, by discovering its secret location.
Having

1S t Ct' i < i s

d $€Cre 1Y T i ¢ ra lCIllg frdCtIO
issi y re drmn Jnd P [2

‘ >C 11SS10N means oure IlOt led g

Ce 1 al, and an
Y i ‘ -Ccnosen Odl, ¢
: Quse you llZlVC to do it, ou're Worl(mg toward a self-cl g
eXCiting Oone

Not g schog

ldn't
' a puzzle, who wou
“Ontain Secret code, every room a clue, every handout a puzzle,

Sllow uj

P to school 116
I8t to fing #le secret

t t 2y f V. Sly
1 ec eCr t C berore a y 1€ elSC. Ob 10u
a llc t: d O(ling a secre Inessag b O dnyone

VO i issi vhen every boo
lwork can be special, secret missions. But v y

i . ing the
e likely to fully participate, in the hopes of being

challenges?
! i : ade today. In-
9:00 a.m. In Englis), class, Rai isn’t trying to earn a good gra el
r
Stead, she’s trying to leye] up. She’s working her way through a S'Oty o
; o Ss
Unit, and she already by five points, That makes her just seven poin y
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a “master” storyteller status. She’s hoping to add another point to her total
today by completing a creative writing mission. She might not be the first
student in her class to become a storytelling master, but she doesn’t have to
worry about missing her opportunity. As long as she’s willing to tackle more
quests, she can work her way up to the top level and earn her equivalent of an
A grade.

Leveling up is a much more egalitarian model of success than a traditional
letter grading system based on the bell curve. Everyone can level up, as long
as they keep working hard. Leveling up can replace or complement traditional
letter grades that students have just one shot at earning. And if you fail a quest,
there’s no permanent damage done to your report card. You just have to try
more quests to earn enough points to get the score you want. This system of
“grading” replaces negative stress with positive stress, helping students focus
more on learning and less on performing.

11:45 a.m. Rai logs on to a school computer to update her profile in the
“expertise exchange,” where all the students advertise their learning superpow-
ers. She's going to declare herself a master at mapmaking. She didn’t ever
realize mapmaking could count as an area of expertise. She does it for fun,
outside of school, making maps of her favorite 3D virtual worlds to help other
players navigate them better. Her geography teacher, Mr. Smiley, saw one of
lier maps and told her that eighth-graders were just about to start a group quest
to locate “hidden histories” of Africa: they would look for clues about the past
in everyday objects like trade beads, tapestries, and pots. They would need @
good digital mapmaker to help them plot the stories about the objects accord-
ing to where they were found, and to design a map that would be fun for other
students to explore.

The expertise exchange works just like video game social network prOﬁles

i i line
that advertise what games }’ou’re good at and like to play, as wellrzlls the on S

' S tern
matchmaking systems that help players find new temmnates.d lte;ye sys r
H 1dentiivin ol
are designed to encourage and facilitate collaboration: By ' gy
hances that you'll be called

this means students are

ﬂ/\\
f\

strengths and interests publicly, you increase the c

1,
on to do work that you're good at. In the classroor
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iects. And the
. am projects.
ely to fing Ways to contribute successfully to team p
chance to do Somet]

lents
ject helps stud

l e good at as part of a larger projec

1Ing you'r at 2

build re

d on nothing
Among their peers—not emply self—CStee’qul I:Zss;ect and high
1€ to feel good about yourself, but actu:
ased op contributions yo
p.m. Op Fridays, the scho
the secret ally is a musici
ke music, Afi
Nounces he’|

al esteer
other than wantiy

regard b
2:15
Today,

”
U've made. ot “secretaly
1 lwqys hasa guest speaker, s
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have a natural talent for or already know how to do well. This strategy means
every student is set up to truly excel at something, and to focus attention on
the areas in which he or she is most likely to one day become extraordinary.

6:00 p.m. Rai is at home, interacting with a virtual character named Betty.
Rai’s goal is to teach Betty how to divide mixed numbers. Betty is what Quest
calls a “teachable agent”: “an assessment tool where kids teach a digital char-
acter how to solve a particular problem.” In other words, Betty is a software
program designed to know less than Rai. And it’s Rai’s job to “teach” the pro-
gram, by demonstrating solutions and working patiently with Betty until she
gets it.

At Quest, these teachable agents replace quizzes, easing the anxiety associ-
ated with having to perform under pressure. With a teachable agent, you'e
not being tested to see if you've really learned something, Instead, you're men-
toring someone because you really have learned something, and this is your
chance to show it. There’s a powerful element of naches—vicarious pride—
involved here: the more a student learns, the more he or she can pass it 0
This is a core dynamic of how learning works in good video games, and at
Quest it’s perfectly translated into a scalable assessment systern.

Secret missions, boss levels, expertise exchanges, special agents, points,
and levels instead of letter grades—there’s no doubt that Quest to Learn is
different kind of learning environment, about as radically different a mission
as any charter school has set out in recent memory. It’s an unprecedented
infusion of gamefulness into the public school system. And the result is .21
learning environment where students get to share secret knowledge, turt th.elr
intellectual strengths into superpowers, tackle epic challenges, and fail with-
out fear.

Quest to Learn started with a sixth-grade class in the fall of 2009, and it plans

| i ward-
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for. I set the date on my calendar: August 15, I would be Detter. I believed it-
[ had to believe it. ’

That month came and went, and I'd barely improved at all.

That's when I found out that if you don’t recover in a month, the next likely
window of recovery is three months.

And if you miss that target, the next target is a year.

Two more months living with a vacuum-pressurized brain? Possibly an
entire year? 1 felt more hopeless than I could have ever imagined. Rationally,
] knew things could be worse—1 wasn’t dying, after all. But I felt like a shadow
of my real self, and I wanted so desperately to resume my normal life.

My doctor had told me that it was normal to feel anxious or depressed after
a concussion. But she also said that anxiety and depression exacerbate concus”
sion symptoms and make it much harder for the brain to heal itself. The more
onger 1€

st,
covery takes. Of course, the worse the symptoms are and the longer they la
s a vicious

depressed or anxious you get, the more concussed you feel and the ]

the more likely you are to be anxious or depressed. In other words, it’
cycle. And the only way to get better faster is to break the cycle. "
; a

I knew I was trapped in that cycle. The only thing I could think of t

could possibly make me optimistic enough to break it was a game-
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situation before I could reinvent it. So, for a few days, I spent the limited amount
of time T was able to focus—about an hour a day at that point—learning about
Postconcussion syndrome online. [iyom various medical journals and reports, |
Pieced together what experts agree are the three most important strategies for
Betting better and coping more effectively— not only from concussions, but any
injury or chronic illness,

First: stay optimistic, set goals, and focus on any positive progress you make.
Second: get support from friends and family. And third: lear to read your
Symptoms like a temperature gauge. How you feel tells you when to do more,
do less, or take breaks, so you can gradually work your way up to more demand-
iIlg activity,’

Of course, it immediately occurred to me that these three strategies sound
exactly like what you do when you're playing a good multiplayer game. You
have clear goals; you track your progress; you tackle increasingly difficult chal-
lenges, byt only when you're ready for them; and you connect with people
Youlike. The only thing missing from these recovery strategies, really, was the
Meaning __the exciting story, the heroic purpose, the sense of being part of
something bigger.

So that's where SuperBetter comes in.

SuperBetter is a superhero-themed game that turns getting better into mul-
tiplayer adventure. It's designed to help anyone recovering from an injury or
“OPing with a chronic condition get better sooner—with more fun, and with
% pain and misery, along the way.

The game starts with five missions. You're encouraged to do at least one
Mission 5 day, so that yow've successfully completed them all in less than a
Week, Of course, you can move through thein even faster if you feel up to it.
Here are excerpts from the instructions for each mission, along with an expla-

Nation of how T designed it and how I played it.

Mission #1: Create your SuperBetter secret identity. You're the
hero of this adventure. And you can be anyone you want, from any

story you love. So pick your favorite story—anything from James
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Bond to Gossip Girl, Twilight to Harry Potter, Batman to Buffy the
Vampire Slayer. You're about to borrow their superpowers and play

the leading role yourself.

Jane the

1 chose Buffy the Vampire Slayer as my story line. That made me
and

Concussion Slayer, and that made my symptoms the vampires, demons,
point of

d it un-

other forces of darkness I was destined by fate to battle against. The
this mission is to start seeing yourself as powerful, not powerless. An
derscores the fact that you are heroic for choosing to persevere in the face of

your injury or illness.

Mission #2: Recruit your allies. Livery superhero has an inner
circle of friends who help save the day. Pick the people you want
to count on most, and invite them to play this game with you. Ask
each one to play a specific part: Batman needs a Robin and an
Alfred, while James Bond needs an M, a Q, and a Moneypeniy-:
If you're Bella, you'll want at least an Edward, a Jacob, and an
Alice. Give each ally a specific mission, related to his or her char-
acter. Use your imagination —and feel free to ask for anything you

need! When you're saving the world, you can’t be shy about asking
aily or weekly
bestow

for help. Be sure to ask at least one ally to give you d
achievements—these are surprise accomplishments they

upon you based on your latest superheroic activities.

,
v e . S ayWatcher

As Jane the Concussion Slayer, I recruited my twin sister 43 my “Wa p

e every single 43

1d also g1
ettery

(Buffy’s mentor in the TV series). Her mission was to call m
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and ask for a report on my concussion-slaying acti
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T ) , “YX T ” utty's ‘
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’ B . e . oa
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0 gencral help me with
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articles,

keeping for me, read me interesting
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anything T wanted to dg opy

. achshund
. . . ir miniature dachs ,
Lrecruited my friends Natalie and Rommel, and their miniz

o v M1 ‘On was
. . c e 1). Their missi
Maurice, a5 my “Yander” (he’s the comic-relief character)

to come over once

ing a headache. Finally,
the computer without getting a headache

a week and just generally cheer me up. d that one of the
. 1a

Why recruit allies? Social psychologists have long observe

hardest things about

ily for support. But r.
!

i and fam-
a chronic injury or illness is asking our frlendsddlz(:kes )
eaching out and really asking for what W(; HU;O bt
tuge difference. It Prevents social isolation, and it gives people w
help, but don’t know how, some

thing specific and actionable to do.
And why have

‘ increase optimisin

achievements? Every fiero moment helps increase op

and g sepge of m ] meaningful
. . more <

thmg from knee injuries to cancer. But achievements fee

when someone else

frienq or famj]

ire Slaver. (For exam-
Ments based o the titles of episodes of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. (

e 1 1 ignoring my
Ple, I unlocked the “Out of Mind, Out of Sight” achievement for ig g
Cmai for

for g

ecovery from every-
astery, which has been proven to speed recovery

s have a
gives them to you—that’s why it’s important to

1o e-
- > me my achiev
y member bestow them upon you. Kiyash gave 1 )

. ating vegetables
. - , ”, ment for eating
an entire day, and “The Harvest” achieve

rite
) ; as one of my favo
inner instead of cookies and ice cream, which was o

. h of those felt like
Posteoncussion, ways to drown my sorrows. At the time, both o

€pic struggles. )

Mission #3; Find the bad guys. To win this battle, you llleedl l(:
know what you're up against. Pay attention all day t(.) anythlrtglta 1:;
makes you feel worse, and put it on your bad-guys list. Some ¢ t );(;
you'll be able to battle the bad guys longer—some days no at
long, But every time you do battle, you'll want to make f"l grcl:e
&scape. That means getting away from the bad guy be Ozt a5
knocks you flat. You can always add more bad guys to your 1t’ ];e
you discover them —and if you vanquish one forever, you can ta

it off and claim the permanent victory.

activities  kept trying
My list of bad guys at the start of the game focused on activities I kept try

. > reading and re-
' sneak in even though | kyey they made me fecl worse: reading
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. . . . . : . ise, playin
sponding to ¢-mail, running or doing any kind of vigorous €Xercise, playing

Peggle, drinking coffee.
ain and

The better you can identify triggers of your symptoms, the more p p
to

suffering you'll avoid. And making a great escape turns a potential momen
failure—This is harder than it should be, or I can't do what I want to dO—'int?
a moment of triumph: I succeeded in recognizing a trigger and vanquished it
before it did too much damage. One of the highlights in my recovery was when
I enlisted the entire crew at the Peet’s Coffee down the block to help me

which I was 1€

modulate the amount of caffeine in my morning iced coffee,
ercent

ally reluctant to give up. It was their idea to start me off with 90 p |
decaf with just a splash of caffeine so that I could work my way up to halfan¢
half, and eventually full caffcine when my brain was finally ready to be stimt”

lated again.

Mission #4: Identify your power-ups. Good thing you've got super™

powers. Maybe they're not your typical superpowers—but you

definitely have fun things you can do for yourself at a moment’s

notice to feel better. Make a list, and be ready to call on them

whenever the bad guys are getting the better of you. In fact, try to

collect as many power-ups as you can every day!

. . n nscs
For my concussion recovery, I focused on things I could do with my s€
o I could sit an
d sit by the
had

that weren't affected by my head injury. Touch was fine, s

cuddle with my Shetland sheepdog. Hearing was fine, so I coul
er | discovered

different per”
rfumes
f the

ne

window and listen to a podcast. And the biggest superpow
to do with my sense of smell: I really started to enjoy smelling

; e
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. i t notes, It was 0
evening, to see how they changed and to learn the different

out hurting my brain at all. And
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list long walks up San Francisco hills with my

abl
The power-ups are meant to help you feel ¢2P
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o matter what i i
- Having specific positive actions to take increases the odds

of doing somethiy,

. g that will break the cycle of feeling negative stress or
depressmn.

Mission #5: Create your superhero to-do list. Not every mission is
possible, but it doesn’t hurt to dream big. Make a list of goals
for yourself, ranging from things you're 100 percent positive you
can do right now to things you might not have been able to do
ev.en in your wildest dreams before you got sick or hurt. Every-
thing on your list should be something that would make you feel

awesor
esome and show off your strengths. Every day, try to make prog-

ress tow: . .
S toward crossing one of these superhero to-dos off your list. Be

Sure to get your allies’ help and advice.
This fi : ..
ew 7 nal idea was inspired by a question I'd found on the website of a
w ealand occupational therapist. “If I can’t take your pain away, what

wo : . . , , -

uld you like to improve in your life?”® It’s one of the abiding features

Ot g g
ood . . . . .
well game: the outcome is uncertain. You play in order to discover how
“lyou can do—

to acknowledge the
tan glsg ),

el

not because you're guaranteed to win. SuperBetter has
possibility of failure to achieve complete recovery. But it

ake it less scary to fail—because there is an abundance of other

goals to
Pursue and other rewarding activities to undertake along the way.

Thats why it see

asy med essential to make part of the game a project to discover
1

an " . . . . ,
o YfPOsmve activities that it was still possible to do. It increased my real
[S\e) L .
. cjoying life more, no matter what else happened with the recovery
T reatmeng,
One :
N of my easiest superhero to-dos was baking cookies for people who live
nej . . . .
. Y neighborhood. I liked it so much, [ did it three times. A more challeng-
18 to-do w,

Stiletto 1, .
o oots, which meant getting up the energy to go out and see people. (I
Ossed this ope

in
as finding an opportunity to wear my favorite pair of purple leather

Was 1 1 off my list by going to see a movie with a big group of friends.
S a bit overdressed,

but ¢ The bi ' -
N iy Jigt o, ut I felt great anyway.) The biggest superhero to-do

as, of course, to finsh, this book.
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Once you have completed the five big missions, your challenge is to stay
in constant contact with your allies, collect power-ups by battling the bad guys
and making great escapes, and tackle items on your superhero to-do list. You
might want to “lock in” your gameplay by keeping a game journal, posting
daily videos on YouTube, or using Twitter to announce your achievements.

Near the end of every day, hold a secret meeting with one of your allies.
Add up your great escapes, your power-ups, and your superhero points.

Talk to your other allies as often as possible, and tell them what you've been
doing to get superbetter. Ask them for ideas about new things to add to you!
to-do list.

Be sure you have at least one ally who is giving you daily achievements-
Share these achievements with your friends online, using Twitter or Facebook
status updates, to keep them posted on your progress. '

So that’s how you play SuperBetter. But does it actually improve the reality
of getting better?
od than I had been at
hing to £
eal

The first few days I was playing, I was in a better mo
any time since T hit my head. I felt like I was finally doing somet
better, not just lying around and waiting for my brain to hurry up and |
itself. '

My symptoms didn’t improve instantly—but I was so much more mot! o
to get something positive out of my day, no matter what. Every day, 10 mat

t
| > b at Jeas
how bad I felt otherwise, T would score at least one great escap gra. -
achievement. DoIng t 1' ‘

. . 3 . . . . . t to artlcl,
things didn’t require being cured; it just required making an effortto P

vat(’«d

one power-up, rack up some points, and unlock an

pate more fully in my own recovery process. [ can
e of one.

fter, the fog
he Com”
ding
entration problems on! a
urs a day. within

There’s not a whole lot you can prove with a scientific sampl
T , na
say only that, for me, the fog of misery lifted first, and then, s00

) - f playing Jane t
of symptoms started to lift as well. Within two weeks OlyI;O}l;ercent, accor

cussion Slayer, my symptoms were improved by rough
. c
to the log Kiyash helped me keep of my paint and confour ho
. as
ten-point scale, and T was up to working as many”

a month, [ felt almost completely recovered-
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Fean'tsay for sure jf got better any faster than I would have without playing

the gime —althoygh | suspect it helped a great deal. What I can say for sure

is that T suffere great deal less during the recovery as a direct result of the

game. I was miserable one d
iserable again

game, I fing]

ay, and the next day I wasn’t; and I was never that
as long as I was playing the game. When my allies joined the
ly felt like they really understood what I was going through, and T
Never felt quite so lost in the fog again.

After declaring my victory over the concussion in a Twitter post, I received
dozens of requests to post all the rules and missions, so that other people °
could game their own injuries and illnesses—for everything from chronic
back Pain and social anxiety to lung disorders, migraines, the side effects
of Quitting smoking, newly diagnosed diabetes, chemotherapy, and even
Mononucleosis,

Upublished the rule set on my blog, and I gave it the more general name
SuperBetter (after all, most people probably don’t dream of being like Buffy
the Vampire Slayer).” I suggested that people use the hashtag “#SuperBetter”
for their own videos, blog posts, and Twitter updates, in case they wanted to
find each other online. (A hashtag is a way to easily add context to your online

» and to find other people talking about the same topic.) And that was

it. T didnt build

Content

a Web application, or develop an automated scoring system,
Oreven set up a social network for playing the game. A game doesn’t have to

¢ 2 computer program, It can simply be like chess or hide-and-seek: a set of
s .

ules that one player can pass on to another.
An alternate reality game can be as simple as a good idea, a fresh way of

look; N . ven-
Ooking at problem. SuperBetter, of course, isn’t meant to replace conven

tiong] medical

advice or treatment. It's meant to augment good advice, and to
help patients t

ake a more active role in their own recovery.

When you're sick or in pain, getting better is all you want. But the longer

Ktakes, the harder it gets. And when the tough reality we have to face is that

getting better won'’t be easy, a

good game can better prepare us to deal with
thé]t re

ality. In an alternate reality linked to our favorite superhero mythology,

We're more likely to st o M set 1 onable goals
ore likely 1o stay optimistic, because we'll set more reasonable g
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every day. We'll build a stronger social support system, 1
ask someone to play a game than it is to ask for help. And we
real meaning and develop real character in our epic efforts to overco
may be the toughest challenge we've ever had to face. And that's how we get

superbetter, thanks to a good game.

THE THREE GAMES discussed in this chapter represent three of the main ap

proaches to developing an alternate reality and solving a quality-of-life problem-

Chore Wars is an example of a life-management ARG —a soft-
ware prograin or service that helps you manage your real life like

a game.

Quest to Learn is an example of an organizational ARG, It uses
game design as a guiding philosophy for creating new institutions

and inventing new organizational practices.

And SuperBetter is a concept ARG. It uses social media and net-
working tools to virally spread new game ideas, missions, and rule
sets, which players can repurpose and adapt for their own lives as

they see fit.

ity. In
These three methods aren’t the only ways to create an alternate reality. |

; 1 1
later chapters in this book, you'll also read about live event ARGs, which gathe
players at physical locations for a game that takes only an hour or a day to plays
and narrative ARGs, which use multimedia storytelling—video, text, photo-

: H a . -world ga teciONS
graphs, audio, and even graphic novels—to weave real-world game missi

into a compelling fiction that plays out over weeks, months, or even years.
Of course, by the time you read this book, dozens —probably hundreds —of

ely playable. This mgyeinent

el

new alternate reality games will no doubt be wid
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en we imagine how the ARG movement might
al“_/ays~]0°k for guidance from the past.

Osf Just before the computer and video game revolution,
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The New Games Book includes instructions for how to play the new sports
and, more importantly, essays explaining the philosophy of the movement.
Many of my friends in the industry have acknowledged they've flipped through
its pages for game-design inspiration.

I've nearly worn the print off the page of my favorite essay in the book. It's
called “Creating the Play Community,” by Bernie DeKoven, then the codirec-
tor of the New Games Foundation and today a leading play theorist. In the
essay, DeKoven calls for a community of players to volunteer to be of service
to the movement. He asks: Who will be willing to try these new games and
help assess whether they are, in fact, better than the old games? If they ar¢
better, the community should teach others how to play. If they're not better,
the players should suggest ways to improve them, or start inventing their own

new gamnes to test. He explains:
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