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Overview

• Why is storytelling important?
• Gamemaker workshops
• Benefits of interactive storytelling
• Analysis – what sorts of stories do 

teenagers want to tell?
• Example games
• Discussion, conclusions and general 

musings

Teenagers and storytelling
• “Telling a tale enables each of us to know ourselves as someone 

who has a voice which is worth listening to, someone who can be 
heard and understood” (Gersie and King, 1990; p32)

• Teenagers tend to have fewer storytelling opportunities in school 
than younger children.

• This is unfortunate because of the part story construction plays in 
making sense of the world.

• “Through the stories we tell, especially the stories we tell about 
ourselves, we construct ourselves” (Engel, 1999; p55)

• Creating stories is one way for teenagers to define and understand 
their emerging adult identities.

• “Stories are often told in times of transition…Whenever we find 
ourselves in transition the chances are that questions will arise 
about origins and causes, purposes and meaning” (Gersie and King, 
1990; p33)

Stories and Game Creation
• There has been previous research on the benefits of computer 

game programming for children (Kafai, 1995; Habgood et al., 2005; 
Pelletier and Burn, 2005).

• Higher level game authoring toolkits allow novices to create their 
own interactive stories in game form:
– build areas;
– create characters;
– develop interactive plots;
– write dialogue.

• Game creation has potential in an educational context for 
developing story making skills (Robertson and Good, 2005);

• Over the past three years we have been investigating the 
educational potential of interactive story making in the medium of 
computer games :

• Requirements gathering interviews
• Prototype development (Adventure Author)
• Gamemaker workshop series

Gamemaker workshop series
Since 2003 we have offered Gamemaker workshops to 250 10 -16 year 

olds in a variety of community education settings:
• 3 hour workshops at the Edinburgh International Science Festival, 

Edinburgh International Games Festival (for 10 years + but…)
• 4 X 5 day workshops in conjunction with Edinburgh City Council’s

Go4it scheme (for 12 years +)
• Workshops are advertised with similar events across central 

Scotland (and online)
• Participants are selected on a first come first served basis (by the 

box office staff)
• 19% female at shorter workshops, only one female at longer 

workshops
• During the workshops participants learn to make games using the 

Neverwinter Nights Aurora Toolset

Data collection

Using a design-based research methodology, we gathered 
data from a variety of sources including: 

• The games created by children;
• Observations of the authoring and testing process;
• Interviews and recordings of dialogues with: 

– children
– teachers 
– game designers
– youth workers;

• Design journals kept by children; 
• Reflective discussions between the researchers.
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Benefits of interactive story telling 
(educator’s view)

“They’re learning an enormous amount about storytelling, 
about character development, the importance of 
dialogue and how it can be used, the importance of 
setting and how it can influence how a story unfolds. And 
it’s a very purposeful way of creating a story because 
when they come to test their games they find they don’t 
work as well as they want and they go back and move 
things around, move characters around, move objects 
around and I think there is a level of sophistication 
involved in the storytelling here that goes beyond what 
you can easily get on paper. Because writing on paper is 
so difficult but I think this is a complementary 
experience. So I would hope that some of children’s 
written work would benefit from the experiences of 
building character and setting” 
– Cathrin Howells, national literacy advisor, Learning and 

Teaching Scotland

Benefits of interactive storytelling
(teenagers’ views)

• “Really fun, meeting new big gamer fans was 
quite good. I was sort of doing my number one 
dream”

• “Really good and helpful and if we were going to 
become a games designer it would probably 
help us with the storyline”

• They identified skills such as:
– “I©ve learnt how to script definitely because I didn©t 

have any idea how to script before and how design 
comes into a part of creating games”

– “making good atmospheres and environments”
– “how to create a good conversation, make it funny 

and how to do level design”

Purpose of analysis

The purpose of this particular analysis is to further 
understand the sorts of stories young authors wish to tell
in this medium. 

This will put us in a better position to develop appropriate 
teaching techniques and technology to support them in 
the future.

• Theme: what sorts of issues are the authors grappling 
with and how is this expressed in the game medium?

• Interactivity: to what extent do the authors incorporate 
interactive features into their stories?

• Audio-visual techniques: what sort of new storytelling 
techniques do the authors use in this medium? 

Data analysed

Data from week long workshops 2003 -2005 (37 
participants)

• Games:
– Dialogues
– Audio-visual techniques

• Interviews with participants at end of workshops 
(including summary of their plots)

• Recordings of dialogue between authors with 
game designers/researchers

1 Supplication, 1, 3%
II - Deliverance , 2, 5%

III - Vengeance of a 
crime , 9, 24%

V - Pursuit , 1, 3%

VI - Disaster , 1, 3%

VII - Falling prey to 
cruelty or misfortune , 

2, 6%

VIII - Revolt , 1, 3%

IX - Daring enterprise , 
5, 13%

X - Abduction , 3, 7%

XI - The Enigma , 1, 3%

XIII - Enmity of 
kinsmen , 2, 6%

XX - Self-sacrificing for 
an ideal , 2, 6%

XXIV - Rivalry of 
superior and inferior , 

2, 6%

XXVII - Discovery of 
the dishonour of a 
loved one , 1, 3%

XXXI - Conflict with a 
god , 2, 6%

XXXVI - Loss of loved 
ones , 1, 3%

Polti’s 36 Dramatic Situations – gamemaker games Story themes - revenge
• Revenge plots which relate to family members are common.
• “Well it’s about this guy and his mother and father are killed by, like, this 

gang person and he’s just trying to seek revenge and at the end he 
eventually kills them.” (Aaron, 13)

Sebastian: It’s a guy who is a prince and he goes around and he wants to 
avenge his father’s death. He wants to find the guy who killed his father 
who turns out to be his brother. And he kills him.

Researcher: How come his brother killed his dad?
Sebastian: Eh.. well, I’ve not got the story for that. But it’s still quite a good 

story. 
Researcher: Yes, it is. It has a good strong revenge theme.
Sebastian: It’s because he’s evil.

• Common element of taking on the world in absence of/ on behalf of 
parents
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Story themes – saving the world

“I play someone called Gerald who’s an agent 
of MI6. He saves them…the people that he’s 
got to save are his best friend Vinnie and his 
girlfriend Kerry who are captured by Bin-
Laden and taken into a dungeon with a 
dragon protecting it.” (Gerald, 13)

Story themes - romance

The element of romance is generally missing from the 
authors’ games with notable exceptions:

• “My story answers the fundamental question – can a 
mortal fall in love with an angel?” (Edmund, 14)

• The revenge theme where the player’s wife is shot on 
their wedding day (dialogue from Ralph’s game, 13):
Fiancé: Hello Darling. I cannot wait to marry you
Player (choice 1): Me too I’m so happy
Player (choice 2): Not me I never ever wanted to marry you!
Player (choice 3): Okay say could you give me your present now!
Fiancé: Oh thanks very much.

• “Lindsay who is one of the kidnap [victims] is em,. the 
player slays the dragon for  her and she says what do 
you want, my hand in marriage  gold, or XP (experience 
points)? And then she follows you around if she gets 
married. I might put in some nagging though” (Ronald, 
14)

Story themes – moral values
• The player must “go on a journey to the after life” and is asked “to do 

a favour by God”. On success : “you will not only go to the after life 
but you will be getting to go to god©s own place in the clouds” 
(Edmund, 14)

• “Well there was a war ages ago and obviously you won and you are
the great hero and you hated this idea of fighting now and just 
wanted to live peacefully…But then this army has come back and 
everyone is calling on you to defend them and you don’t want to but 
you kind of have to. It’s against your will.” (Greg, 15)

• The player goes on a journey to recover his memory only to discover 
that his amnesia is self inflicted “because he didn’t want to be a 
fighter”. At end player chooses to be a fighter again. (Rory, 15)

• “You were the Emperor, ruler of the land. You were brought down 
from power when it was thought you were gaining too much power 
by an unknown source. This was not meant to happen, it was not 
written on the wheels of fate. You must regain power, regain your 
servants and great balance again” (Edgar, 14) Note: you were an 
evil emperor!

Story themes - satire

• “It’s not anything like saving anyone or killing anything. 
It’s just to find your wallet…The background is you’re just 
some person who lives in the present day. You’re 
walking to Blockbusters and some zombies come and 
nick your wallet. You accidentally get hit by a car and 
you find yourself in hell. Instead of a great fiery pit it’s a 
snowy icy place. There’s signs saying “welcome to hell” . 
It’s a very commercial place. It’s strange. You get people 
like John F Kennedy and Johnny Cash and stuff” (Steve, 
13)

• “The President has been kidnapped by the evil doctor –
his real name is John Kerry.  He wants to capture him so 
that the “Happy Camper” Society can take over the USA” 
(Anthony, 13)

• [Show Steve’s hell level, including conversation editor]

Interactivity

Author 
Number 
of dia-
logues 

Total 
word 
count 

Average 
depth of 
dialogue 

Total 
dialogue 
choices 

Alastair 0 0 0 0 
Anthony 18 627 5 0 
Aaron 2 141 10 2 
Chris 10 324 5 9 
Greg 10 3499 58 98 
Edmund 9 909 13 9 
Simon 11 591 6 9 
Steve 54 2601 6 47 
Josh 14 1002 7 19 
Julian 5 278 8 7 

 
From 2005 Gamemaker 5 day workshop

Interactivity issues

• Interactivity tends to be localised to single 
conversations/objects/events in one level;

• Continuity between levels (delayed consequences of 
choices) is less common. BUT this needs more analysis.

• Temporal ordering of plot episodes:
– The same character should say something different on the 

first and subsequent occasions. 
• Spatial ordering of plot episodes:

– It is possible to set up a repeating cycle of events – author 
must think through player’s experience at all stages of the 
cycle;

– Example: guard with important plot information patrolling a 
building. 
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Audio-visual storytelling techniques Audio-visual storytelling techniques

Audio-visual techniques -
environment design

• [show Greg’s game]

Future work

• More analysis of environment structures
• Creativity cycle in game authoring
• Reflection through debugging and peer 

play testing

Conclusions
• Young authors appear to be:

– Exploring the boundaries of the medium
– While exploring themes which have personal meaning to them.
“He really did have a plan. He wanted to do something and he had an idea 

which he wanted to get across. It was really good, a nice peaceful 
experience. He’s managed to put his own mark on it. Even within the 
framework, with the dungeons and dragons theme he’s really managed 
to show his own character through it.” Game designer, commenting on 
Edmund’s game.

• At one of the spectrum:
– Simple, mostly linear combat heavy stories 

• At the other end of the spectrum:
– Sophisticated use of narrative techniques, appropriate to medium.

• We understand better what young authors want to express, and the
challenges they face.

• We hope this will help us in devising curricula and learning 
technology to support interactive storytelling in the future.

If you’re interested in story 
making…

• Join the DAPPPLE research network 
(Drama and Performance in Pleasurable 
Personal Learning Environments)
– http://www.scre.ac.uk/DAPPPLE/

• Write a paper for NILE 2006 (Narrative in 
Interactive Learning Environments) 
– Paper submission 1st March
– Email me for the call for papers


