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On Being and Becoming RPG Makers: An Exploration of an Informal Online Learning Community In The Wild  

For more than 20 years, versions of the RPG Maker software application have provided non-coders a tool to create digital role playing games to tell their own stories. While the software application is itself interesting, the community of practice that has formed around it provides a fascinating space to explore how the community’s more than 40,000 members are learning to compose and write through the creation of digital role-playing games

Every day, several hundred members of the RPG Maker Community read through a new set of project development posts on the community’s forums. In each of these posts amateur game designers share 500-1000 word game proposals for community critique. Because of the narrative nature of the role-playing games genera, and in accordance with the community’s rules, each of these posts include a detailed narrative outline of the designers proposed game. This includes a presentation of elements of traditional composition, like the proposed games setting, characters, and storyline. It also includes elements associated with games as new media, like the proposed game’s mechanics, artwork, and audio. Over the next few days, each of these proposed projects receives extensive feedback from the community. After substantial revision, refinement, development, and continued engagement with the community, some of the community members’ will complete these games and share them with others. In other sections of the community website, members share their artwork or music, while others share bits of custom computer code, and still others share tutorials for specific processes of game design with the RPG Maker software. In each case, community members expect extensive critique of their compositions and are excited for other community members to incorporate their work into new game projects. Beyond the composition of games, it is also a space where participants explore and refine other modes of public writing, by composing guides and tutorials, and negotiating the community’s guidelines and rules. 

It is clear from even this cursory vignette that a range of interesting and important things are going on in this community. The young people working collaboratively in this virtual space are engaged in critical design processes around art and composition. With that noted, the kinds of practices and activities going on in this space do not fit cleanly into existing research trajectories for understanding art, design, and literacies. 


To provide a conceptual context from which to examine the RPG Maker Community, I will first discuss a framework for understanding the kind of work these individuals are engaged in as part of discussions about 21st century skills and new literacies, then briefly discuss research on thinking in art and design as a specific context for understanding those broad frameworks, and conclude by discussing a range of recent approaches for understanding learning in online communities. Reviewing these three areas of scholarship will provide a context for examining some of the most interesting facets of this community.

21st Century Skills and New Literacies for a new workforce


The last fifteen years have seen a substantial change in the structure of the global economy. In Friedman’s (2005) words, we now live in a “flat world” where the digital networks and outsourcing have opened a conversation about what kinds of skills students need to acquire to function in this new economy. Through an exhaustive analysis of capitalism in a post-industrial age, Castells (1998) concludes “information technology, and the ability to use it and adapt it, is the critical factor in generating and accessing wealth, power, and knowledge in our time”  (p. 92). From this perspective, fluency with information technology is now a core competency for thriving in the 21st century.

In response to this perceived need, the parallel notions of 21st century skills and new literacies have been advanced as ways for defining the competencies that this new economy requires. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a robust coalition including, among others, the National Educational Association, the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, the American Association of School Librarians, Educational Testing Service has outlined three sets of skills Information, Media, and Technology, Learning and Innovation Skills, and Life and Career Skills, all of which, as Warschauer, Matuchniak (2009) note are “intimately tied up with sophisticated uses of new digital media" (p. 206) .

The clear connection between these skills and digital media is further elaborated in work on new literacies. Broadly speaking, the argument for new literacies as a subject of study hinges on recognition of the ways in which digital media are altering and mediating the relationship between individuals and texts found in a range of digital forms (Lankshear & Knobel 2006). In a review of the Handbook of New Litracies, Tierney (2009) suggests that the “society-forming character of online digital spaces” and “ ongoing participatory nature of these spaces” are providing a means for developing creative problem solving and spaces for self-expression is what defines these new literacies (p 336). From this perspective, the kinds of digital skills and competencies young people are developing are so fundamental that they should be framed as a new notion of literacy. 


The idea of 21st Century Skills and new literacies both work to express a similar set of ideas, and both work to define the critical need established by workforce demands. Both ideas help to describe the value behind the practices and processes exhibited by individuals involved in the RPG Maker community. With that said, these two ideas are broad, which demands a more specific context for examining these ideas. It is valuable, therefore, to consider how these 21st century skills and new literacies can be grounded in work on arts and design cognition. 

Thinking in Art, Design and Composition: A Context for 21st Century Skills


Attempts to save arts programs from school budget cuts in the 80s and 90s focused primarily on the secondary justifications of the benefits of the arts. A considerable amount of energy was spent on exploring the secondary effects of arts education on “more basic” subjects (Fiske, 1999). These studies frequently focused on the extent to which an arts education correlated with higher SAT scores, or stronger math scores. Like much correlational research, however, researchers of these studies have had a difficult time establishing the exact nature of the relationship between experiences in the arts and higher achievement scores (Winner et al. 2006).  Although it is possible that the arts are a causal factor in higher test scores, it is equally possible that more successful students feel they have the freedom to take arts courses. In short, the arguments for the secondary benefits of arts coursework are not strong (Winner et al. 2006). 

In the last five years, educational psychologists have begun to explore the more direct outcomes associated with an arts curriculum. This approach, referred to as studio thinking (Hetland et al. 2007), is concerned with the habits of mind that students and artists develop through an arts education. The studio thinking project has articulated eight major components associated with learning to be an artist in a studio setting. They found that students develop their craft in an art domain, engage & persist by developing a work ethic, envision their work and imagine next steps in their mind, express ideas and feelings through their work, observe and attend to visual contexts in a close and careful fashion, reflect and evaluate both their and others work, stretch and explore their capacities, and gain an understanding of the professional art world and its role in society (Hetland et al. 2007). The idea that artists learn to develop a craft, stretch and explore, and reflect and evaluate is germane to the present study. Much of the developing understanding of the value of arts cognition is related to another emerging field, design cognition. 

Game designers work both as artists and designers in the composition of games. A similar literature on design thinking has emerged to complement the growing literature on studio thinking (Dym et al. 2006). Instead of discussing the myriad similarities between art and design cognition, it is worth considering a key difference. Designers are much more interested in the use of their creations. They deal with a larger set of constraints for the use of their objects (Lawson & Dorst, 2009). In contrast, arts cognition is discussed as focusing on expression with less emphasis on the kinds of constraints required by use. It is important to note that these are not mutually exclusive notions. Art and design are fundamentally connected practices, potentially best understood as a continuum where functional considerations are paramount on one end and expressive, or aesthetic considerations are paramount on the other. As formulated, art and design are themselves means to develop the competencies of creativity and innovation at the heart of the idea of 21st century skills (Van Heertum & Share, 2006; Snyder & Bulfin, 2007).

While work on design and arts cognition is not primarily interested in new literacies or 21st century skills, there is considerable overlap between the concepts behind each. Both focus on innovation and creativity. The work on arts and design cognition provides a context for understanding the kinds of thinking to look for in the RPG Maker Community.To best understand how that learning is happening, though, it is important to consider some of the emerging research on online informal learning communities. 

Learning in informal communities

Ito and others (2010) with the The Digital Youth Project conducted extensive ethnographic study of young peoples’ digital media habits and found that young people engage in two primary kinds of interaction in online communities, friendship-driven and interest-driven interactions. In the case of friendship-driven interactions young people are primarily chatting and engaging with their existing school friends, in this case web communities are primarily a space for additional socializing and “hanging out.” In contrast, some young people are engaging in interest-driven behavior, referred to as “geeking out.” Their research found that “geeking out” behavior could be found in a range of digital media creation spaces. 

In an earlier study Ito, et. al. (2008) defined two stages in interest-driven participation. She referred to these two stages as messing around, which involved early exploration of an individual’s personal interest, and geeking out, “an intense commitment to or engagement with media or technology, often one particular media property, genre, or type of technology” (Ito et al., 2008, p. 20). In the case of the latter, she suggests that this space is where individuals are “learning to navigate esoteric domains of knowledge and practice and participating in communities that traffic in these forms of expertise” (p. 28). The RPG Maker community clearly fits into the framework Ito has proposed as a space for young people to “geek out” as they engage in a range of creative processes related to the design of role playing games. 
Similar examples of informal communities support the idea that these are spaces where individuals are acquiring competence and fluency with distinct digital media practices. In an analysis of the photo sharing site Flickr, Davies (2006) found that the spaced supported reciprocal teaching and learning partnerships through shared affinity. She found it to be a powerful global community that through critical dialog helped develop participants thinking both as photographers and citizens. Through discourse analysis of a discussion of personal finance on a web-based fan forum dedicated to hip hop music and culture, Devane (2009) documented the way in which community members developed a discourse that bridges school-based knowledge of financial literacy with the youth culture of hip hop .

Through analysis of online fan fiction communities Black (year) documents how young English language learners interest in particular fictional characters and engagement with online communities helped them develop competence in writing and composition. Fan fiction is a form of fiction writing in which writers compose their own stories using subjects and characters from popular media. For example, writing new adventures for Harry Potter or the characters from Star Trek stories would qualify as fan fiction. Through discourse analysis, Black documents the way in which the participants’ shared interest and affinity for characters serves as a means for individuals to invest their efforts in writing and revising their work. Most relevant in this case, she documents how different fanfiction communities have developed communal review processes for reading and reacting to critiques of stories. Black's analysis of the literacy and composition practices of English-language learners (ELL) in an online fanfiction community demonstrates the power that informal, interest driven composition spaces can play in developing writing and composition skills and competencies valued in formal education. The focus on self-directed writing and a sustained critical dialog about that writing in these fanfiction communities parallels the practices in the RPG Maker community. Yet, the RPG Maker community also includes extensive consideration of the elements of game design that depart from the composition of more traditional text based narratives. 

Studies of informal video game communities offer insight into the parts of the RPG Maker community focused on the novel elements of game composition. In a study of an informal community of gamers created around the video game Civilization, Squire and Giveneto (2008) found that engagement with the community provided players of the game with increasingly complex understanding of the game as designers. The authors suggest that online, participant driven, communities like this Civilization site, should serve as models for rethinking the potential for more formal learning communities.  Through text analysis of the same community, Owens (2010) found that modders (advanced community members who rewrite the games code) value a variety of positive discursive practices for model building. His work revealed that community members value a form of historical authenticity; they prize subtlety and nuance in models for science in the game; and they communicate through civil consensus building. In this case these elements of thinking like a designer were fundamentally related to thinking as a historian.
In the examples of these communities from Ito, Davies, DeVane, Black, Squire and Giveneto and Owens, the communal and cooperative nature of these informal learning communities suggests that they be understood as communities of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991). In a community of practice members learn through cognitive apprenticeships. Community members develop competence and refine their skills toward mastery through interaction and engagement, and encouragement from expert community members. These communities of practice create cooperative learning environments (Brown & Palincsar, 1989). The RPG Maker community offers an additional space to explore how these communities work. It is particularly interesting as a place that includes art and design as core components of an interest driven community. 

Proposed Study
To begin to understand this community, the present study has four limited primary objectives: to identify who is involved in the community; develop a general sense of the extent and nature of their involvement; unpack what kinds of skills and knowledge participants are developing through their involvement; and identify the process by which participants find, join and advance within the community. Accomplishing these four goals will help to develop a understanding of this community, and demonstrate the extent to which the idea of learning is fundamental to participants conceptions of the community. In order to accomplish these goals this study relies on a series of qualitative methods. 

Methodology, Theoretical Framework and Data Sources

The novelty of online informal learning communities means that there is not much extent knowledge on the phenomena. This lack of even basic descriptive information limits the potential value of strictly quantitative methods.  Furthermore, the diversity and ever-evolving nature of these kind of web based informal learning communities makes it difficult to imagine ever developing the kind of exhaustive literature about these communities which one could hope for. For these reasons, this study has adopted a flexible set of qualitative methods for understanding the community. 

To gather a particularly rich set of information, this study employs three different qualitative data sets. To establish a general context of involvement and engagement I conducted a randomized survey of participants active during a week in January of 2010. The survey of 80 participants (53% response rage) provides a particularly useful for charting general demographic information about the community at large and the nature of their time commitments to the community. To add depth to the descriptive statistics generated from the survey I then engage in in-depth interviews with a purposeful sample of ten community members. The interviews were selected to maximize diversity within the sample, talking to men and women, from different parts of the country and the world, at different levels of involvement, with different interests in developing, writing computer code, and creating artwork for games. From there, I examined a final data set, the discussions and rules posted on the community itself. This is by far the largest, and most expansive set of data under consideration. As an entirely online community, the discussions and interactions documented on the site are literally exact transcripts of community interaction. By reading through discussions as they happened and searching through older discussions I was able to triangulate the results of the survey and the information from the interviews to further ground my analysis in the experiences of the community. 

To engage with this data from a coherent perspective, I ground my analysis in Discourse analysis (Gee, 2005; Fairclough, 2003).  From this perspective, all of the data are understood as a part of the discourse surrounding and sustaining the RPG Maker Community. In each post, in the interviews, and in the responses to the survey, each participant is understood to be enacting an identity, and those identities are, in essence, the subject of this research (Gee, 2000) To reuse notions from Goffmn, members of communities “perform” these identities through any and all kinds of action and reaction (1967). While this approached does acknowledge the performative nature of roles and identities it should not be misunderstood as a fundamentally interpretivist approach.  As Fairclough (2003) suggests, there is no incompatibility between the notion of the performative nature of discourses and a realist perspective. The notion here is not that enacting identities in performance signifies any sense in which those identities are ‘fake’ but instead suggests that the basis of the self is fundamentally performative as a component of the real world.  Realizing that the idea of qualitative realism or critical realism is a relatively new, and potentially controversial position, I will take a moment to define them. While this work is interpretive, and I acknowledge that any interpretation is essentially epistemologically pragmatic, my analysis is still grounded in the notion of ontological reality. 

Discourse analysis, is at its core, about communities. This allows for an analysis of the RPG Maker community as a community of practice (Lave, 1988 & Lave & Wenger, 1991). Analysis of discussions in game forums provides an entry into the argumentation and habits of mind of game communities (Steinkuehler & Chmiel, 2006) and a portrait of player agency in interpreting games (Schott, 2006).  These studies illustrate how player discussions express the cognitive models of players outside of formal learning environments or experimental settings (Hutchins, 1995). The approach allows the development of “thick description” (Geertz, 1973) to go “beyond the mere or bare reporting of an act” in order to describe and probe the “intentions, motives, meanings, contexts, situations and circumstances of action” (Glesne, 1999 p. 22). To develop this "thick description", I have employed a method of text analysis (Fairclough, 2003) informed by Gee’s approach to discourse analysis (2005). 
To complement the text analysis components, this project will also make use of a small number of interviews with community members and a survey. The primarily goal of the survey and interviews is to add two layers of triangulation to provide more meaningful findings. The survey casts a wide net to gather a sense of some general demographic information about participants and their habits in relation to the community. This provides a context for understanding the more fine-grained analysis that emerges through discourse analysis. The interviews provide another axis for triangulation by allowing community members to speak for themselves in regard to how their thinking has changed overtime and to provide their own accounts for the purpose and value of the community. 
Through analyzing this vibrant community, this study explores how these game players are becoming digital media producers and game creators. By characterizing critical processes and assumed community roles which construct the RPGMaker community, this study also offers fruitful insights into new modes of composition and the motivation and goals that support community participants engagement. The study of the RPG Maker community provides insight into a community of practice deeply concerned with both traditional and new media composition activities. 
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