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Abstract

This project prototyped a solitaire computer game designed for use in Western Civilization and European history courses.  In it, students guide the development of France over historically significant periods of time: in one scenario 60 years (480-540 CE); in the other, 300 years (975-1275 CE). The game models the historical processes involved -- from population growth through cultural change -- with students making decisions reflective of the government's expanding purpose and power. The game is intended to foster students' historical understanding both implicitly, through the gameplay itself, and explicitly, through instructional exercises integrated into the course of play.  The game was tested in two survey classes, and the results indicate that it has significant potential to motivate students and foster their understanding of history.  However, the tests also make clear that the concept and execution require significant further refinement before it can be expanded to the full simulation of French history originally envisioned, or even employed in at the current scale as anything more than an object of study and perhaps a stimulus to further work along these lines.

[bookmark: _GoBack]A more extended discussion of the project and assessment of its current state is contained in the discussion of the Assessment materials in the “EternalFranceOverviewDemoAndAssessment.zip” file and the concluding “Developer’s Assessment and Reflections” below.

Contents

EternalFranceProgramForSUNY_LC .Zip

This folder contains a playable version of the High Middle Ages scenario of the game, which is the one that was tested systematically in two courses in the Fall, 2013 semester.  It should be playable from the folder it will unzip into by clicking on the "EternalFrance1" application file (Note: NOT the "EternalFrance1.vshost" application file!).  

It contains the full game which accomplishes the two critical goals of the original proposal: 

1) It covers a long enough historical period for students to be able to see not only the short-term events of the development of France (like wars, diplomacy, and patronage of the arts), but also the long term developments like the diffusion of new agricultural techniques, the consequent tremendous growth of the overall population, and the associated burgeoning of the urban economy and population.

2) It incorporates instructional materials to complement the gameplay, including both an historical introduction and a series of automated "worksheets" that gives the student the complementary learning activities of making the kinds of decisions that historical actors did and reflecting on events and trends as historians do.  The game was distributed on flash drives so that autosaves of the students’ games that were saved each turn and at the end and the results of the worksheets could be collected and examined later (the goal is eventually do this via the Internet, but for the moment the flash drives were a programmatically much easier way to test the concept).

A more accessible overview of this scenario is conveyed by the Powerpoint demo contained in another Zip file (see below).


EternalFranceSourceCodeForSUNY_LC.zip

This contains the entire project Visual Basic source code.  It is offered for anyone who wants to examine it or work with it in any other way, subject to the Creative Commons license provisions contained in the EternalFranceLicenseInfo.rtf document included with it.  (This document is displayed via a button in the program, or can be accessed with a text editor or word processor from among the source code files).

EternalFranceClovisScenario.Zip

This Zip file contains the shorter scenario that covers the reign of Clovis and his sons (480-540 CE).  It can be downloaded, unzipped, and launched in the same manner as the scenario contained in the Program file described above.   

This was the first version of the game, created in the Spring of 2012, and was used in a "dry-run" deployment of the game in one of the two adjuncted sections after permission to delay the full deployment and testing until the Fall was granted by the IITG administrators   It contains much of the basic military, political, and diplomatic gameplay, but lacks the Build and Patronize features since they played a relatively limited role in the situation it depicts.  The original intent was to expand it in terms of time-coverage and features to gradually expand the program to incorporate later time periods and the full range of game and instructional features envisioned for the game, but this plan was abandoned in favor of "jumping" ahead to the High Middle Ages for 2 reasons: 1) experience with students suggested that the situation was not a good introduction to the system for students because it requires a rapid series of military moves to exploit the opportunity Clovis confronted as the Roman Empire collapsed, which most students are not familiar enough with this type of game to pull off; and 2) it is so far before the Rise of Modern Europe that a later starting point seemed desirable since one of the two classes in which the game was to be tested starts in the later Middle Ages, so this scenario wasn't useful for it.

That all said, the "dry-run" was useful in getting experience in deploying the game in classes, and the scenario actually constitutes a pretty good war game that can be enjoyed by experienced players.

EternalFranceOverviewDemoAndAssessmentData.Zip

This Zip file contains 

a) This Report on the Project,

b) a Powerpoint demo of the game (the High Middle Ages scenario discussed above), and 

c) the Assessment data of the game derived from the two survey classes in which it was tested.  Specifically, it includes an Excel spreadsheet with student scores on the test question (Intro to European History) and essay (Western Civ) (along with other information about patterns of play and worksheet completion used in generating grades and assessing performance), a copy of the survey done by students, a spreadsheet with the results of that survey, and copies of the structured interviews with the two adjuncts involved in the project.  The summary and conclusions from this assessment process, as well as the developer’s own observations, are given below.

Developer’s Assessment and Reflections

As the abstract above says, the Assessment data indicates that the game, while it has potential, isn't yet "ready for prime time."  

Assessment of the Formal Assessment Instruments

Basically, the student survey revealed that the weight of student opinion was slightly more positive than negative on both the enjoyment and learning aspects of the game (both on its own terms and in comparison to doing a reading assignment), but only slightly, and the results of both the "head-to-head" competition between course sections that played the game vs. those that read a book on French history and the comments of the adjuncts bear this out.  

As far as the "head-to-head" competition went, the strongest results (2.6 on a 0 -4 scale) came from students who played the game but filled out qualitative worksheet instead of the automated ones (since these, fortuitously as it turned out, weren't ready in time for the use of the game in HI2681, Intro to European History).  The next strongest results (2.3) were from the group that read an easy book on French history (HI2521, Western Civ) and then wrote an essay at home based on it, while the group that read a harder book and then did an in-class essay test and the group that did the automated worksheets and then wrote an essay did comparably less well (1.7 and 1.6, respectively).

These results were consistent with the assessments of the two adjuncts whose classes were used to test the game.  Both of them felt that the game was a worthwhile exercise in the way it engaged students, and the  one who gave the in-class essay test on the game-or-book felt that the students who did the game did significantly better than the readers, but she attributed this partly to the difficulty of the book and party to the particularly active-learning the written worksheet involved (plus a key to the worksheet was distributed prior to the test to give the students feedback on their work, so they were able to study the correct answers).  The other adjunct is a hobby-gamer himself and asked to use the game as extra credit next semester, which I've agreed to, but the weak showing of his game students relative to the ones who wrote an essay suggests that using this as extra credit may be the best idea at the moment, to motivate the students who want to use it.

Developer’s Reflections

In addition, I have my own reservations about both 1) the historical models that the game incorporates and 2) the connection between what the student players do and what they're supposed to learn from it.   

The first of these does not involve fundamental problems in my estimation, but the gameplay definitely needs to be "tuned" so that outcomes are more historically plausible.  Among known problems are a whole series of implausible developments outside of France: both Burgundy and the Byzantine Empire are both more aggressive and more successful than they were historically at the time; the Holy Roman Empire almost always collapses and therefore is seldom in a position to make a play for Italy as it did; the Arabs generally wither away even though at the time they were vigorous if not as dominating as they had been; and as a consequence one or the other of the Iberian Christian kingdoms conquers the peninsula much more quickly than in history.  Within France, taxes roll in so easily that the player seldom has to worry about money, and negotiating with French provinces that are independent or ruled by other major powers is so successful (especially compared with the difficulties of trying to absorb them through ruling or conquest) that players who figure this out deliberately alienate them or hope to see them taken over by foreigners because after this slight “setback” it’s then easily to subsequently pull them into the fold.  All of these “problems” can be solved by adjusting various values in the game, like the probability of negotiations succeeding, the tax yields from different provinces, the way that foreign powers make decisions, and the power of various internal and external constraints.  However, at the moment the game being distributed now is not suitable for widespread use beyond examining it to see how it works and get a feel for what its potential might be once these sorts of problems are fixed.

The second issue is more problematic to me.  Basically, players/students get caught up in the immediate problems of ruling just as their historical counterparts did, which is good in that it gives them a strong feel for what ruling involves (the most common comment seems to have been, "I had no idea being a king was so hard!"), but it's bad in that, like their historical counterparts, they aren't aware of the larger historical trends that create the context of their decision-making, which is the main thing that this game was intended to convey.  The current mechanisms of displaying the quarter-century graphic “reports” on population trends, etc. is seen as a nuisance by gameplayers, because the information isn’t immediately relevant to solving the problems that play presents.  The obvious solution of making gameplay involve the long-term trends is unattractive, however, because it would involve giving the player control over things that the point of the game is to show are more-or-less natural processes, like population growth when the climate is favorable and the harvests are bountiful, the autonomous spread of new agricultural techniques and technologies, and the organic development of trade, manufacturing, urban centers, and the royal tax-base.  My current plan is to focus on the growth of the money supply and taxes as the key link between the longer-term socioeconomic development of France and the short-term concerns of the student player, but at this point I’m not sure how successful this will be in drawing students to see the relationship between the two.

As a consequence of these considerations, I am going to take this project "offline" for a while and see if I can tune the game's historical models sufficiently and come up with a pedagogical structure that will clearly give it a unique value as an instructional material for college history classes.  If I find that I can, I will update what’s on the SUNY Learning Commons to reflect those developments, but at this point I’m not certain whether or when that might happen.
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