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Publications about games and learn-
ing used to be rare. The focus of early 
efforts was on getting educators and 
parents to consider the possibility that 
video games have educational benefits. 
That time and that argument are largely 
in the past; surveys indicate that most 
parents and educators accept that games 
may have a place in the curriculum. 

Needed now, however, are practical 
suggestions for how parents, teachers, 
and administrators can make the best 
use of games. This is why I picked up 
Craig Westman and Penny Bouman’s 
new book, Gamers Go to College, with 
much anticipation. From the title 
and preface, this book promised to be 
directed toward nonresearchers and to 
provide much-needed practical guid-
ance about who the students in this 
new century are (the authors call them 
the Gamer Generation, or Gen G), why 
we should care, and what we should do 
to prepare our schools and classrooms 
for them.

Westman and Bouman recognize that 
part of their charge must be change 
agency, which they acknowledge in the 
first sentence: “One may ask, and rightly 
so, ‘what is the need for a book on kids 
who play games and what is its relevance 
to higher education and enrollment 
management/services?’” They answer 
this question by noting, “To curtly dis-
miss an ever-growing cultural trend of 
90 million plus individuals is risky, espe-
cially if you are on the recruitment side 
of the higher education house.”

This is one of the aspects of this book 
I like the best—it does not try to discuss 
games and game play as part of a larger 
discussion of technology use by Genera-
tion Y but recognizes that a discussion 

of games and gamers is complex enough 
to warrant its own discussion. According 
to the authors, Gen G is not simply “a 
subset of the Millennial generation” but 
includes game players from the 1980s 
and today and will include those from 
future generations. This concept of a 
cohort that transcends age and gen-
eration and instead “surfs” the wave 
of video game playing from the 1980s 
into the future is fascinating. In another 
thought-provoking passage, Westman 
and Bouman argue that the widespread, 
diverse use of technology in this genera-
tion is actually an outgrowth of the use 
of video games themselves.

The authors spend most of the intro-
duction making the familiar (but nec-
essary) argument that game playing is 
a big part of what students are doing 
and that organizations that rely on this 
trans-generation cannot afford to ignore 
this trend if they want to remain com-
petitive. While much of the data here 
will be familiar to those who have read 
other works on games and learning, 
some is new, and all is up-to-date and 
relevant. The authors also expand on and 
support their idea that Gen G is trans-
generational, outlining their discussion 
for the rest of the book: “[We limit our] 
discussion of the Gamer generation to 
the implications for the college experi-
ence including campus life, academic 
program offerings, recruiting, and admis-
sions, and alumni relations.”

Chapter 1 presents an impressive array 
of data, facts, and figures that document 
the financial impact of Gen G, as well 
as a host of demographic data includ-
ing who these students are and what 
games they play. The data are connected 
to issues relevant to higher education, 
and they serve to debunk several popu-
lar misconceptions. For example, many 
readers new to the gaming literature will 
be surprised to learn that two games 
were sold for every household in 2005; 
the average game player is 33 years old; 
61 percent of parents think games are a 
positive part of their children’s lives; and 
71 percent feel that games provide good 
opportunities for socialization.

Chapter 2 continues with an over-
view of how this generation has learned 
from games and why some of the skills 
they acquire from games are and will 
continue to be valuable. For those 
new to digital game-based learning 
(DGBL), this chapter is a good survey 
of the landscape of games, gamers, and 
learning. The authors make good use of 
existing research, connecting key con-
cepts and theory with real-world game 
examples.

Chapter 3, unfortunately, is an aberra-
tion. Although interesting, this chapter 
is perplexingly unrelated to both the 
preceding chapters and the theme of the 
book. Part of what makes this chapter 
confusing is that it was written by an 
expert in the gaming industry rather 
than by the book’s credited authors. 
The chapter seems intended to show 
how game players are well suited for 
developing games (a growing indus-
try, to be sure) but struggle to find an 
education that suitably trains them. 
This undercuts the point made in the 
first two chapters—that the skills game 
players acquire from game play (such as 
problem solving, social networking, and 
intelligence) are applicable to endeavors 
outside the relatively narrow field of 
game development. Some readers might 
wonder if games, then, are only relevant 
for those who want to pursue careers in 
game development (which is not the 
case) or whether the point is to convince 
more colleges to offer game design pro-
grams (also not the case).

Chapter 4 picks up the thread begun 
in Chapter 2. Again, the value of what 
is offered here lies not in new data and 
contributions to the field, but rather 
in providing a good overview of the 
issues and ideas involved in DGBL for 
those new to the field. As such, the 
chapter is an excellent Gen G primer 
for the Boomer generation. There are 
a few rough spots: the importance of 
narrative as a learning strategy is never 
described, despite the authors’ later 
relying on its ability to promote prob-
lem solving, for example, and while 
the connection between narrative in 
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general and in games is fairly well artic-
ulated, the connection to higher educa-
tion is weak. Much of the complexity 
of these issues is ignored in favor of 
providing a view of game play from 
30,000 feet.

One of the enduring concepts I took 
from this book, however, is on Lakota 
narratives and video games (and only 
partly because I live in the area of the 
country where the majority of the 
Lakota live today). Anyone who wants 
to understand how narrative, story, and 
problem solving work together should 
read this section. This is a key strength 
of games—they combine powerful learn-
ing strategies in narrative-driven situ-
ated problem solving. Unfortunately, 
our classrooms and workplaces do not 
provide these same kinds of activities, 
despite their proven ability to promote 
the very problem-solving skills we desire 
in students and our workforce.

By this point in the book, the authors 
have convinced us that Gen G is trans-
generational and thus too large to 
ignore. They have done this by provid-
ing a wealth of information about Gen 
G and the changes that video games 
have wrought in the ways they learn 
and experience the world. We expect the 
book to shift toward making use of these 
ideas and concepts to propose ways 
for higher education to make changes 
in the ways it recruits, mentors, and 
retains Gen G. Unfortunately, the next 
few chapters do little to extend these 
important ideas into practice.

Chapter 5 discusses “the experience 
economy,” focusing on how other orga-
nizations have attracted large numbers 
of people (presumably Gen G) by attend-
ing to themes and experience rather 
than information. The authors rely on 
discussions of television, theme parks 
and restaurants, and so forth. There is 
little or no connection to games, despite 
overt attempts to articulate such a con-
nection. I found myself wondering why 
the authors focused on this theme rather 
than others that are more commonly 
related to games. A more cogent argu-
ment could have been made by focusing 
on engagement and interactivity—two 
hallmarks of games that are also relevant 
to the ideas they discuss—rather than 

moving away from games to popular 
culture and entertainment.

Chapter 6 purports to move more 
directly into a discussion of Gen G and 
what higher education needs to do to 
meet its needs and expectations. Once 
again, however, little meaningful con-
nection is made between higher educa-
tion environments and the ideas, skills, 
and abilities of Gen G. The authors aban-
don the majority of the groundwork, 
ideas, and themes laid out in the previous 
chapters in favor of a laundry list of ideas, 
such as hosting LAN parties, giving out 
PSPs to administrators, and using humor 
to recruit students. Again, these are inter-
esting ideas. They are largely unrelated 
to games and Gen G, however, and none 
of these ideas will lead to meaningful 
change in how institutions function or 
in how they can make use of the power 
and functionality of games.

To be fair, the authors do discuss how 
institutions can leverage the idea of the 
experience economy to make significant 
changes in campus life. But given the 
weak connection between the experi-
ence economy and games, this is not 
a very effective argument. The authors 
focus more on marketing than on insti-
tutional change, and even their sugges-
tions for leveraging games for marketing 
ignore the strengths of games and Gen 
G. Instead of discussing how to market 
to Gen G, why not talk about marketing 
through games, as the U.S. Army does 
with its game America’s Army? Or why 
not talk about what institutions must 
do to retain students? After all, recruit-
ing is not just about getting students to 
your institution; it is also about retain-
ing them. Much of the advice in this 
chapter could easily have come from a 
book on using technology to market to 
current audiences.

 In Chapter 7, the authors say, “While 
other analogies exist, the comparisons 
above get the point across that video 
games and institutions of higher edu-
cation share many similarities.” Then, 
however, they say, “To look at an insti-
tution of higher education as a simple 
video game may seem a crude analogy 
at best.” I found myself agreeing and 
wondering why they had taken the time 
in chapters 5 through 7 to explore this 

analogy, especially after having gone to 
such great lengths to lay the groundwork 
in early chapters for so much more.

The problem in their approach lies 
not so much in what they do say in the 
latter half of the book but in what they 
don’t say. They leave unaddressed the 
larger part of the academic world—not 
once do they mention the classroom 
or current educational practices in the 
context of Gen G. Nor do they address 
the questions many educators and 
administrators are asking: How must 
we change our approach to teaching 
to take advantage of the strengths of 
Gen G? What kinds of infrastructure 
and training will we need to do this? 
How will this generation change the 
mission and means of education as we 
have come to know it? Granted, the 
purpose of the book is largely to dis-
cuss marketing and recruitment rather 
than teaching and learning, but it is 
surprising nonetheless that there is no 
discussion regarding what is, after all, 
the primary purpose of academic insti-
tutions. Ignoring the biggest strength 
games hold for the future of our edu-
cational systems—their ability to teach 
and promote deep learning—does a dis-
service to the larger conversation about 
games and higher education.

The rest of the book is composed of 
appendices (including a Lakota narrative 
and an essay about the growing num-
ber of women and girl gamers), which 
are interesting and worth reading. Ulti-
mately, the first four chapters of this 
book are an excellent introduction to 
the world of games and learning, written 
in an easy-to-read manner requiring no 
previous experience with video games. 
As such, many in higher education will 
find it valuable. But, although chapters 
5 through 7 are individually interesting, 
they do little to provide the practical 
guidance we need to effect meaningful 
changes in our institutions as we strive 
to remain relevant and take what is best 
from games to improve all aspects of our 
educational system. e
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