
ENG 394 
Videogames and Digital Rhetorics 
 
Instructor: Jeff Holmes 
Email: jeff.holmes@asu.edu 
Office: Farmer (ED) 126 
Office Hours: Tuesday 10-12 PM and by appointment 
Class Meetings: Thursdays 12-1:15 PM (8/22/2013 – 12/5/2013) 
Class Location: LL 270 
Website: videogamerhetorics.com 

 
 

Course Summary 
Part history, part critical assessment, part practical exploration, this course is designed to provide an overview of 
major issues in gaming and the varied critical lenses available for further exploration. We will read about, talk about, 
and play videogames throughout this course to complicate and to clarify our relationship with digital spaces. We will 
work to create a vibrant community of critical gamers by playing together and sharing our gaming experiences. We 
will connect gaming to the greater application of the digital in our everyday lives. We will seek to answer an ever 
more important question:  As we increasingly use and inhabit digital spaces, how do we describe our relationship with 
technologies, with our selves, with others?    
 

Course Objectives 
 To develop and apply a shared vocabulary for discussing gaming critically 

 To explore important scholarly (and non-scholarly) writings about gaming 

 To experience and share our experiences with a variety of games and genres 

 To develop and apply the theories of the course to everyday gaming activities in a shared game environment 

 To create and articulate a sustained critical examination of a gamespace or game experience 
 

Course Expectations 
 We will come prepared to actively engage with the subjects and activities of every class 

 We will participate meaningfully and regularly in the shared class webspace 

 We will establish regular gaming time together outside of class 

 We will game together—and debate together—constructively and respectfully. Always. 

 The instructor will provide feedback regularly and promptly. 
 

Required Materials 
I will make all readings available digitally and store them on our class webspace. They may come in a variety of 
formats, including hyperlinks, PDFs, Word documents, or other media file. While I will strive for consistency in these 
materials, the nature of digital space is one of variety and (sometimes) incompatibility. Please make sure you have 
frequent, regular access to a computer and the appropriate software to open and use these files.  
 
You will also be required to have a paid subscription to World of Warcraft, as we will be using this as a shared gaming 
space throughout the semester.   
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Public Discourse 
This class is designed to be a dynamic discussion across multiple spaces—in class, in game, in blogs—with your peers. 
As such, what you write and what you say will be available for public examination. We will read and respond to each 
others’ work, talk together as a class and in groups, and play together in game. I expect you to remember that 
regardless of space, you will be civil and constructive. I also expect that we won’t always agree (indeed, I’ll even 
encourage it), but that arguments will always be respectful of others involved. Since you will be sharing your work 
throughout the semester with me and with each other, don’t disclose information you don’t want the class to know.  
 

Attendance and Participation 
Since this course revolves around discussion and active participation, I expect you to be in class and in game on time, 
and to be prepared to work. Part of your grade depends on your engagement with the class materials, including our 
physical meetings in the classroom as well as our digital spaces. I want you to talk together, work together, and 
challenge each other in this class, and this depends on your regular participation. 
 
Because of the amount of work in this class, more than two (2) absences will prevent you from passing this course. 
 

Assignments 
This course uses a variety of forms and forums to discuss gaming. Primarily, this takes place through writing, but will 
include group discussion and individual presentations. Your participation is also a component in your overall grade.  
 

Reading Responses (30%) 
You will be required to post a ~250-word response to the week’s readings by11:59 PM Monday before class. 
These responses should highlight what you found most interesting/useful/problematic. Ultimately, you 
should develop some claim or principle about the readings and the week’s theme that you can defend. Some 
guiding questions: What do these readings have in common, and where do they differ? Why do you think I 
chose these readings? How do they relate to your play experience? 
 
You will also reply to at least two (2) of your peers’ blogs by 11:59 PM Tuesday before class. These posts 
should be substantial, thoughtful, and connected to your readings and gaming throughout the week. Your 
peer responses should directly reflect their original statement and how well they made their claim and how 
they could improve it. Look for those who make different or conflicting claims from yours, or who provides a 
perspective you hadn’t considered. Some guiding questions: What is the author’s main claim, and how well 
did they support it? Did their argument align with yours – why or why not? Did they provide an idea or 
example you hadn’t considered? How effective was their overall argument? 
 

Player’s Choice (10%) 
You can choose to participate in a way that is most meaningful to you. This participation should align to one 
of the three core roles: 

 Investigator – Your focus is on deeply interrogating texts, games, and experiences. Your participation 
includes additional writing or other analysis and can be “tacked on” to your final paper. 

 Innovator – Your focus is on creating and sharing interesting or helpful materials like walkthroughs 
and guides, alternative viewpoints, supplemental resources and more.  

 Cultivator – Your focus is on sharing the play experience and promoting a playful (and successful) 
learning environment. You make additional posts to peers’ blogs, provide in-class and in-game help, 
and expand the conversation to bring greater participation from your classmates (and others).  



Short Papers (15%) 
These three papers are a critical response to each of the three main sections of the course (the “tutorial”, 
rhetorics of games, rhetorics of the world) using the principles the class develops together. These papesr will 
be 3-5 pages long, and include works cited.  You will use your “core” perspective to expand, interrogate, or 
challenge a theme or concept; you will also use one (or more) principles from the other class perspectives to 
strengthen your analysis.  
 

Semester Project (30%) 
This project will serve as a culmination of your experience in the course. You have several options for this 
project in order to incorporate the research and production you find most interesting or effective.  
 

 Critical analysis paper:  This paper will be a sustained argument (10-15 pages) using terminology and 
sources from this course as well as researched material. You will focus on a specific topic and develop 
a critical response demonstrating that you have synthesized your interests, the course material, and 
your own research into a cohesive argument.  
 

 Alternative project: This project will be designed by you, and can take a number of forms (a hypertext 
project, programming/game design, machinima, poetry, and many others). The final form will be 
negotiated with me; all projects, however, must demonstrate the ability to synthesize the course 
material with your own ambitions. 

 

Project Presentation (5%) 
You will make a short (3-5 minutes) presentation to the class about your final project to talk about what you 
found most interesting/important/meaningful to you.  
 

Attendance and Participation (10%) 
As noted above, your timely and active participation in class and in our extra-class gaming sessions are 
critical. This also includes your regular posting and overall level of effort throughout the course. 

 

Grading 
All grades will be provided to you in a private email or message. Feedback may take a variety of forms, from follow-
up posts by me on the forums, written feedback on your drafts and submissions, and one-on-one discussion. I also 
expect that you keep track of these grades frequently to make sure all documents that you’ve submitted have been 
received and graded by me. 
 

About Plagiarism 
Plagiarism will not be tolerated in any form. Students caught plagiarizing will be failed immediately and will also be 
subject to additional consequences according to university policies. Please familiarize yourself with ASU’s Academic 
Integrity Policy, available via the ASU website.  
 
The field we will study is full of new and often confusing rules about citing sources and finding content; it can be very 
easy to lift an image or other text from a webpage. However, I will require that you cite all sources for your materials 
unless it is public domain. When in doubt, provide a source. 
 

Modifications to this Syllabus 
The instructor reserves the right to modify this syllabus at any time and will inform you of any changes in a timely 
manner. The course website will always be the current and “correct” version of this syllabus – check there first. 



Technologies and Processes 
This course is designed specifically to utilize some of the amazing and powerful potentials of digital technologies for 
two reasons: first, to provide hands-on practice using these sites and systems and practically tie the theories of the 
course to grounded experience; second, these systems can reshape how we communicate, collaborate, and 
participate in a number of spaces, a critical reality of the 21st century and beyond. This course is an experiment in 
rethinking what a class “looks” like using new methods and new affordances.  
 
Having said that, you should be prepared for a lot of glitches and hiccups trying to get technology working for you. 
This is a sad (but interesting) truth. This course has been front-loaded with a significant amount of tech learning on 
top of the content areas. It will get much smoother and easier as the semester progresses, but plan for some 
frustration and give yourself plenty of time to install, connect, and learn how to use these various systems.  
 

Course Website (videogamerhetorics.com) 
Think of the course website as the homepage for this class – you want to check there first for any updates, 
resources, or opportunities to connect with each other and with me. It will always be the most “up to date.” 
It works very much like Facebook with profiles, posts, statuses, a wall, chat and so on. The site also has some 
important class specific features: 

 Blogs – This is where you will post your weekly responses and look at your peers’ work. Feel free to 
blog more than just about the readings, though – this is your space on this site. Use it to capture your 
experiences, share your ideas, or otherwise express what’s on your mind (respectfully, of course). 

 Forums – The forums will house important updates from me, as well as links to supplemental 
resources, helpful or cool stuff, guides, questions and whatever else doesn’t fit elsewhere.  

 Groups – These will be the shared spaces once you choose your specialty where you can discuss, 
critique, argue, and create together. Your weekly work will mostly live here in the 2nd half of class.  

 Media collections – The site supports both uploading things like PDFs and Word docs as well as 
photos and videos. The media sections can be organized by collections, so feel free to create and 
share things like screencaps, examples, a video streams and so on. 

 
Again,  visit the website frequently. It should be the first place you visit when you have a question.  
  

World of Warcraft 
WoW is a massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG or just MMO). It’s a good enough game 
on its own merits, but importantly for this course it provides many opportunities to directly experience the 
class themes and theories. You are expected to play WoW at least a few hours a week (though you can play 
as much as your studies and social life support!). You can certainly play other games, but WoW is the 
“shared” context for this class.   
 
We will hold our online portions of our class in WoW (either Tuesday from 12-1:15 PM or Wednesdays from 
7-8:15 PM). I also highly encourage exploring the game beyond our class meetings. It is a really rich, 
rewarding experience and can provide great context for the critical and conceptual work of this class.  
 

Skype Group Calls 
We’ll use Skype during our weekly in-game meetings to facilitate easier conversations. We will also use Skype 
for any additional meetings as they come up (from virtual office hours to extra-class conversations).  
 
 
Specific instructions and links for all technologies are posted in the Forum section of the course website.  

 
 



Specialization, Customization, Collaboration 
One potentially unique feature of this course is your ability to choose the path that is most meaningful to you and to 
customize your learning experience. This course also relies on a model of learning that requires collective, 
collaborative interactions and makes relying on your peers an essential ingredient to success. These features—your 
ability to tailor your experience and your need of your classmates’ support—may be unfamiliar or intimidating. We 
will discuss these features in more detail during class.  
 

Specializing your knowledge (choosing your “class” perspective) 
During the latter part of this course you are given the option to choose an area of emphasis for your readings 
and class discussions. These perspectives allow you to do a deeper dive into various issues with an guiding 
frame or view. You will work with other classmates to develop robust theories based on these specialties, 
then work across specialties to form a more nuanced understanding of the issues.  
 
After the tutorial section of the course, you will join a group on our course website that corresponds to your 
specialty. Within your group, you will blog, respond to each other’s work, then post (as a group) your theory 
or principle for that week. In class, your group will explain and position your argument within the larger 
themes of the course.  
 

Customizing your experience (many paths to success) 
Part of the class customization is your specialization into a “class.” Choose what area seems most interesting, 
challenging, or unique to you. This is your chance to tackle a problem from a viewpoint that matters to you.  
 
The other opportunity to customize your experience is through the “Player’s Choice” participation points. 
These various ways of participating more fully in class provide you an opportunity to contribute in ways that 
are meaningful to you but which also satisfy the kind of work you value. If you prefer research or individual 
projects, the “Investigator” role might suit you best; if you like helping new players and working with other 
classmates, the “Cultivator” role might fit best. Alternatively, you can choose a role you a not comfortable 
with as a chance to develop some new skills and experiences in a safe and low-pressure environment. The 
point is that you should have some say in what “counts” in this class.  
 

Collaborating with classmates (the group is stronger than the individual) 
While “group work” often has some negative connotations, this course is designed to promote cooperation, 
collaboration, and collective learning. Specifically, this collaboration happens at several levels. First, as a class 
we will work on the same problems and across the same resources – we will problem solve together. Second, 
your in-game experience should provide ample opportunities to play (and learn) together, and WoW is one of 
the best spaces for making that collaborative play possible. Third, your specialized “class” groups will foster a 
team-based approach to sharing knowledge and producing a weekly product. Lastly, you will also rely on the 
other teams’ perspectives for your own work and to give you a broader appreciation of the complexity of the 
issues we explore throughout the course.  

 
 
 



Week 1 Checklist 
This course has a significant amount of front-loaded work; there is much to do at the outset but it should become 
more streamlined as we progress (and you get comfortable with the process). The following list is a checklist for all of 
the things you will need to complete or set-up before the second class meeting. Please plan accordingly – any time 
technology is involved there are always little glitches that creep up. Give yourself extra time to log in, connect etc.  
 
More detailed instructions are located in the Forum section of the course website. 
 

 Buy, install, and create an account for World of Warcraft 

 Download, install, and create a Skype account 

 Create a profile for our course website (I'll send the invitation link by email) 

 Post your screen names on the Forum 

 Read the 3 articles assigned for next week (details and links will be included on the course website) 

 Write a 200-300 word summary of the articles and how you see them connected (What do they have in 
common? Why do you think I chose these 3 articles together? What does rhetoric have to do with 
videogames anyway? How does this connect to your play experience?) 

o Post your write up to the course website as a blog post by Monday (8/26) at 11:59 PM 

 Respond to at least 2 other classmates’ posts (try to find posts which a different from your own, or that you 
don't agree with, or that highlight a perspective you hadn't considered before - look for differences, not 
similarities!) 

o Post your responses to their blogs as comments by Tuesday (8/27) at 11:59 PM 

 Be ready to meet in World of Warcraft on either Tuesday (8/27) at 12 PM or Wednesday (8/28) at 7 PM 
(these times are tentative based on class availability – we may potentially modify during the first class) 

o Specific instructions for where to meet in WoW are located on the class website 

 Schedule some time with your veteran/new player (at least 30 minutes) and play together 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 



Semester Calendar 
 

Part 1 - Tutorial  

 
Week 1 (8/22) - Introduction 

Attend class 

Complete Week 1 checklist 
 

Week 2 (8/29) - What are games? What is rhetoric? 
  

Readings:  
[Game theory] - Steinkuehler, C. (2006). "Why game (culture) studies now?" 
[Game theory] - Salen, K and Zimmerman, E. (2003). "Defining games." 
[Rhetorical theory] - Covino, X. and Joliffe, Z. (1995). "An Introduction to rhetoric." 

 

Week 3 (9/5) - Games as designed experiences 
  
Readings:  

[Game theory] - Squire, K. (2006). "Videogames as designed experiences." 
[Rhetorical theory] - Bogost, I. (2007). "Procedural rhetorics." 
[Design] - Costikyan, G. (2002). "I have no words and must design." 

 

Week 4 (9/12) - Players and objects 
  

Readings:  
[Game theory] - Bartle, R. (1990). "Players who suit MUDs." 
[Rhetorical theory] - Burke, K. (1969). "Identity and consubstantiality." 
[Identity] - Waggoner, Z. (2009). "Players, avatars, and identity." 
 

Week 5 (9/19) - Beyond the game 
  

Readings:  
[Game theory] - Hayes, E. and Duncan, S. (2012). "Expanding the affinity spaces." 
[Rhetorical theory] - Sutton-Smith, B. (1997). "Play and ambiguity." 
[Learning and teaching] - Gee, J. P. (2003). "36 learning principles (excerpt)." 

 

Week 6 (9/26) - How to look at games/MINI BOSS  
  

Readings:  
[Research methods] - Markham, A. (2009). "Qualitative internet research."" 
[MINI BOSS] - Barab, S., Gee, J.P., and Gershenfeld, A. (2012). "Games in the public interest." 
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Part 2 - Games  

 

Week 7 (10/3) - Interactivity 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - TBD 

 
Specialty Readings:  

[Identity] - Holmes, J. (2013). "Hunting for identity." 
[Learning and teaching] - Robison, A. (2009). "Writing games, teaching writing." 
[Design] - Schell, J. (2008). "Some elements are game mechanics." 
 

  Short Paper #1 due   

 

Week 8 (10/10) - Community 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - Williams, D. et al. (2009). "From treehouse to barracks." 

 
Specialty Readings:  

[Identity] - Boellstorff, T. (2008). "Personhood." 
[Learning and teaching] - Thomas, D. (2009). "Scalable learning." 
[Design] - Schewn, T. and Hara, N. (2007). "Community of practice." 
  
 

Week 9 (10/17) - Violence & Gender 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - Jenkins, H. (2006). "Video games as gendered play spaces." 
[Game rhetoric] - Gee, J. P. (2007). "Video games, violence, and effects." 

 
Specialty Readings:  

[Identity] - Nardi, B. (YEAR). "An anthropological account of World of Warcraft: Gender." 

[Learning and teaching] - Gee, J. P. and Hayes, E. (2012). "Nurturing affinity spaces and game 

based learning." 

[Design] - TBD 

 

Week 10 (10/24) - MINI BOSS (IN CLASS) 
  

Readings:  
[MINI BOSS] - Juul, J. (2005). "Rules and fiction." 
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Part 3 - World 

 

Week 11 (10/31) - Big "G" Games 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - TBD 

 

Specialty Readings:  
[Identity] - TBD 
[Learning and teaching] - TBD 

[Design] -TBD 

 
  Short Paper #2 due   
 

Week 12 (11/7) - Gamification 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - Zicherman, G. (2011). "Gamification by design." 

 

Specialty Readings:  
[Identity] - TBD 

[Learning and teaching] - "Zimmerman, E. (2008). "Gaming literacy." 

[Design] -TBD 

 

Week 13 (11/14) - Games in school 
  

Readings:  
[Game rhetoric] - Klopfer, E. et al. (2009). "Moving learning games forward." 

 
Specialty Readings:  

[Identity] - Barab, S. et al. (2009). "Transformational play." 
[Learning and teaching] - Steinkuehler, C. and Oh, Y. (2012). "Apprenticeship in massively 

multiplayer online games." 
[Design] - Ferrara, J. (2012). "Games for learning." 
 

 

Week 14 (11/21) - MINI BOSS (IN CLASS) 
  

Readings:  
[MINI BOSS] - McGonigal, J. (2009). "Reality is broken - Introduction." 

[MINI BOSS] - McGonigal, J. (2009). "Reality is broken - Saving the real world together." 
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Part 4 - End game  

 

 

Week 15 (12/5) - Presentations 
  

Prepare your 3-5 minute presentation 

 
  Short Paper #3 due   
 

Week 16 (12/12) - Final Boss (NO CLASS) 
  

  Final paper due    


