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This report is an evaluation of the introduction of The Long Day of Young Peng,

an interactive non-linear digital ethnography, as one of the seminar activities

for AN447: ‘China in Comparative Perspective’, in the Lent Term of 2016-2017.

AN447 is one of the few truly interdisciplinary courses at the LSE. Its key

pedagogical idea is to bring together the whole spectrum of social scientific

analysis to the comparative study of pre-modern and modern China. The unique

set up of AN447 is important to understand the context in which the idea of

developing an educational game originally came about. The game is based on

fieldwork conducted in 2008-2009 by Andrea Enrico Pia (Anthropology

Department) and has been developed on the open-source web platform Twine

in collaboration with two media artists (Marco De Mutiis and Tom Chambers).

The development of the game was supported by the Learning Technology and

Innovation (LTI) team through an IGNITE Grant for the academic year 2016-

2017. From the proof of concept stage to the actual implementation of the

game in class the project has required 12 months of continuous development.

This report is based on the formal and informal feedback received by students

who played during AN447 seminars and gathered through conversations on and

off campus, tutorial meetings, post-class note-taking, and a more formal survey

circulated at the end of the project in March 2017.  

The idea of developing a videogame for AN447 came in response to an LTI

IGNITE grant to support large-scale, technology informed, initiatives with the

potential to have a substantial and lasting impact on teaching, learning and

assessment at course or programme level. The Peng game has proved to be a

valid contribution to AN447 in multiple ways. It has helped with

accommodating and promoting different learning strategies, diversifying

teaching activities, fixing an insufficiently cohesive course structure, providing

examples of empirical research methods and critiquing the teleological

accounts of modernity and social determinist theoretical frameworks that are

widespread in the social sciences.  

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 



From the students’ point of view, the trial of the game can be considered a 

success. Formal and informal feedback gathered as a form of evaluation of this 

project suggest that students see the game as a welcome addition to the 

course, would recommend it to be made a permanent feature of AN447 and 

have proposed ways in which the game could be made more responsive to 

students’ needs and desires. Students recognised that the videogame helped 

them make connections across different topics and enabled them to see 

potential points of contact between different social scientific theories. Aside 

from the game’s content – which engrossed students during seminars – it was 

the way in which the game was introduced in class that galvanised students. 

Playing in groups made connecting with other AN447 peers easier in a context 

where most of the MSc Programme students take different modules in different 

departments, English is everyone’s second or third language and free time is in 

shortage. Having the game played in class made class discussions highly 

engaging. Students were stimulated to interpret, analyse and compare the 

events described by the game in ways that would actively foster their research 

and analytical skills.   

At the same time, a series of less positive considerations ought to be made in 

relation to introducing game mechanics into AN447. Some concerns were 

raised as to the opportunity cost of spending precious seminar time playing a 

videogame. A minority of students would still show resistance to the idea that 

videogaming be considered a legitimate learning activity in the context of 

higher education and would approach the gaming sessions superficially and 

only with raised eyebrows. Of the opposite view were those who loved the 

educational possibilities afforded by the game but thought that playing in 

groups would end up stultifying its implementation. Not to mention the many 

times in which technical difficulties or students’ lack of class attendance would 

force the remaining students to play in another group or to catch up on a 

different storyline and in-group dynamics.



At the end of the trial period, students and developers alike were of the mind that despite 

the fruitful experience, the Peng game was still storing a wealth of unexpressed potential. I 

will explore further issues with introducing games based learning into AN447 in the 

results and discussion section of this report, where I will also provide a few suggestions for 

some of the most pressing concerns raised by students and by the game’s trial itself. While 

I will support the argument that making the game a permanent feature of AN447 would be 

an improvement of its current teaching activities, I will also offer a few recommendations 

as to better integrate the game in the current design of this course



   

This report is an evaluation of the introduction of The Long Day of Young Peng

as one of the seminar activities for AN447: ‘China in Comparative Perspective’,

in the Lent Term of 2016-2017. It is based on the formal and informal feedback

received by students playing the game as part of their AN447 seminars and

gathered through conversations on and off campus, during tutorials, post-class

note-taking and through a formal survey circulated at the end of the project in

March 2017.The development of the game was supported by the Learning

Technology and Innovation (LTI) team through an IGNITE Gamification Grant of

£6,470 and the loan of 9 ipads (6 more than was originally budgeted for), for the

academic year 2016-2017. The key contributors of the game were Andrea

Enrico Pia (Anthropology) who proposed the initiative and co-authored the

game with Marco De Mutiis (external) who also led on code and design for the

game. The lead Learning Technologist for the initiative was Sarah Leach (LTI)

and additional technical support came from Tom Chambers (external); Chris

Fryer (LTI) and Milan Popovcic (LTI) when looking to integrate the game into

Moodle or the LSE web server; games based learning advice from Helen Axe

(LTI) in the initial stages and advice on ipad set up from Yannis Lagogiannis

(IMT).   

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The ethnographic material in the Peng game is based on fieldwork conducted in

2008-2009 in Lingshui village, Beijing Municipality, People’s Republic of China,

as part of my first ethnographic project on the nexus between environmental

degradation, rural-to-urban migration and marginality in rural China. That piece

of research was subsequently extended in the summer of 2009 when Marco De

Mutiis and I visited Lingshui to record a new set of interviews, videos and

photographic material.

BACKGROUND 



Of great inspiration for this second period of ethnographic work was the then single most 

influential interactive journalism piece to be published online, Voyage au bout du charbon 

produced by the French newspaper Le Monde. In 2010, we put together a proposal to 

pitch our original web-documentary project to Sheffield Doc-Fest, an international 

documentary festival and marketplace, but failed to seize enough funding. The project was 

then put on hold for several years awaiting new funding opportunities. When the LTI 

IGNITE grant came through the groundwork for the development of Peng was already in 

place. The original project had, however, to be adjusted considerably to become an 

interactive digital ethnography supporting learning on AN447. This involved considering 

supporting web infrastructures and the collaboration of expert coders to deliver our vision 

of teaching through interactive non-linear storytelling. 

  Before turning to the proposed aims of the Peng game, I will first introduce the main 

characteristics of the game without which it would be difficult to follow the subsequent 

discussion. Technically, The Long Day of Young Peng is a nonlinear, semi-fictional 

interactive HTML encoded storyline that uses original ethnographic material (fieldnotes, 

excerpts from interviews, pictures, videos) to chronicle a day in the life of one of the 

participants to the afore-mentioned ethnographic project, a young Chinese migrant 

fictitiously named Peng. The student/player is put in Peng’s shoes on his journey from his 

native village to Beijing in search of employment. The game is based on a multiple-choice 

mechanic. Through interacting with other characters, the student/player familiarises with 

topics in the study of contemporary Chinese society. The player makes choices throughout 

the game that will determine the places, people and topics Peng will eventually encounter. 

The storyline is divided into seven different scenarios that broadly map onto seven of 

AN447 Lent term lectures. However, the holistic approach taken in the game is one 

whereby many varied aspects of contemporary Chinese society (e.g. increasing inequality, 

urbanization, growing environmental problems, the resurgence of religiosity) will appear 

clustered together.Appendix 1 to this report illustrates a few concrete examples of 

this.Throughout the game, the player collects items, money and key words that could be 

used to unlock further content in the game as well as provide more detailed analysis of 

contemporary China. 

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html


The game also includes a bibliography, as some of the topics touched upon in the game are 

elucidated through ethnographic examples taken from the relevant literature and scripted into 

the game. The game ends in diverging ways depending on the cumulative effects of the choices 

made throughout the game. The multiple-choice, non-linear dynamic reflects the roundabout 

way in which migratory choices may in fact be taken in real life. 

The aim of introducing the game was to develop new teaching activities for AN447 that would 

address some of the concerns raised by previous cohorts of students. There are three aspects 

of the current AN447 set up that made the development of a digital ethnography very 

appealing. First, in the two previous runs of this postgraduate module that I had been involved 

in (firstly as a student in 2009 and as a teaching fellow since 2015) students submitted feedback 

about the confusing structure of the course. They felt that the course structure was failing to 

blend the many different historical periods and topics covered by AN447. Students also 

highlighted difficulties articulating connections across topics. This is an important skill given 

that it is explicitly tested in the final exam paper. Secondly, students reported being at a loss 

with how to think creatively about comparison (e.g. beyond the simplistic but intuitive country- 

based template) and kept asking for more background information to bridge the gaps between 

weekly topics and their multidisciplinary readings lists. Third, while AN447 makes a point of 

adopting a multidisciplinary approach to the study of China and introduces students to a 

diverse array of comparative techniques in the social sciences, it is much less explicit about the 

contribution that ethnography can make as a comparative tool. This results in students making 

distorted or limited use of ethnographic material in their formative essays and final exam 

answers. As a module offered and run by the Anthropology Department, it was important that 

AN447 addressed this gap and Peng was devised as a solution to the above-mentioned issues. 

The game was played during seminars in groups of three or four students on iPad devices 

during five consecutive weekly seminars. All gaming sessions were facilitated by myself, Andrea 

Enrico Pia. The game saved students’ progression in the game and students kept playing in the 

same group until they reached one of the game’s seven possible endings. Class was organised so 

that after 15 minutes of gaming, groups mixed together and discussed in pairs what they 

thought relevant about the game. 

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html


The remainder of class time was usually spent on a diverse set of teaching activities that would 

bring topics and readings from different weeks in relation to the game’s storyline. Examples of 

teaching activities and their connections with the game are provided in Appendix 2 to this 

report. During seminars students were prompted to connect what they saw in the game to the 

social scientific models described in the lectures, similarly to what happens with class readings. 

However, the immersive virtual environment of the game would spur students to reflexively 

embed themselves and their game choices in the very material requiring explanations. This 

exercise enabled students to think more deeply about how social sciences construe their object 

of study and determine the limits of valid comparison. Students were also asked to report on 

the reasons why they took one decision and not another. This exercise would further elicit 

students’ reflection of their own life choices as a comparative foil to Peng’s. As the class 

instructor, I would then ask students to consider the implications and correctness of their 

comparisons, pushing students to harness their developing interdisciplinary knowledge to 

question the validity of their reasoning.  

This report evaluates the introduction of the Peng game from the point of view

of the project’s recipients (i.e. the students) as well as from that of the

teacher/producers.    

Student feedback was gathered in two ways:  

First, the most substantial part of student feedback was gathered through a

game specific questionnaire designed in collaboration with Sarah Leach from LTI

and circulated on the very last class of term. The questionnaire was paper-

based, anonymised and distributed in class by the class teacher. For those who

did not attend their last class of term, a note was sent via email that a soft copy

of the questionnaire could be found on AN447 Moodle. Students taking the

questionnaire (see Appendix 3) in class were given ten minutes to fill in their

responses and insert their eventual comments in a readymade textbox.   

EVALUATION METHODOLOGY 

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html


During the completion of the questionnaire, the teacher was not present in class. The good 

response rate of the questionnaire (31 out of a total of 37 students completed the survey) 

makes one confident in the reliability of the information provided. Moreover, because students 

also left comments about the game on the class teacher’s TQARO survey form (which was 

administered one week ahead of the game questionnaire) that feedback will be included as an 

element of discussion. 

Informal feedback was also gleaned from casual conversations about the game students would 

spontaneously strike with me before or after class, during tutorials or happenstance 

encounters off campus. 

I also obtained informal feedback from the fellow producers of the game, through regular skype 

calls over 12 months and during a week-long research retreat at the initial stage of the game 

development phase. In contrast to the student experience, producers were asked to reflect on 

the early and later stages of production and development, the support received by the relevant 

Departments and funding bodies, the details of workload management and the intricacies of 

designing educational games with limited resources. As the only teacher on the project, I will 

also take the chance to submit my own personal considerations as to how the introduction of 

the game impacted learning and teaching, how it affected class discussions, and interactions 

with students.

Although the questionnaire provides a good balance of quantitative and 

qualitative inputs to consider for discussion, a few limitations are also worth 

mentioning. First, the questionnaire could ask students only a limited set of 

questions. These questions address the issue of games based learning from the 

point of view of what the game could help students do better – and because the 

introduction of the Peng game was intended to provide a fix to specific 

loopholes in AN447 design, these questions do in fact succeed in evaluating the 

project’s degree of success – but not of what the game might help them do 

differently.   

LIMITATIONS 
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his latter notion has more to do with the overall orientation of students’ learning, class 

interactions and the purpose of education. The growing literature on games based learning 

often makes the point that introducing game dynamics into the classroom means recruiting 

more of the students’ personalities to the learning project, that this is the way in which they 

construct personal meaning out of the learning experience. In this regard, the question of 

whether the production of knowledge in academia can undergo some sort of qualitative change 

when filtered through collaborative game dynamics was not fully addressed in the survey. 

Relatedly, just over half of the students took advantage of the form’s fill-in box (17/31) and 

while these provide positive comments about the game or useful suggestions to make the 

gaming session smoother, they mostly failed to reflect on the subtler implications of 

approaching relevant readings through the game. Because of this shortcoming, I decided to 

incorporate my own feedback in the following section, which should give a better view of how 

the Peng game impacted classwork.

As mentioned previously, the Peng game is based on an original piece of

ethnographic research. Ethnography entails developing close relationships with

people in the field that may stretch out in time and space and involve feelings of

responsibility and reciprocity. Concerns about potential ethical issues involved

with protecting the anonymity of the individuals appearing in the videogame

were dealt with through the approval of the LSE Ethics Committee and the

renewed consent of at least some of the affected individuals themselves.  

There are two more points I wish to flag up as part of the evaluation strategy for

this project. These relate to the personal stakes and level of investment that I,

as the project manager and the main teacher, had to reckon with throughout the

many months of project development and delivery.  

First, having an easy time noticing how invested I was into the project and

conversely being myself on good terms with them after many months of

assiduous contact, students may have been overly lenient on their feedback, lest

I could be offended by any disapproving comments. 

ETHICS 
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Differently to a TQARO survey, students knew that the game survey would first be processed 

by me. This knowledge may have prompted students to overplay their enthusiasm for the 

project. Secondly, and slightly counterfactually, there is no way for me to know how the Peng 

game would have fared with students had I not put so much effort into making it work. That 

this, the project’s decidedly positive outcomes described below may have been inflated by the 

at times even disingenuous passion I infused into each gaming session. The downside of this 

approach might be that the whole experience of playing the game in class, regardless of the 

support provided by the very detailed set of accompanying class plans, of which you find 

evidence in Appendix 2, might not have come to the same positive end had someone else been 

tasked with its implementation, or for that matter, be altogether reproducible. 

RESULTS 
 To what extent did this initiative address the shortcomings/student issues anticipated in your 

application form? 

This was one of the main goals sought by the introduction of the Peng game in AN447 classes. 

There is strong agreement among students and the teacher that overall the game helped 

students to draw connections among readings and topics. The survey shows that 87% of 

respondents either agreed or strongly agreed to the controlling questions. Those who strongly 

agreed on this point are the majority (45%). Relatedly, 51% of the respondents agreed that the 

game helped them make better sense of the topics, while 45% strongly agreed. Original 

connections between weekly topics and readings were often implicitly made by students when 

relating their gaming experience to class. It usually fell on the instructor though to enable 

students to recognise that they were actively connecting previously unconnected topics and 

readings together. From both students and the instructor’s point of view however, what the 

game contributed most to is the quality of class discussion:  

IMPACT ON CLASS DISCUSSIONS AND READINGS 

 "Very meaningful game, I thinks it was mainly the discussion afterwards that really helped to expand 

and deepen my understanding of certain topics explored in the game. Whilst it is interactive, I think the 

game does best in encouraging discussions between classmates and that's also very interesting"

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html
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Students were also delighted by the way in which the game was implicitly challenging some of 

their most deeply ingrained assumptions about cultural differences (96% either agreed or 

strongly agreed to the question of whether the game stimulated interesting discussion in class). 

Playing the game in groups and discussing it in class did in fact open a space for a specific kind of 

intercultural exchange on the essentializing reasoning that students often unwarrantedly 

smuggle into the explanation of other people’s behaviour. As they went along playing the game, 

non-Chinese students would debate questions such as “How would a Chinese person behave in 

this situation?” Similarly, Chinese students would often fall back on unsophisticated 

explanations of what otherwise are complex cultural practices such as: “a filial son would do X”, 

“A Chinese peasant would think Y”. The game often challenged such stylized modes of inquiry in 

surprising and thought-provoking ways. I will return on the point of reflexivity later in this 

report. For the time being let me just make the point that insofar as the game sought to address 

AN447’s limited dialogue with established anthropological contributions as well as criticism to 

the social scientific method, the implementation of the game may also be deemed a success. 

One last comment should be made about those very few students who thought differently 

about the impact of the game on discussion and their understanding of the topic (6%). An 

argument can in fact be made that regardless of how stimulating and entertaining playing 

videogames are to students, they may still fail to be unanimously appreciated as appropriate 

vehicles for learning.    

CLASS INTERACTION AND COLLABORATIVE LEARNING 

 "I really love this game and I play this game in my own time, I even recommend this game to my friends. 

But I do not feel this is a good way to study in seminar. At least for me I'd prefer conventional form of 

seminar. Thank you for amazing game anyway!!"

 "One of the most important aspects of the game's value was the conversations it spurred in class, 

especially between western and  Chinese students. It opened up to a shared discourse unlike any other 

class activity or class discussion I had participated in."

One of the most valuable contributions of the Peng game to teaching on AN447 has been the 

way in which the game enabled collaborative learning and peer teaching.
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One feature of the Peng game is the interactive glossary. While playing the game the player 

encounters specific Chinese expressions that are particularly salient to current debates on 

contemporary Chinese society. An example is the Chinese linguistic register for discussing 

migrants and migration projects, which is laden by important political and cultural implications. 

When students played the game in groups, these terms would spur lively discussions as to their 

translations and usage. Notably, Chinese students were very eager to take on the opportunity 

to provide their own original interpretations of these terms to their non-Chinese peers and 

were ready to critically engage with the in-game glossary’s definitions of these words. 

From a teacher perspective, it was also notable the extent to which the game motivated 

students to contribute to class discussion and to interact more with other students’ opinions 

and arguments. I was particularly impressed by the effect that playing the game in class had on 

those students who in the more traditional seminar setting of Michaelmas Term were less 

likely to speak up. Chinese students were the most impressed by the game, and to an 

interesting extent the most entertained by it. While it may be somewhat unsurprising that a 

videogame could make a class more enthusiastic and curious, it was the discovery that humour 

could be put to such an affective use in class that struck students the most. One student was 

particularly amused by the fact that at one point in the game a cash reward could be won by 

making Peng verbally display deference towards his parents. When asked what she found so 

funny in such dynamics the student replayed: “It’s funny because this is the type of thing that I 

would never say to my mom, but I know that in China one could gain a lot by manipulating 

other people’s feelings and sentiments. It’s the same with the other week’s “complicity” 

paper, right? People in that reading also found such behaviour funny!”. To the controlling 

questions of whether the game prompted peer learning dynamics, 93% of respondents either 

agreed or strongly agreed. 

Another interesting aspect to report here is the collaborative exercise that concluded the in- 

class gaming experience. The game is designed to have multiple endings depending on the 

choices taken and the items collected throughout the game. On the final gaming session, I asked 

each group to write their own reasoned endings according to their own predictions. 

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html


 I then asked the whole class to vote for the best ending and replicated the exercise for all three 

seminar groups. These three student-generated extra finales have subsequently been added to 

the game. This participative form of creative writing enabled students to call upon their 

growing understanding of contemporary Chinese society to generate an implicit predictive 

argument as to the most “likely” conclusion for the game, i.e. for Peng’s migratory project. 

Such deductive thinking closely resembles the process through which students come up with 

a hypothesis for their dissertation. The class discussed the similarities between the two 

processes of creative social scientific writing and touched upon many interesting points 

concerning the challenges of writing a dissertation that would have been otherwise left 

unexplored.

GAME DESIGNING SOLUTIONS AS TEACHING AFFORDANCES 

 The Peng game, as all interactive simulations, provides students with an alternative virtual 

sensorium that is rich of learning cues. In the constructivist approach to learning, much is made 

of the notion that knowledge is assembled out of a given context by the purpose-driven 

cognition of the active learner. While all contexts are potentially conducive to some form of 

learning, some contexts may be explicitly designed to be saturated by teaching affordances, i.e. 

learning opportunities embedded in an environment to support teaching activities. The Peng 

game is one such context. Learning on AN447 has been substantially transformed by the 

implementation of the Peng game, specifically in the ways in which relevant knowledge is 

distributed, construed and interpreted by students. Appendix 1 gives a concrete example of 

this new sensory environment. What is relevant to this report is how the supplementary 

learning opportunities afforded by the game have in fact been capitalised upon by students and 

when instead they may have backfired in unexpected ways.1 

Instances of successful interpellation of students’ interests through teaching affordances: 

The Peng game is replete with cues pointing to salient facts about contemporary China which 

are made explicit subjects of analysis by several of AN447 lectures and readings. For example, 

one picture could show the inside of a rural house plastered with propaganda posters of Mao 

Zedong. While the interactive text may not directly pick up on the visual content of the 

background environment, the player may still find it compelling or be reminded of relevant 

discussions in some of the course’s readings or lectures.
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 At a different moment in the game the player may be left wondering why some of the 

characters Peng meets seem to treat him badly or dismissively, without the game giving much 

explanation as to the underlying reasons for such behaviours. A case in point is the derogatory 

language that urbanites resort to when dealing with rural migrants. When playing through 

these scenarios, students have often been able to pick upon such cues. From there they would 

usually move to question their peers or the teacher as to the reason behind such content or 

behaviour. In class, students often commented that the game “is very deep” and that they 

enjoyed the challenge of reading between the game’s lines. When briefed on the reasons 

behind the choice of introducing teaching affordances into the game, students were also 

reminded that deep reading was a skill that students were also supposed to be employing when 

reading academic articles and books. During the five weeks of gaming, students learnt to 

become more curious and inquisitive about the game and successfully transferred this attitude 

to tutorial meetings and class discussions. When specifically asked if the game was a welcome 

addition to AN447 class activities, 90% of respondents either agreed or strongly agreed.

 How game design and mechanics may plant confusing expectations into student, detracting 

from the overall teaching purpose of seminars: The Peng game is essentially a ‘choose-your- 

own-adventure’ videogame (a style of playing made famous by the book series in the 1980s) 

and appears exciting and attractive to students. The game’s layout, including the interactive 

taskbar, the detailed photographic material and its mechanics all work together to promote a 

carefree and ludic attitude to its storyline. This arguably counterproductive attitude could be 

seen at play when some of the class groups approached the game with the sole purpose of 

reaching one of its endings as quickly as possible. These groups would repeatedly speak of 

“making the right choice” in the game or “trying to win”. 

Be that as it may, such an approach -- however unanticipated – allowed in fact for very 

interesting and stimulating discussions between students and teacher as to what winning 

may mean for Peng, or about the unscripted nature of migratory projects, which may not 

ever come to a closure or make ultimate sense. 

 "The Peng game really helps me understand and connect the topics we learnt and the discussions in 

the class were very interesting. The only problem for me was when playing the game, me and my peers 

thought too much about making the choices, maybe because we all wanted to avoid the "bad 

endings".""
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Additionally, a more instrumental set of concerns was raised by students in relation to the final 

exam: was the game considered as an assessed component of AN447? If yes, how was the game 

to be assessed? And if not, what was the point of playing the game altogether? One issue that 

became evident with the implementation of the game in class was the lack of alignment 

between teaching activities and the course’s assessment provisions. More specifically, 

introducing the game without introducing accompanying changes in the overarching course’s 

structure and assessment strategy meant for students that the game would be deemphasized 

as an effective component of their learning. I will return on this point in one of the sections 

below.

 The Peng game impacted three other areas of learning (comparison, reflexivity and ethical 

reasoning). However, only one of these were explicitly targeted in the project’s proposal as 

relevant areas of development to facilitate students’ attainment of AN447 teaching goals. The 

area specifically targeted by the proposal was supporting students’ ability to think creatively 

and effectively about comparison as a social scientific methodology. As Appendix 2 to this 

report will show, gaming sessions were designed to enable students to address the implicit 

comparisons contained in the game’s storyline and employ them as empirical evidence in their 

own comparative analyses. The game itself shows Peng thinking comparatively in many 

situations. This prompted students to think along similar lines about AN447 material and its 

pedagogical goals. Class discussions have many times revolved around the question of whether 

Peng’s positionality (i.e. the view-from-somewhere informing individuals’ opinions and 

understanding of their own and others’ life-world) may have an impact on Peng’s as well as on 

the class’s own interpretation of allegedly generalizable concepts such as migration, precarity, 

discrimination and social change. Some students went so far to suggest ways to redress 

imbalances, such as the gender imbalance of only seeing the world through the eyes of a young 

male migrant. In a display of engagement with the game, students requested more scenarios 

and different playable characters to be introduced: 'Addition to the game may be to understand 

the role of female migration.' 

COMPARISON, REFLEXIVITY AND ETHICAL REASONING 

 "An interesting insight into the life of a migrant, particularly in Beijing. Having lived in Beijing you often 

take for granted the difficulties faced by rural migrants"
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From the  vantage point of Peng’s own story, students, and especially those raised in China, 

were incentivised to think of their own experiences of migration as international students. 

This comparative exercise, only marginally considered at the time of game development, has 

fortuitously helped students with thinking reflectively about concepts such as those of 

privilege, individual choice and agency in the context of Chinese domestic and international 

migration. The survey data suggests that almost 52% of the respondents felt that the game 

helped them to strongly empathise with the life of real Chinese migrants. Some students went 

so far as to acknowledge a personal change of perspective as to their opinions of Chinese 

migrants. 

All in all, the implementation of the game during seminars enabled students to think of the 

relationship between everyday forms of implicit comparison and social scientific ones. 

Students reflected on the reasons behind the need for careful and balanced thinking when 

developing social scientific comparisons and the way these comparisons build up on usually 

unexamined and lopsided assumptions about social facts. They also gained insights into how 

social life is ubiquitously navigated through thanks to comparison-like techniques of social 

likening and othering, and the role that one’s social position or class have on one’s perceptions 

of things other and alike (reflexivity).   

Lastly, the Peng game incorporates interactive choices that are designed to directly 

interrogate students’ ethical reasoning. These have already been detailed in the game 

proposal and there’s no space here to elucidate the theoretical underpinning of such approach 

to games based learning. As explored by an emerging body of work on digital ethnographies – 

and as we have rediscovered by introducing the game to students – the immersive gaming 

environment allows for novel forms of apprehension of ethnographic knowledge. Following 

Roland Barthes, videogames work similarly to photography in explaining content through 

context while demanding self-identification. In videogames though, it is the interactive context 

that forces the player to identify with the storyline proposed. Importantly, this unstable 

environment interrogates not just players’ comprehension but their very own ethical agency 

and interpretative capacities. How would a Chinese migrant behave in this situation? Should I 

send remittances home or keep them to myself? 
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In this light, videogames place students in a so called “ethical gym” where seemingly ethical or 

un-ethical choices are experienced as separated from their consequences. 

During this first trial, we haven’t been able to control specifically for what effects on students 

learning this process of ethical emplacement may have. Conversations in class have often 

revolved around what type of son Peng is and how he could survive the many obligations his 

family and friends are putting on him. Interestingly, students seemed to be going through 

internal conflict when, on the very last class of Lent Term, I asked them to use their own 

understanding of the Peng game to discuss recent public statements made in China about the 

need of democratic reforms in the country. Students had to triangulate between what they 

had been learning about China on AN447 (that China has its own axe to grind when 

approaching the question of democracy), from the Peng game (that whatever the regime 

currently in force in China migrants are usually at the losing end of reforms) and their own 

personal feelings about that question (that democracy is largely a good thing) to come up 

with a principled argument in support or against the afore-mentioned statements. That is, the 

game provided interesting if largely ambivalent ethical counterpoints to what students had 

been learning on this module, thus pushing them to reflect on social change in China on more 

nuanced, less abstract terms.  

COSTS AND BARRIERS 

While the evidence presented thus far points to the fact that the introduction of the Peng game 

has been largely positive and contributed to achieving the goals set out in the IGNITE Grant 

proposal, there were several issues that developed over the course of the initiative and I will 

outline these here along with their consequences for any future iteration of this project.  

IMPLICATIONS OF INTRODUCING THE GAME IN CLASS 

Although 87% of students thought the game was an appropriate activity in class, it is not clear 

as to how many of that majority fully understood the reason for introducing the game in class in 

the context of their degree.   

 "The only issue is that it may be too time-consuming in class time. Students could play it at home and 

discuss in class their experience."
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 The 13% who thought the game was an inappropriate activity thought it was too time- 

consuming in class time: 

In fact, the 15 minutes I would usually allocate to playing in class didn’t include the amount of 

time taken by passing the iPads on, allowing students to log into the game, adjusting 

malfunctioning iPads and rearranging the alternatively stripped-down or oversized groups 

because of students’ patchy class attendance over the weeks. Moreover, points emerging from 

the game may take longer to unwind, with the results that not all students would be able to 

have their questions on that week’s readings fully addressed in class. For a minority of students, 

this would sometimes fuel a feeling that the game consistently failed to relate to the course’ 

readings: 'The idea of games is great. Maybe it would be better to link more with week's topics 

and the articles.' 

As the above student’s comment suggests, the game was, due to time and cost barriers, 

introduced to class in a proof-of-concept version –a playable version that while keeping with all 

the intended mechanics outlined in its original proposal still experienced lapses in 

unanticipated ways. Playing a trial version of the game in class also meant that the teacher had 

to adapt to occasional complications with the game code. For example, sometimes an important 

passage in the game would not load, the inventory would not work or the definition of one word 

in the glossary would appear under another. Students were also keen to identify mistakes and 

would make a point of correcting small slippages. This forced the teacher to pay extra care to 

the dynamics engendered not simply by the gameplay itself but also by its failures. Therefore, 

class management became a demanding exercise, which inevitably impacted the amount of 

time the teacher had to spend every week on class preparation.     

Obviously, some of these time constrained issues could have been prevented if the game had 

been play tested with students to identify and smooth out any errors. Play testing was planned 

into the schedule for September but unfortunately due to the length of time it took to write and 

create the game there was no time for structured play testing prior to class.
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 Serious game design and the many phases of development take up an enormous amount of 

time. Nine months is a short amount of time in which to tackle such a multifaceted learning tool. 

We were lucky in that we already had the visual content but there was still a huge percentage 

of time dedicated to script writing and connecting the narrative with the readings/lectures and 

the right learning objectives, as well as figuring out the coding and technical aspects. The team 

also had the difficult task of coordinating and negotiating across different countries for much of 

that time. From August 2016 onwards, once the software had been determined, the game 

required a minimum or two hours of work per day, per person, weekends included, until the end 

of January 2017. This work includes scriptwriting, coding, interaction designing, bug-fixing, 

testing, class designing and excludes research time. Our most conservative estimate is 1080 

hours worked in total (against the 88 hours budgeted in the proposal) to develop the trial 

version of the game discussed in this report. To give a sense of the amount of work inputted 

consider that the game is now consisting of 1100 lines of code, 32,403 words, 353 passages, 

579 interactions, 116 pictures and 10 videos. 

As the above figures suggest, the idea behind developing such mammoth content was to hook 

students into the game narrative and retain their attention beyond class time. The game was 

made available on Moodle and students were asked to re-play the game at home to explore 

more of its content. If one had to simply rely on the game survey, it seems that the students did 

take the chance of replaying the game outside of class (67% of respondents confirmed that they 

were doing so to the controlling question). But the survey doesn’t tell you the whole story. In 

fact, the most interesting point about the growing workload has to do with its inverse 

relationship with teaching effectiveness, or the decreasing marginal utility of teaching 

innovation, if you will. In what you could call a reverse of the Jevons paradox’s logic, the more 

content students were exposed to, the more content they would ask for. As the playing weeks 

went by, students would start asking for a soundscape, more city-related content, more 

characters and storylines. That is, the more students would play the game the less effective and 

attractive a teaching tool the game would look to them.

THE COST-BENEFIT OF GAMIFYING TEACHING UNDER 
THE SPECIFIC CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE PENG GAME 
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 "I think it's better if the game has some sound effects, like someone can read the background and 

dialogues. Peng as a migrant teenager, I'd like to know more about his consumption style to know his 

identity.'"

 To recapitulate some of the less favourable implications that have appeared in this and the 

preceding sections: some students struggled to see the point of having such a complex game 

made available to them in class. Others failed to recognise the implicit links with the literature. 

Most of them were mindful of the game being a formative (as opposed to summative) 

component of their teaching and accordingly deescalated their level of attention and 

engagement. The game suffered from overexposure and became less attractive with time. 

Furthermore, the game absorbed a considerable amount of extra energy and work both during 

the development and the delivery phase. Dedication from part of the project leader was 

required to provide students with a high quality learning experience. Apart from addressing 

technical challenges, teachers had to simultaneously register student feedback, manage the 

class and track progression.

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 Based on the above results and according to the limited set of goals already identified by the 

game proposal, the implementation of the Peng game can be considered a success. Students 

consistently reported that playing the videogame enabled them to see previously unnoticed 

connections within the course material and made them more confident in drawing such 

connections in their writing. It facilitated collaborative learning, especially for those students 

who generally feel more at odds with traditional seminar settings and free-flowing discussion. 

The game helped retain students’ off-class attention, allowing students to go back to its content 

as part of their revision and over prolonged periods of time. The game magnified students’ 

understanding of ethnography as a social scientific discipline on par with political science, 

philosophy and economics. Furthermore, the game triggered some unexpected dynamics inside 

and outside of class that further enriched the learning experience on AN447. Students honed 

their capacity for self-reflection and deep reading and helped them with transferring those 

skills effectively on their learning journey through AN447.
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The game could be given more relevance and played in class throughout the full ten weeks 

of term (the pilot game was played across 5 weeks).

   A link to the game could be uploaded online alongside seven different quiz sheets, one for 

each “chapter” in the game. Quizzes could test student’s attentiveness and help them bridge 

the gap between the game and the relevant readings. Quizzes would be built-in in to 

AN447’s virtual environment and provide immediate feedback to students’ reaction to the 

game.    

   AN447 assessment provisions could be radically diversified to dwarf the relevance of the 

final sit-in exam in favour of alternatives. Peng could be retooled to become a summative 

component of student workload on AN447.

   A special workshop on the creative use of learning technologies could be introduced during 

Lent Term. This workshop would familiarise students with alternative forms of media to 

perform comparison other than writing. Students would be given new assessed coursework 

in the form of a group project where they could develop alternative media-supported 

inquiry in the comparative study of China. This coursework could become a permanent part 

of the AN447 Moodle website and provide future cohorts with student-generated digital 

content for AN447.

   The game could be made an integral part of the Anthropology Department’s website 

restyle and given prominence on the page of the MSc programme in China in a Comparative 

Perspective. The first scenario of the game could be made playable on the website to 

support student recruitment.

   Conversely, the game could be made freely available on the web, while ways could be 

found to credit LTI and LSE for their support.

   Create a plan for the long-term use of the Peng game i.e. how will it be supported and who 

will take charge of teaching the game on AN447 after the end of its current teacher’s 

contract?

If extra funding were available, the following recommendations could further increase the 

appeal of the game and the likelihood that students play the game outside of class time: 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PLAYING THE PENG GAME 
IN AN447 AND SIMILAR MODULES 
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: Develop audio related content for the game: voiceovers, soundscape, interaction sounds. 

   Introduce a female character into the game to compare the experience of female migrants.

   A follow up study with the individuals appearing in the game could be planned to update 

the game’s storylines.

   Add rewards to players by providing direct links to readings or related medias 

(documentaries).

   Develop the game code to allow direct interactions with pictures.
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APPENDIX 1 

APPENDIX 2 

 AN447, LT week 8: The Long Day of Young Peng (Second Session)  

1. Class breaks down into three groups. Groups play LDYP for 15 minutes.  

2.Groups report to class on their gaming experience. What’s your main take away? 
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3. Class-wide debate (10/10 mins): groups discuss the following proposition and agree on a 

position. Groups are clustered together according to their position and engage in a class-wide 

debate if more than one position exists.   

“Chinese migrants are the biggest gainers of the Chinese economic reforms”  

In your discussion, try to consider both pro and con arguments:   

  - Decollectivization enabled farmers to migrate in search of more 

remunerative occupations while retaining access to subsistence farming.  

  -  The retaining of some aspects of the command economy makes of China a developmental 

state, which fends off international corporations’ assaults to Chinese workers rights;    

  - Property rights reforms allows for contracting land to the cooperative in return 

for shares upon which shareholders earn dividends. Migrants can thereby earn from land 

they own but do not use;  

  -  Rural villagers migrate because they have no security to invest in the land nor the right to 

sell it;  

  - The end of permanent employment allocated labour more efficiently;  

  - As a developmental state, China can always lower transaction costs through coercion or ad- 

hoc compensatory measures.  

  - Migrants have minimal access to credit.  

  -  The hukou system has worked to systematically keep migrant salaries and 

state welfare expenditure down, thus increasing capital accumulation.  

  -Only male, young and educated migrants have been favoured. 

 AN447, LT week 10: The Long Day of Young Peng (Fourth Session) 

1. Class breaks down into three groups. Groups play LDYP for 15 minutes. 

2. Democratic outsourcing of scriptwriting (10/10 minutes). Groups break down and form pairs 

with members of other groups. Pairs compare and contrast the ending of their game and write 

down their own finale. Class cast a vote on the best finale. 

3.  Class wide-discussion: (15 minutes). 
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Read the following entry paragraph from the manifesto Charter 08 /零⼋�章 

“After experiencing a prolonged period of human rights disasters and a tortuous struggle and 

resistance, the awakening Chinese citizens are increasingly and more clearly recognizing that 

freedom, equality, and human rights are universal common values shared by all humankind, and 

that democracy, a republic, and constitutionalism constitute the basic structural framework of 

modern governance. A "modernization" bereft of these universal values and this basic political 

framework is a disastrous process that deprives humans of their rights, corrodes human nature, 

and destroys human dignity.” 

Drawing on your readings on the topic, address the following questions: 

 - Do you agree with the Charter 8’s account of democracy?   

 - What do you think Peng’s thoughts would be in relation to the above? 

 - Would Peng benefit from living in a more democratic China? 

  APPENDIX 3 

Peng Students’ Feedback Survey 

Please circle the most appropriate response for each question below: 

The Peng game made me want to research the topic more. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

 The Peng game helped me to understand the topic better. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

The Peng game helped me to empathise with Peng as a migrant in China. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html
http://www.lemonde.fr/asiepacifique/visuel/2008/11/17/voyage-au-bout-du-charbon_1118477_3216.html


Playing the Peng game stimulated interesting discussion in class. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

I learnt a lot from my peers whilst playing the Peng game.   

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

I would like to see more games like Peng in my classes. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

The Peng game was an appropriate activity in the context of the course. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

The Peng game helped me to draw useful connections between topics. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

I would recommend the Peng game for next year's cohort of students. 

STRONGLY AGREE/ AGREE/ NEITHER DISAGREE OR AGREE/ DISAGREE/ STRONGLY 

DISAGREE 

Did you take the opportunity to play the Peng game after class, to see how other decisions 

would have affected the outcome? 

YES/ NO 

Feel free to elaborate your answers or add any extra comments in the box below: 
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APPENDIX 4 
Game observations - Sarah Leach (Senior Learning Technologist, LTI) 

Week 2 

1st class: 9 students (1 group of 2, a group of 4 and a group of 3) 

2nd class: 13 students (1 group of 4 and the rest in groups of 3).  

Some students came to a different class to the previous week and so they were not completely 

in sync with where they had got to in the game previously. This didn't seem to affect them but it 

would be interesting to hear what they think of this.  

 - All of the students were clearly interested and engaged in the Peng game and in the narrative 

of Peng’s story. There wasn’t one student who seemed disengaged when playing the game 

which is great credit to Andrea and Marco. 

 - One student in particular (in the first group) seemed to be motivated more by the mechanics 

of the game and the end quest, rather than a more exploratory approach but most of the 

students were looking and analysing the options, especially when there was language to 

translate and interpret.  

- Overall, teams played very democratically. I thought there would be more leaders but I only 

spotted this in one group and Andrea was quick to say "don't run the show".  

- However, one student in a group of 4 mentioned a key piece of information " he has a cousin 

who is a waiter" but it wasn't heard by the rest of the group and they didn't seem to have the 

confidence to repeat it, so I think there is potential for quiet voices to get lost, even in what 

seems like a quite democratic group/no dominant leader(s). 

- I noticed that there were different styles of working through the game. The smallest group of 

two players in the first class seemed to work much more methodically, taking a lot of notes as 

they worked through the game. The majority of groups were quite quiet and focused with just a 

few outbursts of surprise or recognition.  

Technology/Logistics 
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 - The iPads seemed to work well overall although it looked as though one team’s progress from 

last week hadn’t saved – they were taken back to the beginning of scenario 1. It didn’t cause a 

huge problem because the students could remember the path they had taken and quickly got 

back on track.  

- It took a little while for one of the iPads to hook onto the eduroam network but not 

excessively long. 

Discussion. There was a good section of the discussion which was sparked by what students 

had seen/related to in the game:  

- One student pointed out that it was confusing to play at times because you couldn't go back in 

the game to remind yourselves of names and places. Andrea reminded them that Peng can't go 

backwards either and that this was a good way of relating to the confusion that Peng would 

have felt as a migrant.  

- In the first group, one student recognised that there was a lot of enquiries as to ‘where are you 

from?’ with characters picking up on the different accents from different regions. They felt this 

was significant in terms of how people are perceived.   

- The first group also noted some visual elements of the story, such as the home plans for 

sale and satellite televisions which they interpreted as a target for migrants who might want to 

watch “home” tv.  

- Impressions of the city: one group felt that everyone knew each other and so they recognised 

a newcomer straight away.  

 - Others picked up on the complaints about contracts and how there appeared to be no 

laws/rights to protect workers.  

- One group assumed that it was a migrant village but couldn’t necessarily explain why other 

than that the rent was so high for average accommodation. There was also those who didn’t 

know what a migrant village was and some debate about this. One student related it to 

commuting into London.  

- They recognised that one man's salary was not enough to pay the average rent and another 

said that although the salaries seemed low, Peng had “never seen that kind of money”.  

- They frequently referenced the Hukou system as the reason migrants are restricted, one 

student even went so far as to say "migrants have no chance".  
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 - One student mentioned the letter from the church which initiated a lot of discussion about 

the church's connection with the police and the government. It opened up the window for 

Andrea to ask 'Is the government using religion to afford a particular type of government 

regime?' 

- One student asked if Peng's mother or family were Christian and there was further discussion 

about religious relations connecting to politics. There was also discussion about the role of 

churches as a central meeting point for all religions, not just about faith.  

- It was mentioned that one person didn't want to go to the church on principle; interesting to 

see how personal principles can affect play and where Peng is directed to.  

- One group recognised that little Jade was unable to transcend her "illegal" status. 

They also recognised the disparity between countryside and city born people and how this was 

artificially imposed, just by birth.  

- One student referenced Peng going to the police station and the "it's not 2003" joke, relating it 

to the much publicised example of a university graduate who was unable to present ID 

documents to the police and was arrested without question and died during interrogation.  

-  Frequent references to the lack of property rights for migrants. 

What didn’t translate so well: 

 I didn’t get the impression that the students were connecting with Peng in the same way that 

they might have if they played individually. As a group they seemed very aware of each other’s 

opinion which caused a little bit of a barrier between the subject of the game and themselves, so 

in terms of walking in Peng's footsteps this seemed a little watered down in groups. Andrea’s 

idea to have the Peng game available between classes may help resolve this, it would be 

interesting to see if this has any impact in week 3 if more students replay the second scenario 

again.  

 There was discussion in groups but you could see that some students allowed others to take 

over and talk for them in the post-game discussion.  

   It was clear those students who were happy to report back for their group and those that 

would rather sit back. Given that they are in the same groups (roughly) each week, 

there's potential for a pattern to form as students assume the same group dynamic each week 

and slot into their perceived roles. 
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