
Students share their insights into designing games in class. 
The Game Design Competition is open until the end of 
Term 2, with year 7-13 students around New Zealand 
designing computer and non-digital games about safe 
road use. Among them are the year 7-8 students of  
room 8 at Ridgway School, Wellington. Their entries  
are top secret, but we did ask the group for advice on 
successful collaboration.

BUILDING ON PRIOR EXPERIENCE
Room 8 have designed games before. These include 
board games that embed maths, and digital decision-
making games on the theme of empathy. 

Tiger Lily: ‘We had played games that other people  
made and our teacher thought why don’t we just  
make our own games.’

Danny: ‘Sometimes we do game designs on the 
computer. And usually on Thursday we have code  
club when you can do any gaming projects.’

Ari: ‘It’s quite creative – you can make anything  
you want, and it’s fun working in groups.’

COLLABORATION
Working in groups isn’t always easy. They have to 
negotiate roles and make collective decisions. But the 
students say it is fun to share ideas and work to their 
strengths.

Joy: ‘I like it how we get to work in groups. We talk about 
our different ideas and someone will have an idea that 
makes the game better.’

Tiger Lily: ‘I like how we can chat to each other. In your 
group, you talk about ideas you can put into your game.’

Will: ‘You can have one or two people who 
are really good at coding and other people 
who are full of ideas. A mixture of those  
two can lead to quite a good game.’

TESTING YOUR IDEAS
The class is big on testing their game ideas with other 
people at an early stage. People can frame their feedback 
by saying ‘I like…’ or ‘I wonder…’ or ‘what if…’

Hugo: ‘The people most likely to play our game can give 
us feedback about what they want the game to be like.’

Will: ‘You might like the game you’re creating but other 
people might not. So you need to get someone to test it 
and see if it’s good.’

Charlotte: ‘Other people might have good ideas that 
haven’t popped into your head – little extra ideas that 
might make the game so much better.’
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EXTENDED  
LEARNING
The students in Pravin Vaz’ digital  
technologies class get noisy at a certain  
stage of designing games. It’s when they  
are testing each other’s creations.
‘It’s quite loud, especially when the 
year 10s have just finished their 
games on Gamefroot and Sploder, 
and they are at the survey stage. 
They run around the classroom 
playing each other’s game and 
commenting on them,’ says Pravin.

Pravin teaches at Samuel Marsden 
Collegiate School, Whitby. He has 
year 9 and 10 students entering the 
Game Design Competition. It’s an 
extension activity – for the year 9s, it 
builds on animation skills, while year 
10s were already learning through 
game design. 

Pravin says game design is an 
effective context for the key 
competencies and the technology 
curriculum. 

‘There’s a lot of learning involved – 
there’s a lot of thinking and problem 
solving. In a group setting, they need 
to voice their opinion and learn to 
accept and respect other people’s 
opinions and decisions. All of the key 
competencies come into play.’

Game design is also an engaging 
way for students to learn the 
technology strands in the 
curriculum. 

‘When you unpack the game design 
process, they understand how 
complex it is. It’s not just one person 
sitting there programming, there’s a 
whole team working.’

Making a game is a challenge, he 
says, but students usually find a 
good idea and keep it simple.

‘A simple game can be addictive and 
effective if it’s challenging enough.’ 

LEARNING SEQUENCE
Here’s what Pravin’s students do 
during their game design unit.
•  Learn about games – investigate 

the history of digital games and 
devices and present their 
findings. 

•  Explore game engines. Write 
PMIs (plus, minus, interesting) 
on five software packages used 
to make games and decide 
which is best for their project.

•  Develop their game idea in the 
form of a script and a 
storyboard. 

•  Code games – includes project 
management skills like setting 
milestones.

•  Test games with classmates 
and report on the highlights, 
problems and things to improve.

Stephen Knightly is chairperson of the NZ Game Developers Association and speaks from experience  about effective games for social good.During testing of Fire Trap, a fire safety game for the NZ Fire Service,  one young player looked at the burning building on screen and told  their friend to stop picking things up and just get out.Stephen Knightly says the young people were not told what to do and 
these instructions never appeared on screen – instead the game was designed so they could learn for themselves through play.‘That sort of learning is memorable and powerful. We employed behavioural economics, where the incentives of the game encouraged best practice behaviour.’  

SERIOUS 
GAMES 
COME 
PACKED 
WITH 
INCENTIVES 
TO LEARN



Maru Nihoniho has a busy, creative mind. After a career in hospitality, she retrained  
in game development and created a 3D puzzle game for Playstation. She needed  
every ounce of creativity for her next project. 

Medical researchers from the University of Auckland came calling.

‘They wanted to make a game that would help New Zealand teenagers that have  
been diagnosed with mild depression.’

The game she designed with them is called SPARX and helps young people learn 
cognitive behaviour therapy skills as an adjunct to standard therapy. The game was 
tested in a randomised control trial. The results were published in the British Medical 
Journal, showing SPARX to be as effective as four counselling sessions.  

‘Gaming is a powerful platform and it’s where young people like to spend some of 
their time so it’s good to put some educational outcomes in there,’ says Maru.

The game itself is a 3rd person role playing game in a fantasy setting – the volcano 
province is about dealing with emotions, for example. Players ride on hokioi, the 
extinct native giant eagle and spaces are adorned with the stepped poutama pattern 
found in tukutuku panels.

‘During testing, the feedback from kids was it felt like the game was made for us.  
They felt quite connected to it,’ says Maru.

‘It was really challenging to make an e-therapy game. It took a lot more design  
around how the game played and how the player meets their objectives. It was hard, 
but it worked.’

 SPARX is freely available online to all New Zealanders: www.sparx.org.nz

ADVICE FOR YOUNG 
GAME DESIGNERS
Maru says a few 
reflective questions can 
help students turn their 
ideas into great game 
designs.
•  What is the learning 

objective? Be clear on 
exactly what you want 
players to learn about 
your road safety topic.

•  Is the game fun? If a 
player doesn’t enjoy a 
game in the first 
minute, they may 
never try it again…

•  What keeps the player 
immersed in the 
game? What 
motivates them? You 
want them to carry on 
playing so they can 
learn more and more.

Games designed – and clinically tested – to  
help people lead better lives are a reality. Game 
developer Maru Nihoniho shares her experience.

Stephen heads InGame, a studio making serious games that help players 

learn about real world issues. 

‘Young people know that they’re learning while they’re playing. They might 

be learning how to defeat a dragon - but that’s still a form of learning. 

‘The real reward of playing a game is not that I got 20 points or a power 

up. That’s a simple extrinsic reward. The deep and meaningful reward is 

that I’ve learned something; I’ve mastered something tricky.’

He says serious games can simulate complex systems.

‘You can see the interaction between five or six factors and that leads to 

critical thinking. The solution may change depending on the situation or 

allow for multiple approaches.’

He says students entering the Game Design Competition can think up 

creative games based around a simple set of rules or actions.

ADVICE FOR YOUNG  GAME DESIGNERS
Stephen says a theme like road 
safety needs to be more than 
just a message forced into a 
game. It should be integrated 
into gameplay and rules.
Designers can ask themselves:
•  How do the rules of the game 

encourage safe behaviour?
•  How do the rewards of the 

game encourage the right 
behaviour?

•  How does the game give 
feedback about unsafe 
behaviour?

  



www.twitter.com/nztaeducation#gamecomp16facebook.com/TransportAgency/events pinterest.com/nzta

WE ALL SHARE THIS SPACE

The Game Design Competition lets young people create 
messages of their own about sharing the road safely. And 
the sense of empowerment that comes with such creative 
work is valuable.

‘Effective road safety education is not about telling young 
people how to behave’, says Inspector Paula Holt. She 
says everyone shares the road system, including students, 
school staff and family members.

‘It’s important that we find innovative ways to help young 
people figure out for themselves what this sense of a 
shared space means for them, their mates and their 
community.’ 

Paula’s job as Community Services Manager includes 
leading the work of more than 100 uniformed school 
community officers. Helping young people learn how to 
share the roads safely is part of their mission. 

Paula is on the judging panel for the Game Design 
Competition and will help pick the winners.

‘Using a game-based approach, students can apply 
critical thinking to a safer road system, and identify the 
implication that is most relevant to them. They can focus 
on this aspect in their game design – giving them a 
meaningful context for their learning.’

LEARNING WITHIN A 
SAFE ENVIRONMENT
These sorts of learning 
experiences align with  
the broader role that the 
Police have with schools.

‘The purpose of the Police is to make people feel safe and 
be safe. So we look to how students can live and learn 
free from harm caused by crime and crashes,” says Paula.

‘For our school community officers, teaching and learning 
is part of the approach because it gets young people 
actively involved.’  

School community officers also help schools assess 
systems in place to support road safety.

‘A systemic approach to road safety in schools includes 
making sure safety policies are in place, there are 
partnerships with appropriate agencies, the environment 
is safe, staff have appropriate knowledge, the community 
is involved – parents model safe behaviour, and students 
take action. In other words, a whole school approach.’

  Downloadable resources are on the NZ Police  
schools site: www.schools.police.govt.nz

Young people can think critically about what sharing the road means 
for them and the people around them says Inspector Paula Holt.

RESOURCES FOR PARTICIPATING  
AND CONTRIBUTING
The Education Portal is where teachers can 
download free curriculum resources for years 1–8 
and years 9–13. These include NCEA resources that 
carry the Quality Assured Assessment Materials 
trademark. Also available:
•  The School traffic safety teams manual.
•  Road safety education posters.
•  Virtual tour of the Waikato Expressway with 

articles and videos linked to science and 
technology.

•  Te Reo Māori picture books  
made by tamariki with  
publishing professionals.
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