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Assignment #3: Learning and Play

Philip Observing Rob 

N “The Way of the Ninja”:

In my observation of Rob playing N “The Way of the Ninja” (N is a flash game), I saw there were many different reactions in his experience of the game. When rob first began the game I suggested that he take a look at the controls of the game first. While looking at the controls I noticed that he seemed a little surprised at the simple four button controls that were used. Next, he started his first game experience with the first level. The game progresses by adding new elements and enemies as you complete levels. The first level is fairly simple for the mildly coordinated. Rob blazed through the first level with ease. It seemed like the first level gave him a good understanding of the physics of the game and what the programmer was trying to get you to accomplish with the play of the game. One frustration that I did notice as he played the game was with a prompt that was keyed by him pressing the shift or jump button to many times. The prompt wanted to know if Rob would like to make the shift key permanently active. So, I suggested changing the configuration of the jump button from shift to spacebar and the problem was solved. This frustrating experience was easily solved, but it interrupted the game play, which resulted in a negative frustrating experience. I say negative because there are also positive frustrating experiences. One positive frustrating experience that I observed in his first session of play was figuring out how to scale the wall by leaping from object to object. This key move allows Rob to complete the level with ease. Once he figured it out his frustration turned into discovery. The next discovery that followed the wall scale was grabbing the little gold orbs that add time to your time limit. This discovery allowed Rob to maximize his chances of completing a level. Once Rob made this discovery he still needed to figure out how to complete the level and like the seasoned gamer Rob is he quickly discovered and identified the black orb and the door. He then obtained the black orb, which he discovered opened the door. These two discoveries seemed to give Rob a sense of accomplishment and purpose. Without these key discoveries Rob seemed to have a mildly entertaining experience, but with his new found discoveries the game makes sense. With level one finished we were on to level two.


 Since level two and three were similar too level one, I’ll skip to Rob’s experience in level four. On this level he seemed to make all kinds of new discoveries, the number of frustrations seemed to really dwindle. For that reason I will start with the couple of frustrating experiences that Rob had with the level. In this level he began to get frustrated with a part that made him fall from an extreme height resulting in his death. I classify this frustrating experience as positive because it did lead to a discovery of the wall slide maneuver. The next frustrating experience was the new difficulty of the level. The game throws all kinds of new aspects a Rob from trampolines to laser turrets. This at first made the game brand new to Rob. Instead of just obtaining orbs and opening doors he now had to avoid enemies and use props to obtain his goal. This frustration quickly turned into new discoveries and a new satisfying game experience.


I would like to conclude with a couple of overall observations of Rob and the game experience. I saw that in this game Rob consistently figured out frustrating moments and turned them into discovery and accomplishment. Saying that, I give the game designer a lot of credit, it seems that with every frustration the player experiences’ there is a new discovery on how to overcome that experience. Which in turn gave the gamer a new game, new move, and most important of all a new sense of accomplishment.   N “The Way of the Ninja” is probably one of the best free flash games on the net and provides a very satisfying experience even to the novice gamer.   
Alden observing Phil play “Swat 4”

When we grouped together to do this assignment, Rob, Phil and myself agreed that it would be a smart idea to have some variety in the games we would be playing. I suggested “Swat 4”, a tactical PC first person shooter, because it offered an entire different style of gameplay than the other titles we had on the list. 

Before playing, Phil stated that he was not much of a shooter fan, so I knew that this would be an interesting study. Not only is Swat 4 the type of game Phil generally stays away from, but it is considered to be one of the more difficult, and sometimes frustrating titles in the shooter genre. Placing Phil into the shoes of a Swat officer, the tactical gameplay required him to move cautiously through various environments and bring order to the chaos at hand. Swat 4 stresses proper handling of dangerous situations, and the game deducts points if the player strays from this requirement. Use of unauthorized force, failing to restrain all suspects, failing to collect all weapons on the scene, and failing to report back to the commanding officer results in a lower final mission score. This, plus the complex controls of commanding 4 fellow squad members and navigating through crowded environment makes Swat 4 a difficult simulation.

While playing, Phil was constantly struggling to stay in control of the missions. The game had a very unfamiliar feel and he didn’t seem comfortable at all. This is not an easy game to pick up and start playing instantly, and the learning curve is a bit steep, especially for someone with limited FPS experience. When Phil accidentally shot a suspect while trying to place the man under arrest, it became apparent that the large number of controls were complicating things. He had multiple moments of frustration, and ended his playing session after deliberately shooting an unarmed character.

It is clear that Swat 4 is a title directed towards players who enjoy shooters, but its tedious gameplay makes it even more difficult to fully enjoy. Phil thought the concept was interesting, but didn’t want to have anything to do with the game after a few minutes of playing. Swat 4 is a game that takes time and interest to enjoy, and it is clear that players have their own preferences of game genres. Players do not always gravitate to new, unfamiliar styles.

Rob observing Alden Play “Excite Truck”

Excite Truck is a racing game for the Nintendo Wii.  It has a few game modes from which the player can choose from.  There is a quick tutorial mode that explains the basic controls and gameplay mechanics.  Usually, a first time player of the Wii will find it awkward interacting with the system and controllers.  Excite truck uses the tilt sensing controller to steer and tilt the players car.  Tilting the controller to the left and right turns the vehicle while tilting the controller forward and back tilts the truck respectively when the truck is airborne.  Gas is the 2 button and the break is the 1 button.  Using the turbo can be a bit confusing because it requires pressing any direction on the control pad.  Beginners tend to use the turbo, out of habit, and wondering why they aren’t turning.  Other features that the tutorial teaches include boosts which happen when a player presses turbo immediately after all of the trucks wheels have left the ground and when the player lands the truck perfectly.  When someone starts a game and creates a game file, they must play the tutorial before playing the others.


Challenge mode involves the player perfoming specified tasks.  Gate challenges are completed when the player drives his or her truck through as many gates as possible within the given time limit.  Ring challenge is roughly the same only the rings are in the air.  The player must make his of her truck become airborne if the player hopes to drive through the rings.  Passing through each gate and ring gives the player more time to survive the challenge.  The idea is to see how long the player can survive unlike the crash challenge.  Performing well the crash challenge in real life would guarantee one failing the drivers test.  The idea is to drive as fast as possible and crash hard into other trucks for more stars/points.

Then there is your main course, the racing.  This is what makes people come back for more, one player verses five other AI driven Trucks.  Alden decided to skip the tutorial mode and go straight into the super excite mode race.  If one considers excite level to be normal mode then super excite is the same as hard mode.  Rob had to tell Alden the basic controls such as steering, gas, turbo, and brakes but neglected to tell anything else.  The first thing Alden noticed was that there were several trucks in which to choose from.  What was amusing is when he pointed out that one of the trucks kind of looks like OJ’s Bronco.  It was rather surprising to see Alden get used to tilting to steer rather than accidentally using the turbo.  In fact, Alden didn’t seem to use the turbo that much at all.

Winning races in Excite Truck involves using the turbo and boosts frequently which lead to some moments of frustration.  It’s hard to come in first place when you’re moving slower and crashing just as much as the other racers.  Even without using the turbo, it is still easy to go flying into the wrong direction and off the track.  Flying off course usually causes the player to be at a disadvantage.  In one race, Alden was so far behind the other racers he had thirty seconds to complete the race or be disqualified.  Loosing control can be what makes the game fun but only when the player is used to the idea.

Although Alden went flying off the track here and there, he didn’t have much trouble figuring out were he was supposed to be, the key word being much.  There are times when players can go flying off one part of the track and find themselves on another rout, still going the right way, which is almost guaranteed to happen in Excite Truck.  The track has a tendency to split so that there is more than one way to go.  The creators of the game knew ahead of time that player were going to crash several times while racing in this game.  They made it so the player receives an extra boost after the “magically” gets rebuilt after the slow motion destruction of the vehicle.  This makes some players, like Alden, ask if it was possible that there are times when wiping out and getting the restart boost is beneficial over not crashing.

During this assignment, we observed many different discoveries and frustrations. Some of these were anticipated, but the process of learning a new game throws many complications into the equation. It is obvious that players react differently to new games based on subject matter, control and complexity.  We enjoyed this assignment very much, and learned a great deal more because of our involvement with each other’s experiences. 
