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ABSTRACT

A game mod describes a modification within an existing commercial computer-based game that 
has been created by a user. By game modding, a user can participate in the creative process 
by taking the setting of his or her favorite game and customizing it for entertainment purposes 
or to convey information. For years, commercial computer-based game developers committed 
considerable resources toward preventing users from hacking into or hijacking their games. 
Now several computer-based game developers provide editors with their products to encourage 
users to create content and to allow educators, for instance, to take advantage of the benefits 
and production quality of commercial computer games in order to create customized instruction. 
This article focuses on mainstream, accessible games with straightforward modding tools that 
easily can be integrated into a learning environment.
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INTRODUCTION

What Do Computer Games Have To 
Do With Learning?

Anyone who thinks there is a difference be-
tween education and entertainment doesn’t 
know the first thing about either. Marshall 
McLuhan, Communications Theorist

Learning theorists from Piaget to 
Jonassen contend that profound, lasting 
learning culminates from the participant 

exploring, discovering, and interacting 
with his or her environment and culture in 
order to assimilate and create new meaning 
within his or her personal schema (Don-
aldson, 1984; Jonassen, 1988; Satterly, 
1987). For a computer-based, constructivist 
learning environment, the quality of the 
user’s learning experience is vested in the 
extent to which the computer responds in 
a way that is consistent with the learner’s 
information processing needs (Jonassen, 
1988). The level of the user’s interactivity 
and consequent sense of empowerment and 
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control over his or her learning experience 
will affect the extent to which surface or 
deep learning will occur (Jonassen, 1988). 
Studies using computer games in learning 
settings, particularly the classroom, indi-
cate that while student test scores may not 
improve significantly from using games, 
students do learn on a more profound level 
and are able to describe, for instance, why 
an answer to a test question is correct or 
incorrect (Squire, 2002). While this out-
come appears marginal at this point, it is 
worth exploring what computer games 
do afford a user empowerment, motiva-
tion, insight, and engagement (Gee, 2003; 
Prensky, 2001). 

How might one harness and channel 
a game’s learning opportunities into the 
classroom in a way that empowers self-
directed learning and the development of 
conceptual tools? Recognizing that emerg-
ing and even current learners most likely 
have grown up with a mouse in hand or 
at least developed considerable schema 
shaped by interacting with computer-based 
technology, computer games have gone 
beyond satiating the game-playing public as 
a dalliance or source of entertainment and 
have evolved into a meaningful, socially 
expressive medium, a platform for discus-
sion and reflection that continues after the 
game session is over and outside the con-
text of the game. However, the resources 
needed to create a commercial computer-
based game are formidable, in many cases 
requiring the expertise of game designers, 
computer artists, and programmers, not to 
mention robust marketing support. Many 
have endeavored to create educational 
games for the classroom and workplace, 
but most have neither the resources nor the 
expertise to match the production quality 
and comprehensiveness of content charac-

terized by more mainstream, commercial, 
computer-based games. 

Given these requirements and con-
straints, how might one harness and chan-
nel a game’s learning opportunities into 
the classroom? Perhaps game mods could 
provide a means for educators to use the 
quality and basic format of commercial 
games to create customized instruction 
for enabling students to create meaning in 
their own learning. A game mod describes 
a modification within an existing commer-
cial computer-based game that has been 
created by a user. To do this, a user works 
with the game’s existing assets to alter a 
small segment of the game’s graphics, text, 
audio, or interactivity. In effect, a user can 
participate in the creative process by taking 
the setting of his or her favorite game and 
customizing it for entertainment purposes 
or to convey information. 

Mods: Rules of the Game 
and Terms of Engagement

For years, commercial computer-
based game developers committed consid-
erable resources toward preventing users 
from hacking into or hijacking their games 
(Holt, 2004); however, and perhaps in keep-
ing with the spirit of gameplay, many game 
users considered these prohibitive efforts 
simply another challenge to master within 
the game environment (Holt, 2004). Now, 
several computer-based game developers 
are providing editors with their products to 
encourage users to create content (Marriott, 
2003; Prensky, 2003). It is important to note 
that these editors do not reveal the entire 
code but only enough for the user to create 
several levels of modification (Holt, 2004; 
Marriott, 2003; Prensky, 2003).

Why do commercial game develop-
ers even offer this much? According to 
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Chaptman (2004), Holt (2004), and Prensky 
(2003):

• Within the game cultures, cool game 
companies encourage modding; they 
are more respected for their respon-
siveness and their show of confidence 
in their users’ technical competen-
cies.

• The game developers are ensured 
continued play and sales, especially as 
the user can make the game continue 
to expand to more levels.

In keeping with the gaming culture, 
a game’s modding capability comes with 
several rules spelled out in the license that 
comes with the game’s software:

• The modder cannot make money off 
of their mods.

• The modder needs to own the base 
games.

• The modder cannot combine mods 
from different games into one mod.

To what extend does modding serve 
the modder? According to Holt (2004) and 
Prensky (2003):

• The mods are free to make.
• Modding provides a way for gamers 

to make their own games (“I can do 
it better”). The modder creates a new 
free game and extends gameplay of a 
game that otherwise may satisfy for 
two to three weeks. 

• The modder can upload their mod to 
a modder’s forum to showcase their 
work and to participate in a large 
community of workers, fans, and 
game players. 

Note, too, that modding can be done 
at different levels, from a simple change 
to the appearance of a character to a more 
complex creation of a completely new set-
ting, complete with AI. For the purposes of 
classroom use, however, what follows is an 
examination of how to bring modding into 
the classroom as a creative learning exercise 
without the encumbrance of complicated 
prerequisite technical skills.

Tools for the Classroom
Two popular computer games—Civili-

zation, created by Sid Meiers and published 
by Firaxis software; and Electronic Arts’ 
The Sims, created by Will Wright—pro-
vide easy-to-use, easy-to access tools for 
customizing gameplay. Civilization is 
considered the penultimate commercial 
educational game (Squire, 2004). Played 
alone or with several players, Civilization 
is a geographically oriented and world-
history, fact-driven game. Its gameplay 
requires the user to use maps and resources 
to manage the development of a civiliza-
tion, based on the limits and opportuni-
ties presented by topography, resources, 
cultural affectation, and interactions with 
surrounding cultures (Squire, 2001, 2002, 
2004). By comparison, The Sims is another 
popular but less educational game that 
allows user customization as well, but its 
outcomes are shaped less by geographic 
and political landscape and more by so-
cial considerations (Squire, 2001, 2004). 
The Sims often is described as less of a 
game and more of a simulation (hence, its 
name) or a toy, in that it is not designed 
around a more concrete goal (Fortugno & 
Zimmerman, 2005). Others argue that the 
goal of The Sims is to succeed in keeping 
the Sims going (Wright, 2003). Regardless 
of the arguments, the game does suggest 
a potential for application beyond simply 
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engaging the user in a digital dollhouse. 
The Sims already has been modded for 
use in language curricula (Squire, 2004). 
Instructors have gone into the code layer 
to change the prompting language from 
English to French, for instance, to encour-
age incidental language learning via the 
gameplay experience. Others have taken its 
modding capabilities even further and into 
exciting new directions by creating public 
service advertisements1 and replications 
of music videos2 with The Sims’ video 
capture tools.

Building a Plantation
To see how game modding can be 

used in a classroom setting, we used the 
popular, more flexible game The Sims, 
created by Electronic Arts. The Sims’ game 
engine also allows and encourages the user 
to create buildings as simple as a modest 
bungalow, for example, or as complex as 
a historical landmark, such as Thomas 
Jefferson’s Monticello. We endeavored to 
create a virtual Monticello (Figure 1) to 
see how far we could go with The Sims” 
game engine to create a mod based on the 
structure and its social interaction and then 
to determine the extent to which the final 
product might foster motivation, game 
literacy, or media dialogue.

We spent 20 hours using The Sims’ 
tools to create Monticello, based on research 
of the plantation’s blueprints and house 
plans as well as the historic significance 
of the time in which it was built. While 
The Sims has an engine that allows for 
elaborate construction, it did present some 
limitations:

• Pop art and modern home furnishings 
that the user can access to decorate 
the structure, thus interfering with the 

historical integrity of the house.
• Timed programming variables that 

can be difficult to alter. At one point, 
a school bus drove by and took Patsy 
Jefferson with it. It was necessary to 
wait until another gameplay session 
in order for Patsy to return (by bus).

To customize a mod further, a user can 
venture, as we did, into the online com-
munity proliferating around The Sims in 
order to find tools for importing furniture. 
Some of these tools are created by mod-
ders not affiliated with The Sims who often 
expanded on the existing Sims editor code 
to enable more elaborate modifications 
(Figure 2). 

Similarly, to create more real-life, 
Monticello-based characters, Sims Creator 
(Start/Programs/Maxix/Sims/Sims Cre-
ator) was used to create a specific type of 
person, from personality attributes to physi-
cal appearance and gender (Figure 3).

Reactions: The Learner
To begin our study, we opened the mod 

to a group of four high school students. Two 
of them were regular Sims players. At first, 
they wanted to sit back and watch, hoping 
to observe a historical reenactment of what 
might have taken place in the plantation they 
all had visited in person at least once.

As is typical of female Sims players 
(Chu, Heeter, Egidio, & Mishra, 2004), the 
girls were more interested in what people 
in the house were doing and how they got 
along. Sally Hemmings worked on the first 
floor. Another cooked in the basement. A 
butler wandered between the entryway and 
Thomas Jefferson’s bedroom, where Jeffer-
son stood pensively. Eventually, the cook 
caught on fire, and the girls used their Sims 
skills to attempt to save the cook—despite 
their efforts, death intervened. In time, the 



Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 2(4), 15-23, Oct-Dec 2006   19

Copyright © 2006, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is 
prohibited.

focus group also explored the mischief that 
players typically get into by fooling the 
game and by directing characters to behave 
badly to see what would happen (perhaps 
this is the digital-age version of teasing 
the cat or a prank phone call). Mischief 
accomplished or not, the focus group col-
lectively expressed interest in accessing 
the blueprints for the plantation’s gardens 
so that they could recreate them within 
the mod. Hence, despite the shortcomings 
of our virtual Monticello, our focus group 
validated Gee (2003) and answered the call 
that beckoned from the computer game: to 
pursue self-directed learning by solving 
complex problems. Such self-directed 
exploration to go beyond the boundar-
ies of one’s current understanding to 
create and assimilate meaning is also, 
of course, rich in constructivist learning 
implications (Jonassen, 1992; Satterly, 
1987).

Reactions: The Classroom Teacher
We then presented the Monticello 

mod to five middle school and high school 
teachers for whom we demonstrated the 
Monticello mod and then asked to explore 
it on their own. Afterwards, we discussed 
with them the extent to which they found 
such a tool feasible for classroom use and 
how they might use it for learning. All of 
the instructors in the group were familiar 
with The Sims, but none had previous 
experience with it. 

The instructors’ first responses to the 
virtual Monticello mod was that it looked 
like a digital replacement of the traditional, 
second-grade diorama in the shoebox as-
signment. Initial issues with the mod were 
that it does not quite accurately represent 
the plantation physically. One indicated 
that they would like the ability to:

Figure 1. Virtual Monticello

Figure 2. Jefferson’s revolving bookstand

Figure 3. Peter Fosset description
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• Import historically relevant artifacts 
into the framework.

• Change character attributes to ac-
curately represent historic personali-
ties.

• Change the rules so that characters 
could not earn creativity points based 
on artistic accomplishments but rather 
earn points based on something that 
would have been important for that 
character during a given time period, 
or remove the point option altogether. 
“History is not a game,” as one ardent 
history teacher explained.

• Reshape the going-shopping metaphor 
in the game engine that allows users 
to spend Sims dollars to construct and 
furnish the house. We used cheats to 
access Sims dollars to create this mod, 
following a financing strategy similar 
to that which Jefferson sometimes 
used to construct and furnish his own 
Monticello.

The teachers also expressed concern 
that a student might be more engaged in 
the gameplay than in the learning. One 
suggested that in the classroom, the student 
would want to use a mod like the virtual 
Monticello to emphasize its historical sig-
nificance, toning down the novelty of its 
gameplay. Another expressed that that he 
was “excited about the possibility of bring-
ing the past to the present” with mods, citing 
their value as “an observation tool,” and 
liked the idea of being able to go in and move 
around, adding, “I can explore the past and 
explore interactions!” By doing so, he felt 
that his students could gain insight through 
exploration and inference by considering 
the period characteristic values and experi-
ences of historical figures that might shape 
their choices and behaviors. 

Even with programming limits of The 
Sims, most teachers felt that their students 
could use such mods to experience a “good 
approximation” of the past, one that would 
help them to construct their understanding 
of the time period and issues that shaped 
decisions. Given this utility, one instructor 
noted that historically contextual game 
mods could fortify the development of 
his students’ mental models, and that as a 
teacher, he would have better insight into 
his students’ historical reasoning, based 
on the decisions they made within the 
framework. 

I could present [a mod] as an alternative 
assessment, opposed to a test or paper,” he 
explained, adding, “That you can change 
things is very exciting for the study of 
history.

Contextualizing the Mod in the
Classroom

As teachers explored how they might 
use the virtual Monticello mod in a class-
room setting, their ideas for implementation 
included:

• A class inquiry. The teacher could 
run the mod on the projector and 
discuss how to interact with it with 
the class. Later, the students could 
work in groups on their own mods to 
explore and create shared meanings. 
The instructor could alternate between 
using class and group mods to pro-
mote inquiry and discussion. As one 
teacher pointed out, “There’s a lot of 
value just in creating the scenario and 
having the students do the research 
for that.”

• An examination of character. “I want 
to see Monticello and send in Nat 
Turner,” one explained, to see how 
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a character programmed with Nat’s 
attributes would react in a plantation 
setting. One instructor suggested 
replacing Jefferson with Napoleon 
for the same reasons. 

• A yearlong study. One teacher sug-
gested that the creation of the sce-
nario could be an ongoing project, 
divided across academic quarters, 
each dealing with a different part of 
its construction in a way that parallels 
the course content delivery.

Integrating any type of computer game 
into a curriculum shifts the culture of the 
classroom from one that is teacher-driven 
to one that is a more user-centered learn-
ing environment; the teacher becomes a 
facilitator rather than a proffer of knowl-
edge (King 2003; Squire 2004). However, 
when computer games are introduced into 
the classroom, the teacher has an amplify-
ing effect on the learning outcome. If the 
teacher is appropriately prepared to use a 
game in his or her curriculum, it augments 
the learning success. Unfortunately, the 
inverse is true if the teacher is less aware 
of how to facilitate learning using computer 
games (Squire 2004). 

Perhaps we can begin managing this 
amplifying effect by focusing on what the 
teacher can do to prepare for bringing game-
based learning into the classroom by:

• Identifying the equipment and entry 
behaviors required for the game. 

• Determining the time required for the 
game to make an impact on learning. 
Typically, a student needs time to 
understand how to use a game before 
he or she can begin learning with it.

• Recognizing the types of learning that 
computer-based learning facilitates, 
which is more knowledge-based and, 
to an extent, subjective.

• Determining how computer-based 
learning can support the learning 
goals.

• Choosing an appropriate game or 
game editor for creating mods.

• Contextualizing the game into the 
curriculum in a way that encourages 
exploration, discovery, and the devel-
opment of conceptual tools.

• Including appropriate scaffolding as 
well as off-line activities that encour-
age reflection, dialog, and shared 
meanings among the learners beyond 
the context of the game. 

It is also worth exploring if an IT spe-
cialist should be familiar with the utility of 
game-based learning and how to use it in a 
classroom setting as well in order to sup-
port the classroom teachers in meeting their 
learning goals. This same person could be 
called upon to create simple learning mods 
or skeletons for the students to work with, 
as specified by an instructor, or based on a 
given curriculum’s learning goals.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, 
the instructor needs to be game-literate, 
recognizing and understanding that com-

Figure 4. Jefferson in his study



22   Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 2(4), 15-23, Oct-Dec 2006

Copyright © 2006, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of Idea Group Inc. 
is prohibited.

puter games are a means of expression and 
representation (Green, 2004) and that, like 
reading and writing, game literacy develops 
when the learner has the tools and ability to 
create his or her own games (Clark, Perrone, 
& Repenning, 2005; King, 2003).

CONCLUSION
The purpose of this discussion is to 

examine how game mods might provide 
an affordable, comparable, and customiz-
able alternative to wildly successful com-
mercial games, an alternative that could be 
used in a classroom setting to facilitate a 
meaningful learning experience. However, 
the success of the use of game mods in the 
classroom will depend not only on the nov-
elty of a good idea or on how comfortable 
the instructor and learner are with using 
computers and making simple changes to 
existing applications, but also on how well 
the modding activities are contextualized 
within the curriculum. Creating meaning 
still needs to be forged within an evocative 
and relevant context.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Rodney van Zyl, The University of 

Virginia, USA, for the artwork included 
in this article.

REFERENCES
Boards. The creative edge in commercial 

production. (2005). Public Health De-
partment, Belgium—Teenage Mum. 
http://www.boardsmag.com/screen-
ingroom/animation/1146/

Chaptman, D. (2004). Video-games in the 
classroom. Wisconsin Technology 
Network. http://www.wistechnology.
com/article.php?id=513

Chu, K., Heeter, C., Egidio, R., & Mishra, 
P. (2004). Girls and games literature 

review. Michigan State Univer-
sity Mind Games Collaboratory. 
Retrieved March 10, 2005, from 
http://spacepioneers.msu.edu/girls_
and_games_lit_review.htm

Clark, D., Perrone, C., & Repenning, A. 
(2005). Webquest: Using WWW & 
interactive simulation games in the 
classroom. First Monday. http://www.
firstmonday.dk/issues/issue5/per-
rone/

Donaldson, M. (1984). Children’s Minds. 
London: Fontana.

Fortugno, N., & Zimmerman, E. (2005). 
Soapbox: Learning to play to learn—
Lessons in educational game design. 
Gamesutra. http://www.gamasutra.
com/features/20050405/zimmer-
man_01.shtml

Gee, J.P. (2003). What video games have to 
teach us about learning and literacy. 
New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Gorilla Mask. (2005). “Trapped in the 
closet” performed by The Sims (Part 
1). http://gorillamask.net/rksims1.
shtml 

Green, H. (2004). Researchers and teach-
ers push for games in schools. The 
Institute of Education, University of 
London. Retrieved March 10, 2005, 
from http://ioewebserver.ioe.ac.uk/
ioe/cms/get.asp?cid=1397&1397_
1=10817

Holt, T. (2004). How mods are really built. 
Serious Games Summit DC. Retrieved 
March 10, 2005, from http://www.
cmpevents.com/GDe04/a.asp?optio
n=C&V=11&SessID=3305&Mgt=
0&RVid=0 

Jonassen, D. (Ed.). (1988). Instructional 
designs for microcomputer course-
ware101. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence 
Erlbaum.

Kim, L.S. (1995). Creative games for the 



Int’l J. of Information and Communication Technology Education, 2(4), 15-23, Oct-Dec 2006   23

Copyright © 2006, Idea Group Inc. Copying or distributing in print or electronic forms without written permission of Idea Group Inc. is 
prohibited.

language class. Forum, 33(1), 35.
King, B. (2003). Educators turn to games for 

help. Wired News. Retrieved March 
10, 2005, from http://www.wired.
com/news/games/0,2101,59855,00.
html

Marriott, M. (2003). Games made for 
remaking. The New York Times. Re-
trieved March 10, 2005, from http://
www.nytimes.com/2003/12/04/tech-
nology/circuits/04modd.html?ex=11
35227600&en=0fc160f73ad53e42&
ei=5070

Prensky, M. (2001). Digital game-based 
learning. New York: McGraw Hill.

Prensky, M. (2003). “Modding”—The 
newest authoring tool. Marc Prensky. 
http://www.marcprensky.com/writ-
ing/Prensky%20-%20Modding%20-
%20The%20Newest%20Authoring
%20Tool.pdf

Satterly, D. (1987). Piaget and education. 
In R.L. Gregory (Ed.), The Oxford 
companion to the mind. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.
Squire, K. (2001). Games to teach project. 

Education Arcade. http://www.educa-
tionarcade.org/gtt/

Squire, K. (2002a). Cultural framing of 
computer/video games. Game Stud-
ies, 2(3).

Squire, K. (2002b). Replaying history: 
Learning world history through play-
ing civilization III. http://website.
education.wisc.edu/kdsquire

Squire, K. (2004). What happens when 
games go into any classroom situ-
ation? Serious Games Summit DC. 
Retrieved March 10, 2005, from 
http://www.cmpevents.com/GDe04/
a.asp?option=C&V=11&SessID=
3250

ENDNOTES
1  http://www.boardsmag.com/screen-

ingroom/animation/1146/
2 http://gorillamask.net/rksims1.sht-

ml

Elizabeth Fanning (esf9f@virginia.edu or tsadi@aol.com)  is a PhD candidate at the University 
of Virginia Curry School of Education, Department of Instructional Technologies. She teaches 
courses in instructional design and game-based learning. She earned her MA in educational 
technologies from San Francisco State University and a BA in english from the University of 
Michigan. For the past 15 years, she has consulted as an instructional designer, distance learn-
ing specialist, and multimedia producer. Her work includes educational games and simulations 
for adult learning audiences, including the educational CDROM entitled “The Wall: A Living 
Memorial,” distinguished by awards from Multimedia Producer, AV Producer’s Award, and the 
New York Festival Gold Medal. Currently, Ms Fanning is with the University’s School of Con-
tinuing and Professional Studies. Current projects and research focus on virtual learning spaces, 
game-based learning, and facilitating the development and conversion of existing instruction to 
online and blended deliveries. 


