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1. Abstract

Because of the speed at which computer interfaces evolve, and the increasing significance information technologies have in our day-to-day cognition, some users may be left behind by new interfaces, and as a result, they may be excluded from the societies that depend on them. The video game industry may help us discover a solution, because the industry has a vested interest in ensuring that people can interact successfully in virtual environments. One of the primary strategies they have adopted to ease the transition is the in-game tutorial. In this paper, we present a critical and empirical analysis of 37 video game tutorials. Our study reveals that narrative is structurally central to video game tutorials because as an organizational scheme, it serves the educational goals of the tutorial and because the near-universal awareness of narrative structures among players are useful scaffolds with which to teach players new game interfaces.
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3. Introduction

In his classic work, The Rites of Passage, anthropologist Arnold van Gennep (1960) chronicles the life of an individual in a society as a succession of steps from one stage (e.g., adolescence, adulthood) to another. Between these stages are ceremonial rites de passage that mark the progressions across the boundaries that separate each of these stages. The function of these ritualized crossings is to provide scripted events that empower the individual to make the transition, who presumably would be less likely to achieve the passage on her or his own. People face threatening transitions in digital environments as well. The speed at which computer interfaces evolve, and the increasing significance information technologies have in our day-to-day cognition (Clark, 2003), poses a double-threat: some users may be left behind by new interfaces, and as a result, they may be excluded from the societies that depend on them. In Gennep’s terms, users moving from command-line and two-dimensional windows toward three-dimensional computer-mediated, mixed and augmented reality interfaces may fail in the transition, unless there is the digital equivalent of a ceremonial rite of passage. 

Widespread adoption of virtual reality, and all of its benefits, is dependent on people overcoming barriers to access. One of these barriers is a user’s competence with the interfaces, and yet, gamers aside, most people have little or even no experience operating in 3D virtual space. Learning to operate in virtual space is not a trivial problem: It includes creating and controlling 3D avatars, as well as the construction of a virtual identity; navigating in a 3D continuous spatial (as opposed to logical/hierarchical) environment; negotiating with in-game physics (e.g., gravity, barriers/walls); interacting with others (including dealing with artificial intelligence) and the objects in the environment (opening doors, driving cars); and (perhaps most foreign of all) negotiating with the in-game camera so that one can see what one is doing and/or even control one’s most basic movements. Add to this the sophistication of the content in virtual spaces (e.g., massive simulations, epic mythologies, complex battle systems, elaborate social structures), and it is clear that the diverse barriers to entry to virtual worlds threaten these worlds’ ability to achieve their potential social impact.

The video game industry has a vested interest in ensuring that people can interact successfully in virtual environments, and one of the strategies they have adopted to ease the transition is the tutorial. Video game tutorials teach users how to play by immersing them into the world, usually in a carefully scaffolded way, to introduce them to the controls, metaphors, terms, and primary actions of the world. In this way, video game tutorials play the same roles as the ceremonial rites de passage Gennep describes. Study of these tutorials should help researchers and designers of virtual, mixed, and augmented reality spaces design the enabling “rituals” people need to develop competence in those spaces.

In this paper, we present an analysis of 37 video game tutorials, including mouse-and-keyboard PC games, joystick-based console games, and body-controlled exercise games (see Appendix A for a complete list). We contend that each tutorial is best understood as the intersection of three core characteristics: interface, instruction, and storytelling. One way to analyze video game tutorials, then, is to view tutorials through the perspectives of the academic fields that study these characteristics: HCI, instructional systems design, and narratology, respectively (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Video game tutorials can be studied along three dimensions.
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The tutorial can be studied as a computer interface (including both visual interface and the collection of rules that enable action in the world), usually a pared down version of the game itself, and subject to analysis and criticism from the standpoint of HCI (and ludology, which we consider a sub-domain of HCI). It can also be studied as a learning curriculum, with intended educational outcomes, learning methodologies, and evaluation procedures. Finally, the tutorial creates and immerses the player in a world, and more specifically, a narrative within that world. It is ultimately the binding of the computer interface, learning design, and the narrative that pulls players in, and mastering at least the fundamentals of that binding represents the ultimate goal of the player in the tutorial.  Analyzing tutorials from the triple perspective of HCI, e-Learning, and narratology simultaneously helps avoid reducing the game tutorials to pixel representations of logical rule systems, teachers’ manuals, or postmodern texts. 

Our focus in this paper is specifically on the role of narrative in the video game tutorials that we studied. We believe that because, as we will demonstrate, tutorials are structurally different from the rest of the game, the role of narrative needs to be reconsidered. We will analyze the relations on the one hand between story and interface (including game rules), and on the other hand those between story and instruction to demonstrate that narrative is not a feature tacked on after the fact to make the learning interfaces more palatable; instead, narrative is structurally central to video game tutorials, and with good reason. Narrative organization is highly compatible with the specialized goals of the video game tutorial, and it is a strategic way of building on prior knowledge to teach new players how to use new and complex video game interfaces.

4. Story Structures 

We contend that the narrative format of most video game tutorials is a key aspect of their success. Understanding this claim presupposes some understanding of the field of narratology, in particular the ways that we use it in this study. The study of narrative is important because “stories structure the meanings by which a culture lives”; that is, stories are meaningful not only because of what they relate to their audiences, but also because of they way they structure those meanings (Cohan & Shires, 1988, p. 1). 

Narratologist Gerard Genette (1980) defines narrative as “the oral or written discourse that undertakes to tell of an event or a series of events” (p. 25). An event is “the transition from one state to another state” (Bal 1997, p. 5). These events are either caused or experienced by actors, who are “agents that perform actions” (Bal, 1997, p. 5). What distinguishes narrative from other forms (such as the encyclopedia or the treatise) is its presentation of information in a sequence of events that are logically, chronologically, and mutually related; that is, there is often some causal relation between items in a narrative sequence. 

That narrated events are logically or causally related distinguishes them from a random sequence of events; their ordering achieves a purpose; the narration of a story becomes a discourse about that story. Genette situates one narratological strategy in the study of relationships among the succession of events: “the relationship between a discourse and the events that it recounts” (Genette, 1980, p. 27). In other words, Genette follows Benveniste (1966) in distinguishing between the story (histoire), or the sequence of events that happen, and the discourse (discours), or the telling of that sequence. A given sequence of events could be narrated an infinite number of different ways, and as a result, the one way that is eventually chosen is of significance in its own right.
 The meaning of a given event in a literary narrative, in sum, is not simply what happens in the event; rather, it includes the amount of description the narrator devotes to the event; the narrator’s attitude toward and reasons for including this event, perhaps at the expense of some other event; and the fact that certain features or details of the event are brought into focus, while others are ignored or downplayed.

In addition to analyzing the nature of narrative discourse, narratology also concerns itself with the consumption of narrative, that is, the role of the reader. Most recent literary theory, including that of Todorov (1990), Iser (1980), Eco (1984), Barthes (1978), and others, advocates understanding reading as the construction, rather than discovery, of meaning. In other words, “meaning” is not a static thing that exists and which the reader finds through reading; rather, the reader constructs the meaning through reading, and as a result, the “meaning” of a text is unique in every reading, a performance, rather than a fixed entity.  The role of the reader is to fill in the gaps in the text, to bring the text to completion. This model of the complex relationships among author, text, the image of the text in the reader’s imagination, and the phenomenology of the reader her- or himself sheds light on the communicative process that enables authors, texts, and readers to participate in a cycle of meaning construction. These features of narrative, therefore, are potentially useful to design criticism, inasmuch as design artifacts, such as video game tutorials, utilize narrative.
 

5. Video Game Tutorials as Narrative e-Learning

Video game tutorials are one of the primary ways players are initiated into games’ virtual worlds. Tutorials are not the only media form to fulfill this function: other introductory media forms include game manuals, strategy guides, Web sites, user forums, and magazine walkthroughs, among others. However, few of these forms threaten to displace video game tutorials’ unique position as most players’ first significant encounter with a given game. Some of the other forms—such as strategy guides and Web forums—are primarily of value once the player is already in the game and is seeking strategies to become more successful. Others, such as the printed manuals that ship with the game, seem to have declined somewhat in importance over the last decade, to the extent that, thanks to the tutorial, they are no longer necessary and are perceived to delay play. The video game tutorial has the benefit of being embedded in the game, the first experience the players have when the disc is placed into the drive, with the same look and controls as the game itself; in short, even when the tutorial is in some sense external to the main game (such as the lengthy tutorials that come with PC-based strategy games), it shares the game’s interface, textures and physics, soundtrack, camera perspectives, characters, and voice. Thus, even though several media forms present themselves as potential candidates to help new players transition into the virtual space of the game—Gennep’s rites de passage—the video game tutorial remains the most common mechanism for initiation into the game’s world.

As a form of instruction, video game tutorials are subject to several questions: 

· What do people learn in tutorials?

· What relationships exist between play and learning?

· Why is the information imparted to new players organized in the form of a narrative?

We answer the first two questions in the next section. The third question is taken up afterwards.

5.1. Characteristics of Game Tutorial Instruction

In his discussion of computer games and learning, Marc Prensky (2005) suggests it is the element of engagement that makes learning through gaming work. He identifies several characteristics that engage players, including a heightened sense of speed (which he calls “twitch speed”), parallel rather than linear processing, random access instead of linear thinking, graphics over text, connected instead of stand-alone play, and so on. Instruction embedded in gameplay is likely to motivate people to play through it. Of the 37 tutorials we studied, all of them not surprisingly embedded the tutorials in the game engine (graphics, sounds, physics, etc.). More tellingly, 60% embedded the learning in the actual game; in other words, for these games, the tutorial was not a free-standing module or level of the game, but was rather fused together with the first “level” or opening sequence of the game. This had the side effect that the majority of tutorials (60%) were also involuntary (since they were embedded in the main game). 

Another consequence was that it was often hard to identify at which point the tutorial ends and the main game begins, as tutorial elements are often slowly phased out, only to reappear just-in-time for later segments. Accordingly, most tutorials taught avatar control (69%), staged battles (58%), and made players take actions on their environments (79%); in this way, regular and tutorial gameplay are hard to distinguish from one another. A minority of games (42%) relied exclusively on written text for instruction; the majority used a more immersive combination of text and audio (e.g., speech) or audio only for the instruction. We also noticed that more recent tutorials rely less on text than older ones, so hardware capabilities, rather than design choice, may underlie some of the older text-oriented tutorials. One broad effect of this integration of learning and gameplay is that the player is less likely to perceive the tutorial as learning cloaked with some gameplay, and rather to see learning as a part of the game.

Instruction of any form involves both the transmitting of information and the cultivation of cognitive growth (problem solving and critical thinking in particular). Research has shown that graphical interfaces, including virtual reality and video games, provide complex new approaches to learning and problem-solving thanks to the principle of direct manipulation, which enables people to manipulate representations of reality (Schneiderman, 1983). Cognitive growth is especially important for video games, which place such a premium on problem solving (e.g., puzzles, boss battles, and complex obstacles) and critical thinking (strategy games, simulations, role playing). Accordingly, most video game tutorials go well beyond merely imparting information (e.g., “to jump, press the X button”). While the vast majority (81%) contained a directed, rather than open-ended, structure, within that structure, many tutorials covered higher order thinking topics such as resource management (39%), abstract strategy (35%), level advancement (31%), avatar customization (15%), interface customization (8%), and even creating macros (6%). 

A major goal of a video game tutorial, then, should include identifying the different kinds of knowledge the player should have as an outcome of playing the tutorial, and it should also include mapping tutorial structures to ensure that these forms of knowledge are met. Generally speaking, learning is the interaction among declarative knowledge (knowing “what”), procedural knowledge (knowing “how”), and conditional knowledge (knowing “when” and “why”) (Bruning, et al., 2004). This notion of learning can be achieved in game tutorials through opportunities that compel the learner/player to exercise all three forms of knowledge. Not surprisingly, instructional strategies in the tutorials varied, according to the types of knowledge players need. The majority of the games (68%) provided explicit, step-by-step directives, such as “Right-click near the tree to move your scout to that area”; such direct instruction provides declarative and more importantly procedural knowledge. Most games also provided less directive guidance, such as tooltips
 (61%) and scaffolded instruction
 (69%). These techniques unobtrusively aid players, helping players perform successfully without distraction. Finally, the majority of games (66%) also gradually integrated these forms of knowledge, tying together individual skills into more complex tasks that subsume lower-level skills. For example, in Kameo, the player first learns how to change back and forth among different avatars and how to use each avatar’s unique abilities; then, as the final task of the tutorial, the player is confronted with a boss fight that requires the player to perform an attack using, in quick succession, two avatars’ unique moves, switching between them mid-strike.

Generally speaking, the tutorials were embedded in the game play, using different techniques to immerse the player in the game without delay. Even in exercise games, such as Dance Dance Revolution, players are exercising immediately. Almost none of the games that we studied sacrificed the feel of game to focus on learning. The only significant exception was Kessen, a Playstation 2 launch title and strategy game about civil war in 16th century Japan. Kessen’s tutorial, a text-heavy lesson in history and detailed interface explication which lasted about two hours, presented screen after screen of audio-free text. The tutorial was ineffective not only in its tedium, but also because we failed to retain the knowledge sufficiently to play well after the tutorial ended.

5.2. The Narrative Organization of Instruction

That narrative is by far the most common organizing principle of these tutorials suggests that it lends itself to the acquisition and blending of these three forms of knowledge. Why? Several characteristics of narrative make it a suitable form of organization for video game tutorial instruction. Narratives are causal sequences of events, and thus they excel at explicating causality, a key concept in a medium in which the player causes events at every level to occur, from basic movement (e.g., looking around, opening doors and jumping) to accomplishing massive goals (e.g., saving the world, defeating the Nazis, repopulating the stars of a recently emptied sky), and everything in between (e.g., coordinating infantry and archers during battle, discovering how to get past a locked door, figuring out how to defeat a boss). 

Much of the fun of video games comes from the player’s gradual discovery of how to cause her or his own success. Commonly, games feature a multi-level objective structure, with an overarching goal achieved through the completion of a series of sub-goals. These sub-goals typically have both a narrative and a gameplay component. In the tutorial to Thief: Deadly Shadows, the objective of the tutorial is to steal a velvet bag, but to do so, the player will have to sneak past guards, break into an inn, gain access to the guest registry, break into a guest room, and steal the object from the room. Solving the larger problem involves solving a causally sequenced collection of smaller problems; this sequence is organized as a narrative (the protagonist, in soliloquy form, narrates the story of what he will do at the inn) and yet it also foreshadows the content of the gameplay. Table 1 provides the soliloquy and the corresponding narrative and gameplay dimensions from the Thief: Deadly Shadows tutorial.

Table 1: The narrative and gameplay dimensions of the mission overview text of the Thief: Deadly Shadows tutorial.

	Tutorial Mission Overview Text
	Narrative (Diegetic) Content
	Gameplay Content

	I got a tip last night from my fence, Heartless Perry. 
	Characterization: the narrator acts on tips from the seedier sides of society; he’s no Robin Hood
	N/A

	A nobleman named Lord Julian had some sort of quarrel and showed up at a local inn well after nightfall and in a foul mood. 
	Establishes story setting  and context
	Identifies an NPC (non-player character)

Indicates the game environment of the tutorial level: an inn



	He's carrying a velvet bag, about the size of a man's fist, and it never leaves his sight. 
	Focalizes attention on the object of desire
	Indicates the nature of the object to be stolen and provides information concerning its whereabouts

Implies a sub-goal: find Lord Julian in the inn

	Sounds likely to be valuable, but I'll know for sure when I steal it from him.
	Characterization: the narrator is cocky
	Explicitly states the primary goal of the mission: to steal the bag

	Perry sent over a floor plan of the place, the Blue Heron Inn. 
	Further characterizes the relationship between Garrett and Perry
	Indicates the availability of a map interface in the pause menu

	Finding His Lordship won't be hard, his room number will be in the guest register, if I can get to the front desk to read it.
	N/A
	Identifies a sub-goal: read the guest registry

	The inn will have guards, but not as many as a private estate. 
	Provides some general information about security practices in this world
	Identifies a sub-goal: get past the guards. 

Indicates that this is an “easy level,” suggesting that later game levels will be more difficult

	That should make things easy which is one of the reasons I'm willing to try it without knowing for sure what the take will be. 
	Characterization: explains why a legendary thief would bother with this job
	Again indicates that this is an easy level

	Lord Julian is so protective of that bag, there's got to be something of value in it.
	Explains the protagonist’s motivation
	Motivates the player


The discovery of how to accomplish each of the sub-goals is a cognitive (and in some games even metacognitive) event prior to the performance or execution of successful gameplay. 

As a result, the tutorial not only has to teach the player how to perform various actions in the environment, but also how to think about problem-solving in the face of challenges the game will put in front of the user throughout the game. This kind of thinking can be facilitated by an increasingly common convention in video games: delayed, just-in-time help. When players enter a scene, they are given an objective; if they wander around too long, the game starts providing help about the immediate task they are supposed to complete. In Sly 3: Honor Among Thieves, players are given broad directives (e.g., break into a building) and in the event of slow progress or failure, they are eventually given specific hints (“that broken down car might enable you to get high enough to make the jump” or “that telephone pole looks like it could be knocked down, providing a bridge across that chasm”). This technique is also used in Kameo: Elements of Power both in the tutorial and throughout the game. In Kameo, this help comes not coincidentally in the form of a talking book, which, after a pause, provides cues about what the protagonist should do next. These hints are commonly articulated in terms of diegetic narrative (e.g., what Sly or Kameo should do to advance the story), rather than in terms of interface (how the user should manipulate the controller to interact with the game interface). By providing hints within the narrative diegesis, this technique maintains the narrative illusion and simultaneously trains the user to go back and forth between the narrative and ludic layers. 

Another characteristic of narratives is the fact that perception of their architectural contours, their “point,” is frequently deferred until the very end. Whereas in a Western treatise or essay, the reader understands the structure and knows the resolution (e.g., the thesis, the results) up front, often with the assistance of an abstract or executive summary, in a narrative, these characteristics are only fully perceived at the very end (e.g., the dénouement). As a consequence, the reader of a narrative has no need or expectation to understand everything at the beginning. This habituated patience for delayed grasp of the big picture is useful in video game tutorials, because it ensures that there is less pressure on the player to comprehend the game from the outset; the player understands that this comprehension will emerge over time, and moreover that its emergence will itself be a source of pleasure. The marketing materials for Thief: Deadly Shadows promise “raw nerve and artistic thievery” at the center of a corrupt city divided by factions, secret libraries, prophecies, and the arrival of a dark age. Yet the tutorial mission features the protagonist stealing a small bag with unknown contents from a barely populated provincial inn. That the main plotline is not visibly set into motion for the first several hours of the game does not detract from the experience; indeed, the break-ins and violence that leads to the secret meeting that sets the primary narrative into motion feels all the more authentic because it intrudes on the protagonist/player’s regular affairs.

A third characteristic of narrative that makes it useful for video game tutorials is the control it gives to the storyteller over the reader/viewer. As outlined in the earlier section on narratology, in the discourse, or telling of the story, the narrating agent selects which events to relate, how to focalize them, in what order to present them, and so on. As consumers of narrative, we are habituated to handing control over to the narrator. Every Law & Order episode (in the original series), for example, intentionally deprives its audience direct access to the crime, its enactment and any planning or discussion leading up to it, only allowing the viewer to perceive the crime through the eyes of the police; the after-the-fact, self-interested accounts of witnesses and the criminals themselves; and the legal prosecution of it. This blindness does not frustrate the viewer; rather, it enables the pleasures of discovery that occur throughout the episode. Thus, narrative hands the video game tutorial designer the power to shift time (e.g., the Age of Empires 3 tutorial casually flits across centuries and even millennia to teach the new player how to manage an empire at different phases of its existence), to control focus (the Rome: Total War tutorial focalizes on a skirmish at the beginning to teach the very fundamentals of battle before returning to a different temporality—and interface—to introduce basic economic and political management of a Roman faction). 

In short, the millennia-old “rules” of narrative create relationships of power and even submission
 between narrator and reader. These relationships are both a source of pleasure (they encourage “play”) and the basis of the most common relationship used for instruction: the mentor/student relationship. The combination of pleasure and learning that narrative offers is optimal for the structure of the video game tutorial. 

6. Narrative and HCI: A Dual Interpretation of Game Tutorials

While narratological models developed for literary work are potentially useful as an interpretive lens to understand different media, such as video game tutorials, we must avoid naively applying narratological methods to media, such as video games, for which it was not developed (Aarseth, 1997, 2004a, 2004b; Eskelinen & Tronstad, 2003). Since intrinsic discursive differences exist between different media forms, it is a dangerous proposition to impose a literary aesthetic on games, to be guilty of what Liv Hausken (2004) calls “media blindness,” by treating games as an inferior art, or by failing to perceive vital aspects of their meaning or experience, such as the fundamental importance of game rules, because narratology does not talk about them. Of course, Aarseth’s, Eskelinen & Tronstad’s, and Hausken’s concerns rest on a well established tenet of media studies that asserts a formative/constitutive conceptualization of the medium rather than a transmission model of the medium (e.g., McLuhan [2003], Hayles [1996], Lakoff & Johnson [2003]), one that we accept. And yet we do not want to throw out the proverbial baby with the bathwater: narratology has the potential, if used with nuance, to shed light on video games and in particular their tutorials.

We believe that inasmuch as the game (or tutorial portion of the game) tells a story, narratological analysis is potentially useful, with the proviso that we must account for medium-specific issues. We also recognize that video games manifest themselves as software interfaces, sophisticated in their representational capacity and rich in metaphor, and not simply as columns of text on the printed page. Inasmuch as a video game is manifest to the player as a software interface, narratology is less useful, and other analytical traditions, such as HCI, ludology, new media, and design theory are more likely to be of use. Of course, the tidy division between “inasmuch as a game is a story” and “inasmuch as the game is an interface” is an artificial one; in reality, they are mutually implicated. As a result, relevant theoretical traditions become fused as well, posing a challenge to researchers to make use of diverse theories with nuance and integrity.

The notion that culture and interfaces are mutually integrated, and the corollary that studying them requires an integration of theoretical traditions, recalls Manovich’s (2001) concept of “transcoding.” According to Manovich, one of the (near) universal principles of new media objects is that they can be understood along two mutually implicated levels: the cultural and the computer. For example, a digital photo might contain an image of a celebrity, and its composition implies a certain stance (commercial, ideological, etc.) toward that celebrity; simultaneously, the image comprises thousands or millions of pixels, is constructed using a compression algorithm, and is a given size because of server, bandwidth, or processor limitations. When this photo is manipulated in Photoshop, the designer tries to improve the impact of its meaning, and yet all Photoshop can work with are the pixels and compression algorithms that make it up.

As a part of our analysis of video game tutorials, we considered a number of tutorial features simultaneously as artifacts bearing cultural meaning and as digital interfaces. For example, in narratology, one finds the concept of focalization, or that toward which the narrative calls the reader’s attention. In computer-mediated virtual worlds, one “sees” the virtual space through a “camera,” which may follow the player (e.g., any platform game such as Sonic or Mario), which may be located inside the head of the player (e.g., first-person shooters, such as Halo and Castle Wolfenstein), or which may be fixed in each room or scene (e.g., survival horror games, such as Resident Evil or Fatal Frame). In video games, the focalization created by the camera is sometimes used in the narratological sense of calling the player’s attention to a certain semantically important object (survival horror games make heavy use of this technique); yet it is also used merely to help the player see what she or he is doing (as is common in platform games, such as Sly Cooper and Jak & Daxter), which is quite distinct from the narratological sense. Games can also focalize without use of the camera, as when a tutorial calls the player’s attention to a particular event in the game’s backstory. Thus, to equate the in-game camera with the narratological concept of focalization would be an oversimplification; yet the narratological notion of focalization is often relevant to the functioning of the in-game camera. The cultural layer notion of focalization and the computer layer interface issue of the camera have a complex relationship, sometimes fundamentally related, sometimes not at all. 

Our strategy in this section is to explore the relationship between corresponding cultural/narrative and computer phenomena (Table 2). Again, we must emphasize that we are not claiming that the items across the columns are equivalent, as if they were merely two ways of considering the same phenomenon. Rather, we believe that items across the columns at times show rough structural congruencies, and at other times have no discernable relationship at all. Teasing out this relationship, rather than wholly endorsing (naïve narratism) or absolutely rejecting (naïve ludologism) it, is one way to understand the interrelations of narrative and HCI/ludology in video game tutorials.

Table 2: Related, but non-equivalent, video game tutorial characteristics across the cultural and computer layers.
	Cultural (Narrative) Layer of Tutorial
	Computer (HCI) Layer of Tutorial

	Story
	Game Story

	· Character/Protagonist
	· Avatar

	· Character Development
	· Avatar Improvement

	· Setting
	· Virtual Space 

	Narrative Discourse
	Game Discourse

	· Narrator
	· Guide 

	· Discursive Properties

	· Game Rules

	· Focalization
	· Camera

	· Temporality: Story vs. Discourse
	· Temporality: Story Time vs. Game Time

	· Temporality: Scene vs. Summary
	· Temporality: Game play vs. Cut Scene 

	Work
	Work

	· Author
	· Game Designers, Script Writers

	· Reader
	· Player as User 

	· Intertextuality
	· Relationship(s) to Game Precursors 


Our analysis of video game tutorials along these dimensions reveals that because players come to games as experts in the issues in the left-hand column (i.e., the narrative dimension of the cultural layer), tutorials exploit this knowledge to teach players the sophisticated interface issues in the right-hand column. That is, tutorials exploit the mental models (Payne, 2003) that players bring to the game, thanks to their experience with narrative. As the tutorial ends and players have gained competence with the interface, the game blurs the two together again, so that interaction with the interface becomes indistinguishable from acting out the cultural narrative. While one’s actions during the early parts of the tutorial are quite deliberate and conscious, by the end they are ideally smooth and natural. For example, one no longer consciously presses LB, knowing that it maps to throwing a smoke grenade; no longer consciously presses up on the left analog joystick, knowing that doing so tells the computer to move the avatar forward; no longer consciously squeezes RT, knowing that the system interprets this act as firing a gun. Instead, the player assumes the role of a Russian soldier resisting the Nazi invasion of a city in his homeland and nearly forgets the controller in hand.

In the following sections, we consider three of these pairings: protagonist versus avatar, discursive properties versus game rules, and interextuality versus game precursors.

6.1. Protagonist Versus Avatar

The story character is one of the most universal discursive forms in human history, stretching across continents, millennia, and media forms. Its very ubiquity makes it easy to neglect a theoretical account of the character, but we follow Bal (1997) in understanding it on two levels: as actor and as character.  The actor plays a structural role: actors cause events to happen. The character level is for Bal a “complex semantic unit,” an actor with human characteristics applied. Of the two, the character is the more concrete form that we perceive, endowed with human characteristics and distinguishable from other characters, while the actor is an abstraction that we can only infer. On an intuitive level, and although the match-up is far from isomorphic, every player of a game takes on significant responsibility for agency, and this agency is often (though far from universally) embodied in a humanoid actor.
 

Stated very generally, video game tutorials teach players how to assume the structural role of actor (that is, how to play the game according to the rules of the game). Many of them also contextualize this structural teaching with characterization of their virtual representative, or avatar, in the game. As noted earlier, in the tutorial for Thief: Deadly Shadows, in addition to teaching the player how to read the light meter, how to walk silently, and how to crouch (all interface issues), the tutorial also characterizes the protagonist—Garrett—as a smart and cynical man willing to mix with all elements of society. In the tutorial for Black & White 2, the use of an angel and devil as twin advisors provides a mechanic in which the new player can learn different ways to accomplish goals even while it helps the player discover the ethical system that she or he will adopt during play. Structurally, the player-as-god in Black & White 2 has divine powers of causation, within the sophisticated rule system of the game; but this action becomes meaningful in part because of the ethical system that it pushes players to construct and impose on themselves, which they are free to roleplay, resist, or subvert through continued play.

Avatar customization includes much more than the inheritance (Thief) or construction (Black & White 2) of ethical systems. In role-playing games, such as the cinematic Final Fantasy X or the more open-ended Elder Scrolls: Morrowind, players constantly construct their avatars both structurally (e.g., upgrading of capabilities) and semantically (e.g., changes in gameplay styles and character roles that emerge from choices made when leveling up). In massively multiplayer online games, as with MUDs before them, players construct their very bodies, a process that is commonly also associated with the construction of identities (e.g., Donath, 1999; Turkle, 1995). Entry into today’s MMOGs involves a lengthy character/identity generation sequence, which are understood simultaneously on two levels: structural capabilities (the ways they interact with the game, its rules, its physics, etc.) and characterization. For example, in World of Warcraft the night elf race is characteristically associated with nature, and a racial history is provided to explain that association. On the structural side, the night elf has a built-in +10 bonus in resistance to nature-based attacks. Though the night elf hunter is in reality an instance of a logical programming construct with a specific collection of values (e.g., the +10 nature bonus) and behavior types (e.g., the capacity to turn into a fast-moving wisp when killed) assigned to him, he is not initially presented to the player as such. Instead, he is a member of a race and a class with both a narrated history and a narrated future; as the player takes him into the game, the mythological gives way to the ludological, as those specific values and behavior types become increasingly relevant (e.g., when leveling up).

The video game avatar is different from a character in a traditional text- or film-based narrative, especially with regard to their agency. Traditional narrative agents move the plot forward. Video game players take control over the plot, but the notion of moving it “forward” is problematic, because players can decide to complete optional quests, try to subvert the game, discover every secret, skip to the “good stuff” and so on. Eskelinen and Tronstad (2003) emphasize that configuration trumps interpretation in game play, and though we find their essay dogmatic, their point concerning the centrality of configuration in game play, and narratology’s explanatory shortcomings in that regard, is well taken. To understand a video game avatar solely in terms of narratological categories of character would miss essential aspects of gameplay. Yet in the tutorial, that liminal phase before players have the competence to realize their play ambitions within the full ludic space of the game, they are far more likely than in the rest of the game to be immersed in a closed narrative, with their agency limited and their basic actions heavily interpreted in the semantic/narratological realm. 

6.2. Discursive Properties Versus Game Rules

Ludologists often suggest a reductive relationship between narrative and simulation, in which the two are mutually exclusive binary opposites; for example, Aarseth (2004) writes, 

[The] real aesthetic quality of these games is in the design of the rule system, rather than in the design of the gameworld…. The hidden structure behind … most computer games is not narrative … but simulation…. The computer game is the art of simulation…. Simulation is the hermeneutic Other of narratives; the alternative mode of discourse, bottom up and emergent where stories are top-down and preplanned. (p. 52, emphasis in original)

For ludologists, the essence of the game is the logical system of its rules, rendering the perceptual aspects of the game almost incidental. Though we do not agree with this claim at face value (and the videogame media’s poker-faced discussion of “breast physics” in its reviews of the fighting game Dead or Alive 4 makes a strong counterargument), we also question the implied dichotomy between simulation and narrative, as if rules that govern emergence are alien to narrative discourse. 

Not just games, but all cultural artifacts, especially narrative ones, are subject to their own rule systems. We do not mean to suggest that the rules of narrative discourse are just like the rules of video games. We do ask whether there are at least some grounds for a comparison between the two, because if there are, then it opens the possibility that familiar narrative rules can be used to help new players learn game rules. Indeed, we found evidence of this phenomenon in the game tutorials we studied. 

But what do we mean by rules of narrative discourse? According to Todorov (1990), “A genre, whether literary or not, is nothing other than the codification of discursive properties” (p. 18). These properties include characteristics of a verbal, syntactic, and semantic nature (Todorov, 1975). They include properties such as the rhyming scheme and metrics of a sonnet, the “noble style,” the pragmatics of the utterance (or speech act), use of first-person voice, and so on. Thus, if an author of an autobiography tells a fictional story, the work is no longer an autobiography; it is a novel. Genres provide both authors and readers “horizons” that are the grounds of meaning (Todorov, 1990). In this sense, then, discursive properties of narrative genres are emergent: these rules make possible the production of new narratives whose generic structures are comprehensible in a given community. Aarseth’s claim that “stories are top-down and preplanned” is bad literary theory, because it applies neither to readers nor to writers. From the perspective of their composition, narratives are emergent from the discursive rules of the genre in which they are constructed. To suggest otherwise is to subscribe to a naive notion of authorship, in which the composing author simply transcribes a narrative that is already present-in-full in her or his mind. From the perspective of their consumption, if we follow literary theory in recognizing that reading is the construction of meaning in the mind of the reader, we see that the discursive properties of narrative genre are recognizable markers that shape the construction of meaning. Todorov’s theory of genre as a codification of rules that enable the construction of narratives and grounds the possibility of their meaning suggests that narrative discourse is not the opposing Other standing in binary opposition to ludological formulations of the role of game rules. On the contrary, discursive properties play a similar, though not identical role, to the rules of the game, though they operate on a different level.

Salen and Zimmerman (2004) claim the following characteristics of game rules: they limit player action; they are explicit and unambiguous; they are shared by all players; they are fixed; they are binding; they are repeatable. Game rules share many of the same characteristics as Todorov’s discursive properties, though obviously the latter are much less formal and explicit as the former. Further, like the discursive properties that make up a genre, they create horizons of comprehensibility for players, as long as they suspend disbelief; in Salen and Zimmerman’s words, “To play a particular game, players voluntarily submit to the game; they limit their behaviors to the specific restrictions imposed by the game rules. Once play begins, players are enclosed within the artificial context of a game—its magic circle—and must adhere to the rules in order to participate” (p. 124). Even more explicit on the relationships between rules and meaning, Salen and Zimmerman write, “Meaningful play in a game emerges from the relationship between player action and system outcome; it is the process by which a player takes action within the designed system of a game and the system responds to the action” (p. 156-7, emphasis in original). 

Generally speaking, both narrative and ludic pleasure derive at least in part from the reader’s/player’s submission to a codified set of rules, which simultaneously limit possibility and also create a space where meaning can be constructed. In video game tutorials, we commonly found a shift from narrative rules and meaning toward ludic rules and meaning. 

The tutorial for Halo: Combat Evolved (hereafter referred to as Halo 1) is an interesting case. An Xbox launch title, it was among the earliest console-based first-person shooters that used dual analog joysticks for control, the left for controlling the body, the right for controlling the camera, a control scheme that emulated the keyboard and mouse paradigm from PCs. Thus, in addition to teaching the usual first-person shooter basics (shooting, jumping, ducking, reloading, changing guns), it also had to teach what was at the time a new console control scheme. Like many tutorials, the game opens with a cut scene narrating the story context of the game. The protagonist, a cyborg warrior named Master Chief who is controlled by the player, is woken from his cyborg sleep (itself a common discursive property of science fiction). The supposed disorientation from waking becomes the context in which the new control scheme is taught to the player. An in-game guide character, embodied as a technician evidently in charge of your caretaking, teaches you how to walk and look around, which normally would be an absurd thing to teach a super warrior such as Master Chief. Once you have mastered basic movement and looking, another cut scene announces the compromise of the ship’s security, and Master Chief has to leave his sleeping chambers to navigate the halls to meet with the ship’s captain. Later, he will obtain a weapon and eventually escape the ship. Along the way, the player learns to jump and duck, to use weapons, to protect himself with his shield, to use a flashlight, and to defeat a number of common enemy types. He will encounter common science fiction discursive properties such as ugly aliens, jammed electronic doors, a self-sacrificing captain, an intelligent machine in sexy female anthropomorphic form (“Cortana”) who needs rescuing, and the ship’s ventilation system, each of which not only provides cinematic storytelling to the game, but also functions as a scaffold for the player to learn the game rules. The player’s mastery of the game rules is carefully spread out, with new skills typically preceded by narrative events (e.g., a scripted explosion blocks a door, forcing Master Chief to travel through the venting system, which precipitates the need to toggle the flashlight on and off). Of course, in later levels of the game, these game mechanics are not preceded by a narrative introduction; Master Chief simply begins levels with guns, and obstacles requiring jumping and ducking are not preceded with any narrative flourish.

Game tutorials, such as the one for Halo 1, make use of rule systems on both the narrative and ludic levels, which makes possible the sense-making and ultimately immersion in the game. More specifically, they use the familiar narrative rule systems to introduce the player to the unfamiliar ludological rule systems. In fact, we can characterize the genre of the video game tutorial by stating its most common discursive properties: it occurs at the beginning of the game; it combines both narrative and ludic elements; narrative facilitates the development of the player’s comprehension and performance within the context of the game rules; following the logic of the narrative, the video game tutorial contains a relatively scripted and linear path.

6.3. Intertextuality Versus Game Precursors

One of the characteristics of postmodern textuality that is shared by digital media, such as video games, is the applicability of the palimpsest metaphor (Herman & Vervaeck, 2001). The palimpsest is a writing material, such as a parchment or tablet, used one or more times after earlier writing has been erased but the traces of original writing can still be seen. This metaphor symbolizes something that has been reused or altered but still bears visible traces of its earlier form. In the case of video game tutorials, game intertextuality is manifested through the relationship(s) to precursors, from novels, board games, comic books, and film to other video games. Precursors often encode the discursive properties that create the horizon players use to understand new games. For example, the near-universal accessibility of the breakthrough game Pac-Man was at least partially attributable to its affinity to an earlier form: the board game. In the vocabulary of Bolter and Grusin (2000), Pac-Man “remediates” the board game.
We divide game precursors into two categories: cultural precursors and interface precursors. Cultural precursors help render visible the meaning of the game, through its vocabulary, actors, environment, and their relationships to one another. Interface precursors enable players to recognize how to become users of the game; this group of precursors includes interaction design patterns, interface metaphors, input device control scheme, and so on. These precursors provide many of the discursive properties that make the game comprehensible and appealing to the player. They also make possible game design and innovation during the creative phases.

One obvious example of cultural game intertextuality is the role-playing games’ use of paper-and-pencil role playing games, specifically, Dungeons and Dragons. Most digital role playing games assume players’ familiarity with vocabulary such as DM (the Dungeon Master), XP (experience points), HP (health points), MP (magic or mana points), and so on. This vocabulary has remained stable and assumed throughout 20 years of games; in games designed in North America, the Far East, and Europe; and on the PC, on consoles, and online. That this vocabulary could have such a long-lasting and diverse history provides evidence of its structural relevance. A cinematic, linear, turn-based RPG such as Final Fantasy X relies on this vocabulary as much as—and in largely the same ways as—an open-ended, action-oriented, do-what-you-want RPG, such as one of the Elder Scrolls games. This vocabulary derives its power not from the mere definition of its terms, but rather from the abstract system it provides. 

This system’s success derives largely from its ability to work on narrative and ludic levels. On the narrative level, it is a way to represent in a meaningful manner character/avatar power (magic points), injury (hit points), and growth (experience points), as well as a way to account for the agency of the storyteller (dungeon master). Players commonly talk about their characters having low hit points in creative and often humorous ways, saying, for example, “my knight is hobbling around on one leg with his arm in a sling, too dizzy to know what direction he is supposed to be heading.” Such articulations show how players use the system as the basis for meaning and the expression of their own attitudes, even though the system does not explicitly provide this information. On the ludic level, the system’s elements collectively function as data instances in an information system, even in paper-and-pencil RPGs. As far as the logical system is concerned, a character is a structured collection of attributes, and the XP, HP, MP vocabulary forms part of that collection. Put simply, the RPG vocabulary-system we have described resides fundamentally neither on the narrative nor the ludic sides; rather, it is an interface between the two, which makes the balanced logical system comprehensible and pleasurable to its human users.
Strategy games provide another example of cultural intertextuality. Final Fantasy X, Gladius, Civ 4, and many other games use turn-based battle strategies found in an earlier form in the “bookcase games” published Avalon Hill in the 1980s, including Diplomacy and later popularized with the Parker Brothers game Risk. These games require each player to wait for her/his turn to position military units, research technologies, create buildings and institutions, etc. The “turn” is a temporal abstraction used to control the flow of a game, whose meaning can also be explained simultaneously on narrative and ludic levels. Typically, the more intrinsically efficacious or powerful the move, the more turns allotted to opposing players. From the standpoint of game rules, this can be described in terms of balance; by granting the other player extra turn time when a player executes an especially powerful move, it ensures that the other player has the resources to counter that move. From a narrative standpoint, the explanation for the delay is that they “take longer” to execute because they are harder for the avatar, protagonist, or home civilization to pull off than other moves. Though the former ensures that the game works and is fun, the latter ensures that the player can understand and intuit these rules.

As we have just shown, cultural intertextuality functions as a cognitive interface between the narrative and ludic layers; in contrast, interface intertextuality operates more literally, with the recycling of interface elements, control schemes, metaphors, and so on. We have already described how Halo 1’s use of the keyboard and mouse paradigm represented a shift from earlier control schemes used on console first-person shooters; indeed, in the options menu for Halo 1, one can choose a “Legacy” control scheme that remaps the control scheme to the one used in its classic N64 precursor, Golden Eye. More recent games, such as Call of Duty 2 and Perfect Dark Zero not only feature the Halo control scheme, but they take for granted that the player has already mastered it. The very first task of the Call of Duty 2 tutorial is to jump out of a truck and walk over to pick up a weapon, a task that presupposes the player’s ability to control directional avatar movement with the camera. 

We can trace a similar genealogy of interfaces in the contemporary music game. Its earliest precursor is perhaps the oral concentration game, often played by children on long car trips. One variation is that the first player says a word that starts with A, “apple.” The second player adds B, but must repeat what went before: “apple, barrel.” The third continues, “apple, barrel, cat,” and so on. This game served as a foundation for an early electronic game, Simon Says, which provided four brightly colored buttons, each one with a unique musical tone. The computer created a sequence of button presses/musical phrase that players had to repeat as it increased in length. The Simon Says game mechanic was turned into a full-fledged console game with the 1997 release of PaRappa the Rapper for the PS1, in which the player helped PaRappa, the protagonist, rap by pressing buttons rhythmically according to cue. The game shifted the mechanics, though, by focusing the challenge not on the player’s ability to store strings of information in memory, but rather on the player’s ability to press correct combinations of buttons to the beat of music. This quirky game crystallized as a genre with the release of Space Channel 5 for the Dreamcast, eventually leading to more sophisticated variations Rez, Frequency, and Amplitude. But the genre also went in a different direction in 1998, with the arcade release of a game whose popularity would outshine all of the music games combined: Dance Dance Revolution, commonly abbreviated as DDR. DDR continued the replacement of twitch-based, rather than memory-based, gameplay with a twist: it replaced the joystick/handheld controller with a large dance pad with sensors on the floor, effectively compelling its players to move in a dance-like motion. In late 2005, the two branches of this genre took a step back towards each other, with the release of Guitar Hero, which combines the unique physical actions of the DDR dance pad with the karaoke-like completion of popular rock songs on a plastic guitar peripheral.

Intertextuality of either the cultural or interface variety does not inhibit innovation. Rather, it appears to make innovation possible, by providing a familiar collection of discursive properties, a small number of which game designers change, leading to the transformation of gameplay. That the notion of intertextuality applies equally to cultural or meaningful conventions as well as interface conventions and game rules suggests that to talk about intertextuality in games does not reduce games to instances of postmodern textuality. The essence of what makes games “games”—the operation of a game rule system—also can be explained in these terms. 

This discussion of intertextuality and game precursors suggests one definition of the video game tutorial: the purpose of the tutorial is to leverage the player’s knowledge of existing game conventions (both cultural and interface) while introducing her or him more deliberately to the new innovations. An implication of this notion of the tutorial—one which we have seen empirically in one game after another—is that they assume a community of gamers who have mastered all these interface precursors and intertexual vocabularies. For players outside of these communities, the tutorials themselves do not function as they should (e.g., many older people would need a tutorial just to learn how to play the Call of Duty 2 tutorial). The unfortunate result is that tutorials that stay within this definition may fail to address the originating problem of this paper: how to create supportive rituals that bring non-gamers into virtual communities. 

We suggest that this problem can be minimized in part by recognizing the distinction between cultural and interface intertextuality. Non-gamers and gamers alike are likely to share much of the cultural literacy that undergirds game intertextuality; however, only gamers are likely to share much of the interface literacy. 3D computer-mediated tutorials that assume interface literacy are likely to fail to reach new audiences. Our inference is that designers of game tutorials should continue to leverage cultural intertextuality as a means to introduce new players into their games, but that they should develop (presumably optional) tutorial content that gently introduces players to even well established interface paradigms. Doing so could potentially widen the market for a specific game and for 3D computer-mediated interfaces in general.
7. Conclusion

Video game tutorials are a special part of the overall game, featuring a different structure and serving different needs than the remainder of the game. In this paper, we saw both on both empirical and theoretical levels that narrative is the primary scaffold that enables prospective players to become users of interfaces to virtual worlds. This scaffolding is enabled by several characteristics: the nearly universal understanding of narrative that nearly everyone brings to a virtual world; the capacity of narrative to provide an organizing structure compatible with a tutorial’s learning objectives; and the rough congruencies between the rules of narrative discourse and the rules of game play. 

Theories of games that do not recognize the qualitative differences between game tutorials and the rest of games are unlikely serve game design or criticism as well as theories that do. The hasty dismissal of narrative as a key constituent of video games especially is likely to obfuscate the operations and value of game tutorials. At a time when virtual worlds are gaining traction for much more than game-based entertainment (here we are referring to “serious games” as well as social spaces, such as Habbo Hotel and Second Life that lack game structure), failure to understand the ways that narrative facilitates people’s transitions into 3D computer-mediated spaces is likely to lead to the unfortunate and at least partially unnecessary exclusion of many from the communities, experiences, and opportunities that virtual worlds afford.
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Appendix A

The games covered in this study were chosen based on existing conventions of common video game genres, which have been discussed by Wolf (2000), Laird & van Lent (2005), among others.

	Genres
	Games Examined 

	Action/Adventure
	Fable

Tomb Raider 2

The Matrix: Path of Neo

Kameo

	Puzzle/Adventure
	Pikmin

Myst V

Katamari Damacy

	Strategy
	Civilization 4

Kessen

Rome Total War

Black and White II

	Simulation
	The Sims 2

The Movies

	Flying
	Crimson Skies

Star Wars Rogue Squadron III: Rebel Strike

Secret Weapons Over Normandy

	Collectible Card Games
	Metal Gear Acid

Kingdom Hearts: Chain of Memories

	First Person Shooter (FPS)
	Halo 1

Call of Duty 2

Perfect Dark Zero

	Role-Playing Games (RPG)
	Neverwinter Nights

Kingdom Hearts

Gladius

Final Fantasy X

	Massively Multiplayer Online Games (MMOG)
	Second Life

World of Warcraft

Toon Town

	Physical/Exercise Games
	Antigrav

Guitar Hero

Dance Dance Revolution

	Stealth
	Thief

Sly 3

Metal Gear Solid 3

	Sports
	Tiger Woods PGA Tour 2004

SSX 3

Harry Potter Quidditch
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� The narratological distinction between story and discourse temporalities has at least a passing similarity to Juul’s (2004) distinction between event time and play time in video games. We return to this distinction—and to the related debate between ludologists and narratologists—later in the paper.


� Indeed, the similarities between the relationships among author, narrator, text, world image, and reader described by literary critics are strikingly similar to the relationships among designer, design concept, system, system image, and user described by Norman (1988).


� Tooltips are terms or descriptions that appear when the mouse hovers over an object in the environment.


� Scaffolding refers to tasks of progressive difficulty, in which the player is aided by the computer, and this aid is gradually withdrawn as the player improves.


� This notion of submission has been debated in literary criticism, with some (e.g., Iser [1980], Barthes [1978]) claiming power on behalf of the reader. All that is intended here is the notion that readers (and gamers), to appropriate Coleridge’s famous phrase, willingly suspend disbelief, and to that extent subject themselves to the narrator’s world.


� In a “militant” (by his own account) essay, Aarseth (2004a) attacks the use of narratology in games studies. However, his primary target appears to be narratologists who fail to consider the ways that games differ from texts; in the same article, Aarseth suggests (p. 54) that narratology can be used to contribute valuable analysis, so long as its practitioners do not fail to distinguish between games and more traditional narrative forms. 


� As described by Todorov (1990) and summarized below.


� Obvious exceptions include games where players cannot see themselves, common in strategy games as well as in puzzle games, such as Tetris.
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