InterroBang

Much More Than a Game

From its inception in 2009 through its most recent round of play wrapping up in June 201 I, InterroBang—
an online game that challenges middle and high school students to complete missions with deeds that con-
nect them to others while solving real-world problems—has gained a loyal following. Tens of thousands

of young people across the United States and from 124 nations have worked in their classrooms and their
communities to complete an array of challenges that link learning, problem-solving and reflection. Since its
launch, InterroBang has enjoyed almost 65,000 visits (with nearly 30,000 unique visitors), has garnered
interest and accolades from the White House, and captured a prestigious finalist spot at the 2011 Games
for Change Festival. This report summarizes the game’s background, partners, and key accomplishments
and shares lessons learned that can help shed light on similar efforts in the future.

&

H annah Chapple had always been a bright student, but her mother noted that she, like many middle
and high school students, had trouble “finding her wings” in terms of academic success and engage-
ment. But that started to change for Hannah when her class became involved with InterroBang, an online
game that challenges young people to complete missions by getting out into the community and address-
ing real world problems. As Hannah became more involved in the game, her mother began to notice a
change.

“I was a little skeptical last year when she told me she was playing a game for school on the computer
called ‘InterroBang’™” says Hannah's mother, Holly. “However the drive or little spark | saw in her could not
be denied... | am so thrilled and excited for her and now that spark is a fire. There is something really sim-
ple and basic and comforting about this game... [students] are able to reach to new heights and personally
challenge themselves.”

Perhaps Hannah’s most impressive project from the game came on a mission related Comeraien fo
to the Martin Luther King, Jr. Day of Service. Expanding on the original mission and NATIONAL&
making it her own, she created a large mural for her school based on the “| Have a COMMUNITY
Dream” speech, with the personal hopes and dreams of the entire student body rep- SERVICEESSIE
resented. The school administration was so impressed with the result that the MLK Microsoft
Mural of Dreams will now be an annual tradition. Additionally, Hannah leveraged the Eﬁﬁg&ﬁgﬁﬁﬂnlng

experience to bolster her college applications and win a $2,500 scholarship.

“This truly was the best thing Hannah could have become involved with,” notes her n
mother. “ am so thankful, thankful, thankful, that Hannah is playing a game called
InterroBang; who would have ever guessed this!”

elals

Hannah'’s story is just one of thousands to come out of the development of Inter- == =
roBang. This innovative and interactive game provides students with an opportunity mw()rmﬂm.
to engage their communities, schools, families, and peers in creative and challeng-

ing ways. Best of all, the game is designed to foster real-world changes—improving © Smithsonian
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neighborhoods, supporting the needy, cleaning the environment—using a platform, online gaming, that is
most often associated with passive consumerism.

This report focuses on the history and development behind InterroBang, the game’s structure and partici-
pants, and the many successes that have resulted from this investment in a new way of connecting gaming
to real-world engagement and service-learning.

&

Origins of InterroBang

In 2009, Microsoft US Partners in Learning and the Corporation for National and Community
Service’s Learn and Serve America program formed a partnership to collaborate on new ways to reach
youth and engage them in service through technology. The impetus behind this partnership came from sev-
eral recent reports that had caught the attention of both organizations:

*  Findings from the Gates Foundation’s Silent Epidemic report, which noted that 6,000 students drop
out of American schools every day, mainly because they find their classes “not that interesting” and
their schools lacking opportunities for real-world learning.

*  The Pew Internet and American Life project’s finding that 97% of youth play video games of some
kind, and that youth who play interactive games frequently tend to exhibit stronger social relation-
ships, enhanced ethical decisionmaking, and greater civic engagement.

“At Learn and Serve America we were asking ourselves what are schools and community-based organiza-
tions going to do to engage young Americans in service via online environments?” says Brad Lewis, Pro-
gram Officer at the Corporation for National and Community Service. “We wanted to figure out how to

connect with young people through a game that would get them doing things out in their communities.
Seat to street, as we like to say!”

At the same time Learn and Serve America was searching for a game-based solution, Microsoft US Partners
in Learning was also trying to figure out how to better engage youth through technology. They had an
active partnership with the Smithsonian, co-sponsoring four online conferences designed to get students
exploring the wealth of science-related information and exhibits provided by Smithsonian. But project
director Allyson Knox was looking for something innovative that would create a more dynamic “two-way”
interaction with students. Rather than simply providing online content for students to consume, Interro-
Bang offered a way to get at tangible student interaction and “back-and-forth” exchange.

“We had all these questions,” says Knox. “How do we work with youth to design a community that
inspires the love of learning? How do we leverage powerful and proven learning approaches such as service-
learning, online gaming, and peer-to-peer learning to help youth gain 2 Ist-century leadership skills? How
do we welcome, engage, and support all kinds of teachers and youth workers in this process?”

“I was searching for a platform that could bring the worlds of education, technology, service-learning,
and student engagement together,” she says. “Then a colleague told me about these interesting guys at
Nuvana...”
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Nuvana is a nonprofit software developer specializing in creative online games that engage learners in
activities to change their communities and lives. Nuvana’s core game engine, PlayGo™, had been used in
previous online games, such as Flashback, a history-themed project funded by the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting. After a few initial conversations, Knox immediately saw the potential for building a new
game on this platform.

“I just knew that we had to do something with this. This was the tool that could take the work we were
doing with the Smithsonian and expand it into an online environment that would bring in other elements,
such as service, parent engagement, and experiential learning. We were pretty excited, so we just went for
it!”

© The game is designed to

Game Development foster real-world changes
using a platform—online

Devel fth i I I ith funding f; : .
evelopment of the new game began in early 2010 with funding from gammg—that is most

Microsoft US Partners in Learning. The four original partners—Micro- ) i
soft US Partners in Learning, Learn and Serve America, Smithsonian, often associated with
and Nuvana—began piecing together exactly what InterroBang would passive consumerism.
look like and the key concepts that would influence development.

“We had some core values that we wanted to inform the development process,” says Knox. “The game
needed to tap into the students’ creativity and energy, but we also wanted to incorporate core pedagogical
approaches from the worlds of service and experiential learning.” These values were further expressed in
the vision for the game:

*  Anonline community inspiring youth to love learning.

*  Anonline community inspiring youth and adults to help one another and help one another learn.

*  Anonline community inspiring youth to take on challenging missions and demonstrate creative ways
to complete them.

*  An opportunity to practice problem-solving, service-learning and critical-thinking skills, and creativity.

As with Flashback, the developers decided to focus on a mission-based game structure. Students would
select and complete their missions, then upload their final “deed”—often a combination of video, pho-
tograph, song, poem, and essay—to the InterroBang site. Users would then earn points, badges, and
rewards based on their activities. The missions would provide both opportunity for real-world engagement
and creative use of technology within the game.

Within this framework, development of the missions and game structure was predicated on four desired
outcomes for youth who participated:

* | pushed myself to do something I've never done before.

* | helped someone else complete their deed.

* My deed changed me.

* My deed changed my neighbor, my community or the world.
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The development of the game happened on a very quick timeline, with the initial happening in May 2010.
The initial response and participation was very encouraging, with more than 8,000 students participating
from around the country. A second round of the game—Ilaunched in November 201 |—brought new part-
ners to the fold: ePals, a leading provider of collaborative technology for schools, and the Exploratorium,
a museum dedicated to encouraging the exploration of science, art, and human perception.

With concerted effort, timely funding, and fresh ideas, these partners had quickly created an innovative
game that was grounded in proven approaches to learning while providing students with a unique oppor-
tunity to express themselves and become engaged with friends, family, and community.

&

The Structure and Pedagogy of InterroBang

At its core, InterroBang is based on service-learning, a pedagogy that propels students into positions of
power and control asking them to use their enthusiasm, intelligence and ingenuity to make lasting change
through a research-driven model. The core concepts of service-learning include: Investigation, Preparation,
Action, Reflection, Demonstration, and Celebration (IPARDC). Service-learning has been shown to posi-
tively affect grades, attendance and educational aspiration'. Furthermore, student voice has been estab-
lished as a core tenet of high-quality service-learning and is one of the key reasons that this element has
been infused into the InterroBang strategy.

This pedagogical background plays out in the actions players take in the game, beginning with the selec-
tion of missions. These missions are created by youth and adults and organized by areas of inquiry such as
science, service-learning, creativity, and exploration. In all, there are now more than 100 missions students
can choose from on the InterroBang website: http://playinterrobang.com.

To make InterroBang as fair as possible, the players are divided into two leagues: middle school and high
school. Players only compete against others in the same level.

“Many missions have a transformative focus in which students must make a change in their habits or com-
munity,” says Knox. “For example, the Project Clean Stream mission asks players to develop and execute a
long-term plan to keep a local stream clean. These types of activities link students outside the classroom
but they also allow them to document the real changes they are making in their community.”

The documentation of mission activities is where the “magic” of InterroBang really happens. This docu-
mentation is often done through the use of familiar technology and participatory media—students share
their efforts with pictures, video, music, and writing within the InterroBang community. Completed and
uploaded missions are known as “deeds.”

I Billig, S. H., Root, S., & Jesse, D. (2005). The relationship between quality indicators of service-learning and student outcomes: Testing profes-
sional wisdom. In S. Root, J. Callahan, & S. H. Billig (Eds.), Advances in service-learning research: Vol. 5. Improving service-learning practice: Research
on models to enhance impacts (pp. 97—115). Greenwich, CT: Information Age.

Blyth, D., Saito, R., & Berkas, T. (1997). A quantitative study of the impact of service-learning programs. In A. Waterman (Ed.), Service-learning:
Applications from the research (pp. 39-55). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
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In perhaps the most unique aspect of the game, skilled moderators review these deeds according to assess-
ment rubrics. They provide students with direct feedback about their submissions and offer tips and guid-
ance on how to further complete or improve their documentation of their deed.

Teachers who were working with InterroBang players (or even organizing groups to play) greatly appreci-
ated the support of the moderators on the site. Several expressed thanks that the moderators made their
students think further about their work and did not accept the deeds as complete until they met the
required benchmarks. They also appreciated the moderators’ help in spotting plagiarized or repurposed
content and in reiterating points they were making to students about applying critical thinking and bring-
ing creativity to classwork. Noted one teacher: “I feel supported by, and connected to, other educators
because of InterroBang.”

The opportunity to interact with moderators was valued by students, as well. Several noted that the feed-
back they received helped them improve not only their deeds, but their skills in accepting and incorporating
feedback.

Once deeds are officially approved, players earn points for completing the mission. They can also be
awarded “badges” that signify special achievement (see page 14 for some representative examples). Badges
are awarded for being the first to complete a mission, outstanding use of technology, superior community
involvement, and a host of other fun and creative accomplishments.

These points and badges are then tallied in pursuit of prizes awarded at the end of the game. There are
many ways to earn recognition and win prizes in InterroBang:

e Asan individual if you are in middle school or high school
*  As a player working within a group
* Asaplayer who is deemed to have completed a mission with the highest quality

*  Asaplayer or member of a team that has accumulated the most points during the duration of the
entire game

Prizes have included items such as Flip video cameras and Xbox gaming consoles.

Top 10 InterroBang Missions (in terms of completion by players)

I. Create a Videogame Part |: Make 6. Shopping Cart Art

A Character ;
7. Trespassing the Future

2. Painting With Light :
8. Share the Air

3. Tiny Pants Photo Challenge ;
9. Create a Videogame Part 2: Make

4. VYis for Yoga A Plan

5. Judge A Book By Its Cover 10. Dreams Collage
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InterroBang Participants

From the beginning, InterroBang was designed to be played by a diverse range of students, both in terms of
age and their level of technology access. Although some of the missions involve the use of technology to
complete the deed, the overall game design is not reliant on high-end tech access. All a player needs is an
Internet connection to access the site and upload deeds. This has democratized participation in the game,
while also placing the emphasis on the work done away from the computer.

“This is still about engaging communities,” says Lewis, “But we are
using the gaming platform to connect with and motivate the youth.

I feel Supported b)/, That’s the exciting part, and you can see it when you look at who is
and connected to, other participating.”
educators because Of Over the three rounds of the game, InterroBang has welcomed almost
InterroBang.” 65,000 visits to the site and more than 800,000 page views. All 50

states were represented by players and teams, as were |24 countries
outside the United States.

An analysis of the 10 highest-scoring teams at both the middle and high school level captured the per-
centage of time that participants who played as teams collaborated with others as well as level of teacher
engagement. As levels of collaboration and teacher involvement increased, the quality of completed deeds
climbed as well, pointing to the potential of InterroBang to truly enhance the learning process and foster
real community.

The site has had almost 30,000 unique visitors since launch. Each visitor spends an average of 10 min-
utes on the site, primarily searching for and uploading missions. Visitors also spend time looking at the
completed deeds of other players, providing comments and networking with each other on the site. These
data suggest that InterroBang produced a high level of engagement among participants and that the
diverse nature of the missions was a good fit with a highly diverse set of players. One high school teacher
in Loudon, Virginia noted that playing the game went a long way toward minimizing “senior slump” in
her 12th-grade class: “I cannot tell you how much my seniors are enjoying and engaging in this competi-
tion... Thank you so much. Typically after their AP tests are done [mid-May], it is a real struggle to keep them
engaged...well, no more (that is if you will continue to offer such awesome opportunities). Please tell me you'll
do this again?!”

5

The Success of InterroBang

To get a true sense of the scope and quality of effort of InterroBang participants, all one has to do is look at
some of the hundreds of completed deeds on the site. Each mission lists the players who have completed
it and provides a link to their deeds, fully capturing all the great work done on a mission-by-mission basis.
We have selected several representative missions to highlight the diversity and quality of student work.
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Mission: Vital Arts

Summary: This mission revolved around a service-themed art project for MLK Day. As noted in the introduction
to this report, Hannah created an MLK Day of Service “| have a dream” mural, depicting student dreams. This will
now be an annual project at Hannah’s school, leaving a lasting change as a result of her service.

Vital Arts

41 playors ke this doed.
Do you bike this deed
Then chok the thums

g bet oy cireams be knows,
memberis, LK in an smaring

What we did:

“The school has let their dreams be known, and we're remembering
MLK in an amazing way.”

Ma nd the Firished Mursl
B e R

e My name is Hannah Chapple, and the idea to take this mission to
BEELRDME thenext step hit me suddenly. Why paint only a canvas of Martin
¢ Wi I & B Luther KingJr, when an entire mural could express not only a
U BEEFRM few dreams, but the dreams of everyone in Loudoun County High
HMOPEWEE School.

BB BSF

o First, | created the “Box of Dreams,” where students submitted the
dreams they had for themselves, the world, or the school. After
getting all of the students dreams, | spent Saturday painting the
mural. My dad and | bought a 4’ x 8’ piece of plywood with the
donations of the project, and used a bunch of left over wall paint
from our house. First, | applied the background, which was many
different colors. Afterward, my friend and | painted Martin Luther
King Jr. Finally, | pasted and wrote all of the dreams throughout
the mural.

Bo e W gt st P ke 3 LOT o S For 30 0

..,,.,_-.M..mm reat men hassan

iam«nd-v.x-mm o Bdeetn - may 2 98

I’'m truly happy with the result. We will be screwing the box of
dreams onto the mural, so students can always post their dreams.

“Great effort here. I love | absolutely loved doing this project, and would be thrilled to have
the Box of Dreams ideas, students at LCHS continue projects like these.
and am more lmpressed Players tagged in this project are those who have donated money
at some of what you to help purchase supplies, so thank you! And thank you to the
received in that box from InterroBang executives as well!
your fellow students...
way to go!
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Mission: Sticks and Stones

Summary: This mission required players to explore bullying by interviewing people about their bullying experi-
ences. In the example deed below, four players produced a video featuring a victim of bullying, two administra-
tors from the school, and another student who was a frequent witness to bullying. Together, the interviews pro-
vide awareness and context on the issue while highlighting approaches to reduce bullying in the school.

I sticks & Stones

2 playirs Bk this devd,
Instrections: Bulying is on the rise. intersew anyons on wdectaps - students. aduts, chiden Do you ke this deed?
atout thee o b buied. Create a

Thian chek the Thams

CRAE]

“We created 2 doc

a0 illustrate b
™ Sebonl ™

What we did:

“We created a documentary to illustrate how bullying effects lives in
our High School.”

Nich, Stephanie, and | all decided to make a documentary address-

T R «ing an issue that plagues every high school, bullying. We started

| | =mH our mission by planning a questionnaire that consisted of ques-

B ' tions we would use to ask the people we interviewed, then we
T e Went out into the halls searching for candidates to interview.

We came across Jessica who had her own personal experiences
in bullying and who was kind enough to give us insight into the

Videos for most world of a person being bullleq. Then, we talked to two admin-
istrators at our school, our guidance director, Mr. C, and our
deeds were shared principal Mr. O. Both of these men gave us insight into the “what
using yOuTube, can be done to stop bullying” side of of documentary. We also
Vimeo, and other talked to a bystander as well, Cyrus who admitted to frequently

. . witnessing bullying in the hall.
streamlng services.
We learned that bullying seems to be an issue that continues to
penetrate throughout schools, no matter if there is a “no-toler-
ance” policy set in place. But we also learned that with proactive
administration, confident bystanders, and strong victims, schools
can come together to slowly decrease the bullying activity in both
schools and on the Internet.
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Mission: Me Unplugged

Summary: This mission challenged players in an interesting way: They had to go 24 or 48 hours (the latter for
more points) without using a single electronic device or appliance — no electricity at all (except for a camera to
document the challenge). This mission was designed to spur critical thinking about the often unanalyzed role

of technology in our lives. Most players opted for, and struggled with, the 24-hour version. But the deed for

the 48—hour challenge below from Nicole W shows that players came up with creative and meaningful ways to
pass their time. She writes: “Let me tell you, this was a hard goal. | couldn’t use my alarm clock, iPod, computer,
cell phone, or even lamps! ... | think that not using anything electrical really brought our family closer together
because | spent more time with them. It also encouraged me to spend more time exercising.”

E Me Unplugged - vol. 2
Instresctions: Uie no slectrical ar battery-shhoen diaces Sor 43 hous — excapt e 8 camans (you ! D‘D‘:w: :I: :.n:;
MUST documant the expenencs with hatod or wiea). Also, wite 3 detailed diary of the Than chk the thum:
pasdhasy

1 went 48 beowars with ot amy locwicsl
deovices™

What we did:

“| went 48 hours with out any electrical devices.”

| had to complete the hard task of going 48 hours without any
electrical devices. Let me tell you, this was a hard goal. | couldn’t
use my alarm clock , iPod, computer, cell phone, or even lamps! |
walked around with a candle using it to read magazines and finish
my homework. | even went two days with little makeup because |
couldn’t see what | was doing.

The first day was really hard. In the morning, | got my mom
to wake me up and took a shower in the dark. When | got to

NlCOle nOted school | couldn’t use my phone to see what time it was, | just
she Spent more asked around. Thank goodness | didn’t have to use any laptops
time than usual at school. At night, after [ finished my homework, | read some

. magazines to pass the time until | had to go to bed. The second

WIth her younger day wasn't that bad though, because | knew what to expect. It
brothel' Whlle was very similar to the first day except that evening, | wanted to

“unplugged.” go on Facebook very badly, but it was only a few more hours until

| ate dinner. So, | played some games with my brother and threw
the football with some friends.

| think that not using anything electrical really brought our fam-
ily closer together because | spent more time with them. It also
encouraged me to spend more time exercising.
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Mission: Foodshed

Summary: The Foodshed mission asked players to compare and contrast the produce found at a national grocery
chain with that found at a local farmers’ market. The mission specifically asked players to note the source of the
food, with the intention of raising awareness about the amount of resources that support food production and
the possibility of food scarcity. In the example deed below, players “sylvialaughsalot” and “Dark Cocolatte” note
not only the differences in produce quality, but also in the physical and interpersonal environment: “At [national
chain] most workers would not communicate with the customers. However, the vendors at the farmers’ market
will greet, smile and spark conversations. They were eager to help us out with this mission; for that we would
like to give special thanks to them.” They also compiled a list of all of the items one could purchase for the same
price or lower at the farmers’ market.

El) Foodshed

Instructions: Mission Vist the produce section of 2 supsrmarket. Take notes on at least 10
warwtes of produce avadasie. Hote g of the produce o 5
must indhcate 5 coign) Now, examne locally-grown produce found at your local Farmer's
Market. Make a documentary or detaded report Companng and contrasting supsrmarket produce
with Farmar's Market produce

W tock o visk b0 . local Saloway and the |
Alemany Farmess Ma * bn San Francisco.”

What we did:

“We took a visit to our local [national grocery chain] and the Alemany Farmers Market
in San francisco.”

The Alemany Farmers’ Market was a interesting experience! In our opinion, we
thought it was way better than our local grocery store, [national chain]. It was a
different but a very friendly environment. At [national chain], most workers would
not communicate with the customers. However, the vendors at the farmers’ market
will greet, smile and spark conversations. They were eager to help us out with this
mission, for that we would like to give special thanks to them.

We noticed that the produce from the farmers” market was more eco-friendly. There
were barely any plastic packaging and coverings. Most of the products were also or-
ganic, whereas the products from [national chain] were not. At the farmers” market,
we asked the vendors about the origin of the products and most of them originated
from California. We noticed that most of the farmers’ market products also came
from Watsonville, CA. Products from [national chain] were from all over USA. [Na-
tional chain] products usually come from big companies that have numerous farms
— located around the country. We believe that the produce from the farmers” market
wmee  Was handled with more care than the produce from [national chain]

“Excellent
comparison At [national chain], the produce could not be compared with the quality of the pro-
duce at the farmers’ market. For example, the organic carrots from Tomatero Farms
photos. Thanks. are nicely washed and free from dirt. However, the carrots displayed inside [national
You get points chain] seemed dry and crusty. The roots and the shoots of the carrots also seemed
and badges!” like they were cut with haste and without care. Most of the fruits were harvested

the day before the vendors sell their fruits. In [national chain], most fruits were
harvested a week before they are actually displayed for sale.

To us, the prices of products are more worth it if bought from the Farmers” Market.
The reasons for our opinion are because the organic products in grocery stores like
[national chain] are usually more expensive than non-organic products. However, at
the farmers” market you can get organic products for less than the price offered at
places like [national chain].

10
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Mission: Project Cleanstream

Summary: This simple yet impactful mission asked students to clean up a stream in their area and document the
before and after results. Most players chose streams close to their school or home, usually because they were
already aware of the trash and pollution problem at the site. In the example deed below, five players from a team
in Maryland cleaned up a creek that was used as a shortcut for students leaving behind lots of trash. In addition
to the clean up, the players also planned for future efforts: “Cleaning the stream was a great experience and we
hope can influence others to do the same. We plan to return at least twice a month to clean it again if there is
more litter. We also plan to post some signs persuading people to not litter.”

ED Project Clean Stream

Rentsucticeni: Find & polbatid stsans oo et 3 criate 3 plas 10 et # op and make 8 Baskby
hapy and betzar for #ll whs depand on 2. G out isd by you plan and decement tha seks wih
Ewkors and sber prctures. Subeat your i

What we did:

“Cleaning a stream”

After noticing the large amounts of debris in our community, we
were enlightened to try to make a difference for everyone.

To clean the stream we plan to remove the trash and put it in a
bag and throw it in a dumpster.

We cleaned a stream close to our school. We first found it when
we needed a shortcut to a store. We disposed of the trash prop-
erly through the use of recycling bins and trash cans. After some
time of hard labor, we managed to completely clean the area.
The stream afterwards looked much healthier and flowed nicely.
Cleaning the stream was a great experience and we hope we can
influence others to do the same. We plan to return at least twice
» X a month to clean it again if there is more litter. We also plan to

Excellent deed with a good follow post some signs persuading people to not litter.
up plan. Consider taking this one

step further and document how Update: After a few months of continuing to return to the stream
X and cleaning, the environment seems to be much healthier and
long it takes you to clean each greener. We also managed to get many people, including friends
month for six months and see if and family, to actively participate in our cause.

the signs are having the intended

effect as measured by decreasing

time to clean the same area, each

month. Then present your findings

to the local Environmental Protec-

tion Agency (city or state, perhaps
to start!) Rock on!”
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Accolades and Awards In addition to these compelling deeds, the feedback

InterroBang has earned plenty of praise during the and involvement from teachers, parents, and men-
ﬁrst two rounds of the game, not only from play- tors thrOUghOUt the game also prOVided evidence of
ers, teachers, and parents, but from the broader success:

gaming world and policymakers as well. Among _

the highlights: e Several teachers made InterroBang points a

requirement for completing their class.

* Interrobang was second-place winner of the
Games for Change Social Impact Game of the
Year in 2010. Winners in this category were
selected by popular vote.

* Teachers and parents themselves authored many
missions which directly correlated to the curricu-
lum for the second round of the game.

e Atthe 2011 Games for Change Festival, * At least one school district changed its policy
InterroBang was one of four finalists (out around accessing YouTube from school computers
of more than 40 entries) in the Education when administrators saw the creative expression
and Learning category. Finalists in this being developed by players.
category were selected by a panel of seven
esteemed jurists from the fields of education The involvement of teachers, parents, and mentors
and technology. was further facilitated by dedicated guidebooks

available on the site explaining how they could best

*  The developers of InterroBang were also fea- support the students who were actively playing. The

tured in a meeting on innovations in service-
learning at the White House, which included
educational technology experts from the

US Department of Education, White House
Office of Science and Technology Partner-
ships, the First Lady’s Office and the Domes-
tic Policy Council.

Microsoft US Partners in Learning team frequently
received letters and emails from adults supporting
the players, thanking them for providing this oppor-
tunity to learn and grow with their child or students
in the classroom. One parent noted, “I had no idea
my child was so creative!”

S

Impact on InterroBang Partners and
Future Game Development

The success of InterroBang can also be felt in the lasting impact it’s had on the many partners involved

in the project. From the Microsoft US Partners in Learning perspective, the success of the game has led to
a rethinking of future efforts. “I think we will be incorporating much more gaming into future projects,”
notes Knox. “Seeing how effective this has been has opened our eyes to the possibilities gaming provides.
It’s still grounded in service and pedagogy, but | loved how this game got students thinking about their
thinking. It’s been great to use this online experience to boost real-world experiential learning.”

Brad Lewis also indicates that the success of InterroBang has validated much of CNCS’s thinking around
the potential for gaming. “I think we know now that gaming can be this huge force in mobilizing young
people to engage their community. The challenge now is to take this to the next level.”
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Lewis thinks that more can be done to improve the InterroBang experience for players and the impact the
game has.

“I'd like to see us find ways of integrating Facebook and other social media into the game. We've also
talked about doing some kind of micro-economy using the points that players build up while playing. And
certainly, we need a mobile version for phones, tablets, and other smart devices. People’s online lives are
increasingly connected to their ‘real’ life—and we need to be able to engage players in different ways. There
is so much potential here.”

Lewis also noted the need to expand the game’s reach, especially through “cross-pollination” with other
federal partners and websites, such as Afterschool.gov.

)

Lessons Learned

While no formal evaluation of InterroBang was conducted, the key partners were able to glean important
lessons across the three iterations of the game. Although some of these findings are anecdotal, they can
provide valuable guidance to others considering a similar blend of online gaming, community exploration
and service, and student engagement. Lessons include the following:

e The costs of running a game like InterroBang are significant and
may be prohibitive of long-term scalability.

*  Hands-on moderation was crucial to student engagement. Mod- Seemg how effectwe

erators based at a number of partner sites provided thoughtful, this has been has

constructive feedback on student deeds, usually with a very fast opened our eyes to the

turnaround. As the Lead Moderator, Adrian Dede, shared: “Play- oL Ofons .

ers really appreciate personalized one-to-one feedback from a real pOSSlbllltleS gaming

mentor within 24 hours of their submission. Moderators help provides,,, It’s been

players improve their work and think about what they learned.” great to use this online

Funding an adequate number of moderators, however, and provid- .

ing the quick response time, is also one of the cost and staffing experience to boost

challenges of an endeavor such as InterroBang. real-world experiential
e Students were less motivated by prizes than the partners origi- leammg-

nally expected. Moderators observed that students were driven
more by intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivations in their efforts
to complete and revise their deeds.

e Partnerships were key. With a combination of government, private industry and national nonprofits,
the partnerships behind InterroBang brought together a diverse set of players. While this collaborative
background was an important part of the game’s success, balancing the competing needs of a range of
partners (both monetary and non-monetary partners) was a challenge. Clear expectations, roles and
responsibilities for all partners would be crucial in any further iterations of the game.

*  Due to security concerns on the part of schools and districts, future games like InterroBang would
benefit from using data encryption (such as HTTPS). In the experience of Microsoft US Partners in
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Learning, school districts are more confident about letting students access such sites, eliminating
potential barriers to participation.

* leveraging existing national events proved to be a productive way to gain traction for InterroBang (and
presumably for similar efforts). Events capitalized on during InterroBang’s run included Global Youth
Service Day, the National Service-Learning Conference, the National Conference on Volunteering, Mar-
tin Luther King, Jr. Day of Service, and even the annual Thanksgiving National Football League game in
Detroit, Michigan.

5

Conclusion

Over the two years of development and participation, InterroBang has touched the lives of thousands of
young people and their communities. The project has successfully merged the best participatory aspects
of online gaming with real-world service-learning, providing a new platform for students to express their
creativity, aspirations, and solutions to their community’s problems. Each of the program partners—
Microsoft US Partners in Learning, Learn and Serve America, Nuvana, Smithsonian, ePals, and the Explor-
atorium—can take pride in developing something innovative and engaging. Future efforts to incorporate
service-learning into online games will benefit considerably from the success and lessons learned from the
InterroBang project.

Sample Badges Earned by InterroBang Players

[

o

5 points 5 points 10 points 20 points 20 points
For excellence in Be the first to Has done 10 missions.  You've solved a problem You did something
Deed descriptions! complete a mission. using an unconventional  transformative, changing
methodology. a person, a place or a

thing for the better.
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