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ABSTRACT 
Contemporary research and discourse exploring intersections of games and learning 

leans towards the design and experiences of digital games. Despite their growing 

popularity in recent years, investigation of non-digital games and learning remains 

limited in comparison. This paper describes the game design process and presents a key 

finding from early playtest data of All Players Are Equal—a Dungeons & Dragons 

[D&D] (Arneson and Gygax 1974) one-shot experience inspired by George Orwell’s 

novel Animal Farm (1945). The game leverages mechanics such as agency, 

transgression, and death—which are also key themes represented in the novel—to 

facilitate a shared pivotal play and learning experience. By discussing key design 

choices and reflections from initial playtests (12 participants total, 7M, 5F, aged 18-

40), this paper offers insight into how opportunities for pivotal play and learning may 

be created or enhanced within games. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There are moments in games that can impact how players make sense of their real lives 

and worlds. From personal experience, Final Fantasy VII’s (Square Enix 1997) 

exploration of environmental sustainability, Undertale’s (Fox 2015) commentary on 

moral complicity, and the unexpected death of my first character in a Dungeons & 

Dragons [D&D] (Arneson and Gygax 1974) campaign, have all been profound 

catalysts for personal reflection, implicit learning, and changed attitudes towards 

similar real-life experiences. What these examples indicate, amongst countless others, 

is that ‘leisurely games’—or games for entertainment—have the innate potential to be 

‘serious’ and facilitate meaningful learning experiences.  

The connection between games, play, and learning, has drawn significant 

interdisciplinary attention from scholars, educators, and game designers (e.g., Bellotti 

et al. 2010; Gee 2003; Plass et al. 2020; Squire 2011; Vygotsky 1978). Well-known 

concepts like ‘gamification,’ ‘serious games,’ and ‘game-based learning,’ are widely 

referenced in both public and scholarly discourses on games and learning. Although 

there are numerous definitions and understandings of these concepts, gamification is 

generally considered to be “the use of game design elements in non-game contexts” 

(Deterding et al. 2011, 9), serious games are broadly thought of as games that have 

been designed for an explicit educational purpose (Abt 1987), whilst game-based 
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learning is mostly articulated as gameplay that has defined learning outcomes (Shaffer 

et al. 2005). Even though research into these areas has provided beneficial insight and 

outcomes for designers, practitioners, and learners alike, the underlying assumption 

that games can only be played ‘leisurely’ or ‘seriously’ is limiting. Additionally, 

contemporary research tends to lean towards digital games and their applications and 

experiences. As non-digital games are experiencing a modern resurgence in popularity 

and play—evidenced by factors such as their positive representation in popular media 

(Sidhu and Carter 2020) and the rise and success of “Actual-Play” content (e.g., Chalk 

2023; Jones 2021)—it is necessary to continue representing them within contemporary 

games research and design understandings. 

Prior research into non-digital games and learning has shown that players can 

experience appealing, memorable, and transformative play moments that continue to 

impact them beyond the gameplay context (e.g., Sidhu and Carter 2021b; Sidhu et al. 

2021). Adding to the nascent work on non-digital games and learning (e.g., Darvasi 

2019; Garcia 2020; Maragliano 2019; Rajkovic et al. 2019; Sousa 2021; Willet et al. 

2018; Zagal et al. 2006), this paper overviews the design process and presents 

preliminary playtest data from All Players Are Equal—a short standalone D&D 

experience inspired by George Orwell’s novel Animal Farm (1945). The game 

leverages agency, transgression, and death—key themes of the novel and core 

mechanics in most D&D play—to facilitate a shared pivotal play moment and learning 

experience. I begin this paper by firmly situating my work in existing literature on 

games and learning, meaningful play, and D&D. My research methodology is outlined 

briefly before key choices and findings from the game design and preliminary playtest 

process (which involved 12 participants total, 7M, 5F, aged 18-40) are described. The 

discussion section summarises the current strengths, limitations, and potential avenues 

for future research and application of the game. By contributing my personal insights 

on designing for pivotal play, I hope to showcase one way that non-digital games like 

D&D may be designed or targeted towards learning. 

RESEARCH CONTEXT AND BACKGROUND 

Games and Learning 
Games are increasingly being valued for their potential function as engaging teaching 

and learning tools (e.g., Belman and Flanagan 2010; Gee 2003; Hammer et al. 2018; 

Harrington and O’Connell 2016; McFarland 2020; McGonigal 2011; Ostenson 2013; 

Plass et al. 2020; Schrier 2016; Squire 2011; Vygotsky 1978). Available research 

suggests that meaningful learning from any game is possible so long as it is well 

designed, executed in an appropriate context, and aligns with the desired learning 

outcomes or content (e.g., Clark et al. 2016; Hammer et al. 2018, 286). As my 

experimental game design of All Players Are Equal intersects with dominant concepts 

like gamification, serious games, and game-based learning, a brief overview of each 

field is provided below. 

Gamification 
As the games industry and its audience continues to grow exponentially (e.g., Brand 

and Jervis 2021; Entertainment Software Association 2022; Interactive Software 

Federation of Europe 2020), there have been sustained efforts to capitalise on the 

enjoyment, engagement, and motivation received from ‘leisurely’ gameplay. 

Gamification has become a buzzword—particularly in fields of education and 

training—to represent the enhancement of learning through game mechanics. As it is 

currently understood, gamification describes “the use of game design elements in non-

game contexts” (Deterding et al. 2011, 9) or “the phenomenon of creating gameful 

experiences” (Koivisto and Hamari 2014, 179). 
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In practice, gamification has often focused on utilising reward and progression 

mechanics to improve learning. Elements such as achievement points, trackable 

progress bars, badges, and even personal avatars/characters, are all commonplace in 

both digital and non-digital gamified learning experiences. Some key examples of 

gamification in formal learning environments (i.e., classrooms, professional 

development workshops, e-learning, etc.) include Kahoot! (Kahoot! ASA 2013)—a 

customisable digital quiz-based learning platform targeted towards summative content 

assessment and increased learner engagement (Wang and Tahir 2020)—and general 

progression tracking through non-digital means such as ‘star charts,’ stamps, or stickers 

(Zainuddin and Keumala 2021, 173-176). Gamification can also be seen in other 

leisurely spaces through examples such as rewards cards for retail store purchases, or 

fitness applications that track development towards certain goals. While gamification 

can involve the more ‘narratological’ elements of games, such as overarching stories 

and imagined settings, most gamification mechanics are targeted towards the continual 

assessment or monitoring of learning. 

As both game design and learning philosophies draw heavily from similar 

psychological theory backgrounds (Landers 2014), there has been significant research 

evaluating various factors and perspectives of gamification in formal education 

contexts (e.g., Barata et al. 2017; Bouchrika et al. 2019; Caponetto et al. 2014; Fujimoto 

et al. 2019). However, there is an implicit focus on digital and online applications of 

gamification, which overlooks the importance and potential of non-digital examples 

and mechanics. Though scholars have found success in using non-digital game 

mechanics such as dice rolling, card selection, and voting—particularly for online 

learner participation and collaboration in e-learning spaces (Sousa 2021)—further work 

into non-digital manifestations of gamification is necessary (Far and Taghizadeh 2022). 

Serious Games 
Like gamification, due to the increased interest in games and their learning affinities, 

multiple understandings and definitions of serious games exist. Arguably, the most 

notable and widely used definition comes from researcher Clark Abt. His foundational 

usage of the term describes serious games as games that have “an explicit and carefully 

thought-out educational purpose and are not intended to be played primarily for 

amusement” (Abt 1987, 9). Where gamification focuses on leveraging specific 

ludological or mechanical elements derived from games, serious games are holistically 

designed for learning. Since Abt, scholars and designers have proceeded to emphasise 

the context and purpose of serious play within their definitions (e.g., Breuer and Bente 

2010; Zyda 2005). While these definitions vary, most share the sentiment that serious 

games are games which are used for more than just mere entertainment (Susi et al. 

2007).  

Examples of both digital and non-digital serious games are abundant. Simulator-style 

games like the Microsoft Flight Simulator series (Microsoft 1982) and the Farming 

Simulator series (GIANTS Software 2008) are popular and appeal to audiences that 

wish to explore and learn about these professions without real-life risk to lives or 

property. Similarly, Monopoly (Hasbro 1935)—the property-economics-themed 

boardgame—was originally designed with the intention of illustrating the negative 

aspects of private land monopolies (Hoy 2019). That Dragon, Cancer (Numinous 

Games 2016) offers an interactive personal perspective into a serious lived experience, 

which has similarly been demonstrated in other digital games like This War of Mine 

(11 bit studios 2014) and Depression Quest (The Quinnspiracy 2013), and in non-

digital games and LARPs like Train (Romero 2009) and Ground Zero (Jokinen and 

Virtanen 1998). 



 

 -- 4  -- 

Serious games literature has historically focused on detailing the implications and 

outcomes of designing for, and participating in, serious digital and non-digital 

gameplay (e.g., Bjørkelo and Jørgensen 2018; Bopp et al. 2016; Burke et al. 2010; 

Göbel et al. 2010; Gowler and Iacovides 2019; Holtz 2018; Hopeametsä 2008; Montola 

2010; Schönauer 2011). While the exploration of both digital and non-digital examples 

is valuable, the distinction and categorisation of games as “serious” unintentionally 

disregards opportunities for learning that can appear naturally within all types of games 

and play—not just serious ones. 

Game-Based Learning [GBL] 
As with gamification and serious games, game-based learning [GBL] does not have a 

singular widely applied definition. Most understandings do articulate, in some way, 

that GBL is gameplay that facilitates learning (e.g., Plass et al. 2015, 258; Shaffer et al. 

2005). However, there is contention as to whether this type of gameplay must cater to 

previously defined learning outcomes and skills or take place in explicit educational 

settings. 

Examples of GBL can vary from learning via game design to using games as texts 

within education curriculums and syllabi. For example, Minecraft Education (Mojang 

2016) is a digital game platform that allows educators and learners to address and 

design curriculum content through the Minecraft game environment. Games are also 

studied as texts within schools and other formal learning environments as their 

overarching narratives, themes, and/or game mechanics, can overlap with or exemplify 

intended learning outcomes or curriculum content. In addition to this, gameplay itself 

offers valuable opportunities for learning. Alongside their representation of scalable 

cultures and economics that mirror real-world examples, Massively Multiplayer Online 

Games (MMOs) like Final Fantasy XIV (Square Enix 2013) and World of Warcraft 

(Blizzard Entertainment 2004) rely on players’ social and relational skills such as 

communication, collaboration, and creativity, which adhere to generic learning 

outcomes that are targeted worldwide. 

Research into GBL often examines or articulates the achievement of pre-determined 

learning outcomes (e.g., Bacalja and Clark 2021; Ehret et al. 2022; Gee 2003; 

McFarland 2020; Ostensen 2013; Prensky 2003; Schrier 2021). In various formal 

education contexts, scholars have been able to create and apply non-digital games to 

inform pedagogy (Rajkovic et al. 2019) and have experimented with hybrid immersive 

gameplay that targets learning (Darvasi 2016). However, further research into GBL in 

leisurely play contexts could broaden our understanding and utility of the concept in 

game studies. As learning can occur in leisurely gameplay and has been shown to have 

a significant impact on players beyond the immediate context of gameplay (McGonigal 

2011; Sidhu and Carter 2021c), it is important to investigate how leisurely games and 

gameplay can be better situated, enhanced, and targeted towards learning, without 

alteration of their primary purpose—entertainment and enjoyment.  

Meaningful Play 
In addition to the influence of gamification, serious games, and GBL principles and 

research, meaningful play was also a key consideration in the design of All Players Are 

Equal. The concept of meaningful play in game studies has emerged from existing 

understandings of play in fields such as anthropology (Geertz 1972), cultural studies 

(Huizinga 1955), and educational psychology (Vygotsky 1978). Most game-related 

work on meaningful play is informed by Salen and Zimmermann (2003) who initially 

defined the concept as “the relationship between player action and system outcome… 

[which must be] both discernible and integrated into the larger context of the 

game” (33-34). Since then, scholars have used this definition of meaningful play to 

enhance the learning potential of serious games (e.g., Burke et al. 2010; Jacobs et al. 
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2013) and understand the impact of game mechanics on player experiences (e.g., Bopp 

et al. 2016; Carter and Allison 2017; Nguyen and Ruberg 2020). Salen and 

Zimmerman’s (2003) interpretation of meaningful play remains a valuable and 

foundational game design principle because it acknowledges the delicate relationship 

that exists between player agency and in-game outcomes to the overall reception and 

experience of a game. However, Sidhu and Carter (2021b) argue that this paradigm of 

meaningful play does not necessarily capture meaning that is made, or that occurs, 

outside of the immediate gameplay context. Sidhu and Carter’s (2021b) supplementary 

definition of pivotal play, which extends on Salen and Zimmerman’s (2003) 

meaningful play, describes appealing, memorable, and transformative play experiences 

that can impact players both within and beyond the confines of a game. This conception 

of play better reflects experiences of learning which can also take place in non-linear, 

asynchronous, or unexpected ways. As pivotal play does not assume play context or 

player motivations, the concept helped guide my design—and was a targeted outcome 

of—All Players Are Equal: a leisurely D&D gameplay experience that could also be 

adapted for learning. 

Dungeons & Dragons [D&D] 
Co-created by David Lance Arneson and Ernest Gary Gygax in 1974, D&D is a 

collaborative tabletop role-playing game [TTRPG] where groups of players meet to 

role-play characters and tell stories with their friends. Dice rolls and player discretion 

are often used to determine the outcome of in-game actions. In most playing groups, 

one player takes on the role of the Dungeon Master [DM]—a player that referees the 

game, narrates the overarching story, and embodies the non-player characters [NPCs], 

monsters, and obstacles, that other members of the playing group will encounter. 

Together, DMs and players explore shared imagined worlds, overcome challenges, and 

build deep relationships. D&D was historically viewed as a complicated high fantasy 

hobby, further maligned when it was implicated in the ‘Satanic Panic’ of the 1980s 

(e.g., Laycock 2015, 101-136; Sidhu and Carter 2020, 3-4). However, the game’s 

reputation has evolved since then and D&D is experiencing a modern resurgence in 

play and popularity. As D&D’s influence is widespread, significant research on the 

game has been conducted in various fields of interest.  

Fine’s (1983) early ethnography of D&D play and players remains influential and is 

still widely referenced when framing social dynamics in games. However, as the 

context, design, and player base of D&D has transformed over the years, contemporary 

research and discourse on the game has diversified. Alongside comprehensive 

historical documentation of the game (Peterson 2012, 2018, 2020, 2021), there has been 

thoughtful and critical examination of D&D’s inclusivity, problematic representations, 

and play cultures (e.g., Beidatsch 2021; Cote 2020, 190-197; Jones 2018; Jones and 

Pobuda 2020; Stang and Trammell 2020; Stokes 2017; Trammell 2014). Attention has 

also been directed towards D&D’s rulesets—which privilege certain players, voices, 

and gameplay styles (Dashiell 2017, 2018)—related media representations (Chalk 

2018; Sidhu and Carter 2020; Stanton and Johnson 2021), and impact of the game on 

various digital and non-digital successors (LaLone 2019; Voorhees et al. 2012; Zagal 

and Deterding 2018). There has also been considerable exploration of D&D’s 

immersive play experiences (Mizer 2019; Wouters et al. 2021). 

In the context of this study, D&D’s connection to learning is particularly relevant. The 

combination of D&D’s flexible design parameters, cooperative play environment, and 

reliance on imagination, has made it an ideal game for players to learn from. As such, 

there has been growing examination of D&D’s educational potential in recent years 

(e.g., Carter 2011; Clarke et al. 2019; Cook et al. 2017; Garcia 2020; Polkinghorne et 

al. 2021; Wright et al. 2020, 1)—with a focus on creativity, critical thinking, and social 

development outcomes (e.g., Darvasi 2019; Sidhu and Carter 2021a). While it may not 
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have been Arneson or Gygax’s intention to create an educational game, D&D’s non-

digital design and adaptive ruleset allows a spectrum of learning experiences to 

manifest organically throughout D&D play. For these key reasons, along with some 

others which are justified in the design process section of this paper, D&D was selected 

as the game system that All Players Are Equal would be based on. Having established 

the significant bodies of work that my research draws upon and is in conversation with, 

the rest of this paper reports on and contributes insights from my game design and 

preliminary playtesting process. 

RESEARCH METHODS 

Research Aim, Question, and Approach 
The main aim of this study was to explore whether experiences of learning could be 

anticipated or designed into D&D. As a result, the study was guided by the overarching 

research question: 

 RQ: Can learning be designed into D&D? 

A research through design approach directed the study’s data collection methods. As 

Lankoski and Holopainen (2017) summarise, in comparison to research on design—

which investigates design as an activity—or research for design—which aims to 

produce practical design knowledge—research through design focuses on developing 

understandings through the creation of designed artefacts (Lankoski & Holopainen 

2017, 2). Having determined what players enjoyed about D&D play and where learning 

was most likely to occur in my previous research studies (e.g., Sidhu 2022; Sidhu and 

Carter 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2022; Sidhu et al. 2021), this study focused on applying 

these findings in a practical way. Subsequently, the designed artefact materialised as a 

one-off D&D gameplay experience that targeted pivotal play and learning by 

leveraging common meaningful gameplay mechanics such as player agency, 

transgression, and death. 

Data Collection Methods 
As Waern and Back (2017) argue “one way to understand games better is to experiment 

with their design” (341). The qualitative data represented in this paper was collected 

from two sources: 1) the experimental game design process and 2) playtest 

observations/reflections. Data from the design process was extrapolated from my 

personal development log/diary which contained written reflections on various choices 

made throughout the iterative game design process. Participants involved in the 

playtesting process were asked to play through the designed game materials and 

contribute to a group discussion directly afterwards. In these discussions, participants 

were asked questions that related to their personal playtest experiences, elements of the 

game’s design, and on games and learning more generally.  

As of writing, three playtest sessions of All Players Are Equal with 12 participants total 

were conducted (7M, 5F, aged 18-40). Playtest sessions were conducted in-person (in 

Sydney, Australia, between Aug-Oct 2022) with a combination of experienced D&D 

players and DMs, games researchers, and in-service and out-of-service public and 

independent secondary school teachers (i.e., teachers that had taught students in 

government funded or independently funded schools, generally aged between 11-18 

years old or in grade levels 7-12). As there were travel and time restrictions imposed 

on data collection due to COVID-19, participants were limited to those within feasible 

geographic vicinities. Participants were not required to have played D&D or read the 

novel Animal Farm prior to participation. These parameters ensured that a greater 

variety of experience levels and perspectives towards D&D and/or the novel itself were 

captured in the data. To ensure greater consistency within the playtest experiences, I 
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embodied the role of the DM in all playtests. Despite receiving ethics approval, 

research was unable to be conducted in schools with players under 18 years old. At the 

time, the body that governs and facilitates this type of research in Sydney paused all in-

school data collection due to the continued impact of COVID-19. 

Data Analysis Methods 
My data analysis process was informed by grounded theory (Charmaz 2006) which 

afforded me the opportunity to construct theoretical understandings about designing for 

pivotal play and learning during and after the design and playtesting process, rather 

than before. A combination of open coding and axial coding was used to thematically 

categorise playtest observations and participant responses. The process of open coding 

highlighted regularly occurring expressions in the data (i.e., participant responses that 

mentioned “learning,” “knowledge,” “transformation,” etc.), whilst the secondary 

process of axial coding identified the meta-themes and concepts that linked these initial 

open codes back to relevant gameplay mechanics (i.e., “player agency,” 

“transgression,” and “death”). 

Although there are multiple models that can be used to comprehend or justify critical 

elements of game design (e.g. Jerrett 2020; Pereira and Roque 2009; Stapleton 2005; 

Xu et al. 2011), I applied a combination of key concepts covered in Björk and Zagal’s 

(2018) Game Design and Role-Playing Games, Fullerton’s (2014) Game Design 

Workshop: A Playcentric Approach to Creating Innovative Games, and Holopainen et 

al.’s (2010) Modelling Experimental Game Design, to articulate the complexities and 

nuances of my own design experience. Zimmerman et al. (2007) articulate that “one of 

the critical elements for judging the quality of …[a] design research contribution is the 

process” (499). Moreover, Akmal and Coulton (2019) propose that the meaning of a 

game only emerges through play. What proceeds is a descriptive summary of my game, 

justification and insight into my personal design process, and analysis of a key finding 

from the initial playtests.   

‘ALL PLAYERS ARE EQUAL’ 

Game Summary 

The animals on Manor Farm have had enough. They’re 

overworked, overtired, and want to overthrow their owners Mr. 

and Mrs. Jones. During the ‘Battle of Cowshed,’ the animals 

succeed in taking Manor Farm for themselves but find that 

corruption and inequality persist. This time, it’s not the Jones’ 

fault. Are the animals doomed to make the same mistakes, or are 

they able to change the ending of their story? 

All Players Are Equal is a short standalone gameplay experience (approximately 30-40 

minutes total playtime), colloquially known as a one-shot. Designed for players aged 

14 years old and over, the content and rules of the game take inspiration from George 

Orwell’s novel Animal Farm (1945) and the TTRPG D&D. However, players are not 

required to have any previous familiarity or experience with either. All Players Are 

Equal requires a minimum four participants to run effectively: three players to role-

play and embody the different animal characters, and one player to take on the role of 

the DM—guiding the other players through the narrative events of the game. The game 

was designed to facilitate a shared pivotal play and learning experience regardless of 

the play environment or context. It achieves this by leveraging common D&D 

gameplay mechanics that correlate with key themes explored in the novel which are 

also anchored in similar real-world experiences—agency, transgression, and death. As 
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of writing, the game material currently consists of one print-and-play rules document 

that is divided into five key sections: 

• Game Summary 

This section contains a lay language overview of the premise, aim, and 

narrative of the game. It notes the potential for diverse gameplay experiences 

depending on the playing group, recommends that groups have a short debrief 

discussion immediately after play, and provides a warning for the potential 

discomfort that some players may feel due to certain in-game situations that 

are experienced or choices that can be made. 

• Setting and Background Information 

This section provides short descriptive information and visuals of the locations 

and NPCs that players will encounter during the game. 

• Adventure Outline 

This section describes the sequence of events that occur and includes general 

information text, read-out-loud scripts, and guidance in navigating player dice 

rolls and their subsequent outcomes. Gameplay is divided into five key events: 

1) Introduction/Hook, 2) First Milestone—The Battle of Cowshed, 3) 

Unexpected Complication—Alteration of the Commandments, 4) Climax—

Death of ‘Dog’, and 5) Resolution.  

• What Next?  

This section provides supplementary materials such as guided questions and 

activities that can used to debrief, discuss, and analyse the game—both pre-

play and post-play.  

• Handouts 

The final section of the print-and-play document provides all the handout 

materials that are required to play the game (including the original and altered 

versions of the animal commandments, detailed character sheets, and character 

tokens). 

The Design Process 

Design Context and Motivation 
Though most of the design process revolves around the concept and creation phase, it 

is important to first acknowledge the contextual factors that motivate game design. For 

myself, the contexts and motivations were twofold: research and education. 

Firstly, using game design and playtesting as a qualitative research method would allow 

me to practically apply and further investigate key findings that had surfaced in my 

previous research studies on meaningful play and learning in D&D (e.g., Sidhu 2022; 

Sidhu and Carter 2021a, 2021b, 2021c, 2022; Sidhu et al. 2021). Rather than just 

suggesting game design as a possibility for future work particularly directed towards 

scholars with more design experience and expertise, undertaking the work myself was 

deemed to be more beneficial and conducive in the long run. I would be able to develop 

and broaden my research skill set, familiarise myself with alternative research methods, 

and experience first-hand the effort and expertise required for non-digital game design.  

Secondly, my undergraduate training as a secondary school English and History teacher 

emboldened me to explore the practicalities and logistics of designing a game targeted 

towards pivotal play and learning. Fullerton (2014) suggests that before embarking on 
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the design journey, it is important to understand why people play games: 

“understanding our own answers, and the answers of other players, is the first step to 

becoming a game designer” (1). As mentioned in my introduction, it was not just the 

gameplay mechanics, overarching story, or the targeted learning outcomes that drove 

me to play and enjoy some of my favourite games like Final Fantasy VII (Square Enix 

1997), Undertale (Fox 2015), and Dungeons & Dragons (Arneson and Gygax 1974)—

it was a combination of all three. As such, I felt strongly about designing a non-digital 

game that targeted pivotal play as it could have greater implications, utility, and 

relevance for game-based pedagogy and learning design. 

Game Concepting and Questions 
Once I had determined the primary aim and purpose of my experimental game design 

(i.e., designing a non-digital pivotal play experience that could be used in all play 

contexts), the next step was to flesh out a proof-of-concept document. This would 

eventually serve as a framework for the future print-and-play rules document discussed 

above. To help refine the parameters for design, I asked myself two key questions: 

• What type of game system did I want to create or use? 

• What type of content did I want the game to cover? 

The first question was easy for me to answer. The game had to provide a short but 

complete gameplay experience that could be implemented within a formal learning 

environment if necessary (i.e., less than 45 minutes total playtime—based on average 

classroom lesson times in Australia). It would also need to be relatively adaptable and 

require no prior knowledge or extensive materials to play.  

I selected D&D as the game system for a few reasons. Firstly, the current version of 

the game’s Open Gaming License [OGL] permits third-party creators to incorporate or 

model the base mechanics of D&D in their own games without copyright infringement. 

As I had limited time, the creation of a new game system was unfeasible for this study. 

However, I would be able to viably adapt the existing structures of D&D to my own 

needs (i.e., simplifying the combat mechanics, character sheets, and dice rolls, whilst 

accentuating the fantasy setting of the game to create immersion and engagement). 

Current speculation on the proposed changes to D&D’s OGL are addressed later in the 

discussion section. Secondly, the game’s flexible ruleset and minimal equipment 

requirements were appealing and accounted for both digital and non-digital play of the 

game in various play settings. Thirdly, D&D was not limited by genre or style—all 

types of explicit learning content could potentially be explored and designed for. Lastly, 

as a first-time designer the non-digital gaming medium offered me greater design 

control that didn’t require extra programming or digital game development knowledge. 

My familiarity with D&D (i.e., seven years of player/DM experience) also meant that 

I could draft the proof-of-concept document and conduct initial playtesting relatively 

quickly. As such, D&D was well-suited to the aim and purpose of my study. 

Once I had confirmed that the game would be a D&D one-shot experience, I began 

grappling with some of the RPG design challenges outlined by Björk and Zagal (2018) 

in their work. These challenges related to familiarity versus novelty, licensed versus 

original content, rules versus setting, rules-heavy versus rules-light, support for specific 

or varied playstyles, and the ongoing playability of the game (Björk and Zagal 2018, 

324-326). At this point in the process, I began brainstorming some initial content ideas 

for the one-shot. This was difficult as I knew what I wanted the game to achieve and 

facilitate (i.e., a shared pivotal play and learning experience) but I was not yet sure of 

the best way to do this. Struggling to come up with a purely original adventure concept, 

I instead focused on what made D&D enjoyable and entertaining—after all, that was  
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Figure 1: The figure above is a screenshot of the 

brainstorm of initial one-shot content topics and ideas. 

Three ideas are shown with their main goal, conflict, 

and overall vibe being described. 

still the primary function of the game. Based on my own experiences and prior research, 

the game needed to involve opportunities for roleplay, exploration, combat, and 

decision-making/player choice—core pillars of D&D and pivotal play. 

Although my initial one-shot ideas (see Figure 1) were too vague, some of their 

elements would be reflected in my final game design. Wanting to strengthen the 

potential educational application of the game, I then decided to draw content inspiration 

from the required and recommended texts for study in the Australian Secondary English 

Curriculum where my own teaching expertise lies. As not all formal education systems 

worldwide have the same learning requirements or outcomes, the text and themes 

selected would need to be broad enough so that even if the game was not being played 

within a classroom or for explicitly educational purposes, there would still be clear 

opportunities for pivotal play and learning to occur in other play contexts. 

Animal Farm is a classic novel written by George Orwell in 1945 which tells the story 

of a group of farm animals who rebel against their human farmer, hoping to create a 

society where the animals can be equal, free, and happy. When the animals succeed in 

overthrowing their caretakers, they create a system that’s even worse. Amongst many 

compelling and provocative questions, the novel asks, “what happens when you are 

given the power to make the rules and enact change.” Animal Farm was selected as the 

inspiration text and content for the game as it is still widely taught in Stage 4 and 5 

Australian classrooms [Years 7-10] and addresses key curriculum outcomes (Board of  
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Figure 2: The figure above is a compilation of sample 

screenshots taken from the All Players Are Equal 

print-and-play rules document. The screenshots show 

examples of read out-loud texts, visuals, character 

sheets, and handouts. 

Studies NSW 2012; NSW Education Standards Authority 2023). Though texts such as 

Nineteen Eighty-Four (Orwell 1949), Lord of the Flies (Golding 1954), Maus 

(Spiegelman 1980), and Waiting for Godot (Beckett 1953) were all considered, Animal 

Farm was ultimately selected due to its evocative representation of agency, 

transgression, and death. 

The shared pivotal play and learning moment within the game was deliberately 

designed around agency, transgression, and death. These factors are memorable themes 

in the novel and core mechanics that contribute to enjoyable and appealing D&D play. 

They are also transformative experiences that will likely be encountered by most 

players at some point in their real-lives and worlds. In addition to this, the exploration 

of hierarchies of power and the impact of language correlate with broader discussions 

in the TTRPG community about fixed game mechanics and rules. This presented an 

intriguing premise to explore and design for (see Figure 2).   

Early Playtesting and Finetuning 
Having drafted the print-and-play rules document, it was time to begin initial 

playtesting. As the design and playtesting processes were generative, a few minor 

quality-of-life alterations were made to the game document and mechanics between 

each playtest, based on participant feedback. Some notable examples include: 

• Increasing Occurrences of Player Agency 

For example, multiple participants expressed their desire to have more control 

over their characters and the narrative during the gameplay experience. As a 

result, at the beginning of each time-jump that occurs throughout the game (i.e., 

three total) each player was directed to a roll a dice. The group’s collective 

score would be used to determine the current state of their world and additional 

information text was added to the print-and-play rules document. 

• Increasing Ability Changes and Personalisation of Characters  
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For example, participants suggested including more isolated moments and 

unique abilities for each individual character—in addition to the existing 

communal/group dynamics. This would sow further dissent between the 

characters throughout the game, which would hypothetically heighten the 

emotions during the pivotal play moment. Players were also given the 

opportunity to name their characters. 

• Physical and Social Play Considerations 

For example, participants suggested positioning certain players next to, or 

away from, each other depending on the characters they were role-playing (i.e., 

the ‘Pig’ and ‘Dog’ characters were physically seated next to each other and 

close to the DM—emphasising their co-dependent relationship and proximity 

to power. The ‘Donkey’ and ‘Horse’ characters were isolated from each other 

and located the furthest away from the DM, etc.)  

During the playtesting and finetuning process, I also conferred with the George Orwell 

scholar and research expert from my university to receive further clarity on the novel 

and my interpretation of it. Their insight was deeply useful as it confirmed that the 

themes, mechanics, and gameplay moments I designed into All Players Are Equal were 

relevant, innovative, and conducive to the novel. 

Playtest Findings 

The Death of ‘Dog’: A Pivotal Combination of Agency, Transgression, 
and Death 

“‘Fools! Fools!’ shouted Benjamin, prancing round them and 

stamping the earth with his small hoofs. ‘Fools! Do you not see 

what is written on the side of that van?’” – Benjamin the donkey 

(In ‘Animal Farm’ by Orwell 1945, 70)  

When asked to reflect on any pivotal play or learning experiences they had throughout 

the one-shot, participants in all three playtests mentioned the incident involving the 

‘Dog’ character(s). In every playtest, the ‘Dog’ character(s) would be removed from 

the game via a slaughterhouse van solicited by the ‘Pig’ character(s). This event was 

designed to mirror a similarly provocative incident in the Animal Farm novel where 

Boxer—a horse protagonist—was delivered to a knacker. In All Players Are Equal, the 

same fate was instead conveyed through the ‘Dog’ character(s) as it was anticipated 

that this would be unexpected for all players regardless of their prior knowledge or 

experience with the novel. 

As not all characters in the one-shot were given the ability to read in-game, players of 

the ‘Donkey’ character(s)—who were able to read the side of the van—were faced with 

a moral choice: 1) alert the other animals to the situation and potentially prevent the 

fate of the ‘Dog’ character(s) or 2), keep the information to themselves. To further 

complicate this choice—and further lean into mechanics surrounding player agency, 

transgression, and death—players of the ‘Pig’ character(s) were explicitly directed by 

game rules and character sheets to persuade the ‘Donkey’ character(s) into staying 

silent in exchange for greater in-game privileges and abilities. In two out of three of the 

playtests, players of the ‘Donkey’ character(s) chose to say nothing—which diverges 

from the events and actions taken by similar characters within the novel. 

During the post-play reflection interviews, all three participants that played the 

‘Donkey’ character noted that they were conflicted between what they wanted their 

character to do versus what the rules on the character sheet indicated they should do. 
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One participant said that “the description and personalities [of the characters] are quite 

thorough but not prescriptive. There’s a strong guideline implied but you do end up 

making all the decisions.” However, this agency given to players to interpret the rules 

in whatever way they wanted was also used to justify the subversion of player and 

narrative expectations by other ‘Donkey’ players. For example, one participant 

reflected that they were “about to save [the ‘Dog’ character] but I wanted to surprise 

everyone at the last second. I kind of surprised myself actually. It was really interesting 

seeing the fall out and was definitely the standout moment of the game for me.” The 

seemingly rigid character sheets and rules for players were in direct opposition to the 

perceived agency and flexibility in role-play that characters were offered at the start of 

the game.  

The above responses from participants point towards the impact that game mechanics 

like player agency, the ability to transgress, and death, have in facilitating shared 

pivotal play moments and opportunities for learning. As a result, the main aim of this 

study was achieved. 

DISCUSSION 
Throughout the design and playtesting process of All Players Are Equal, strengths, 

limitations, and potential avenues for future research and application of the game were 

highlighted.  

Beginning with the current strengths of the game’s design, all three playtests ran 

according to plan and produced results that were in alignment with the study’s focus 

on designing opportunities for shared learning in D&D. Although there was initial 

uncertainty as to whether a D&D gameplay experience could successfully facilitate 

pivotal play and learning whilst still being delivered within a short one-off play session, 

the actual playtime of the game was consistently between 25 to 35 minutes for each 

playtest session. This established the game as logistically feasible for potential 

application within formal learning environments like classrooms, as well as other play 

contexts. In addition to this, participants both familiar and unfamiliar with the Animal 

Farm novel and/or D&D expressed their enjoyment of the gameplay experience and 

their enthusiasm towards its use for learning in the future. As mentioned briefly in the 

results, the intention of the game was to facilitate a pivotal learning experience, which 

participants confirmed and corroborated in their post-playtest reflections.  

The playtests also highlighted areas for improvement. As suggested by participants that 

had previous teaching or D&D play and design expertise, future versions of the print-

and-play rules document will be revised to include clear directions for text/storytelling 

delivery (i.e., clear notes for the DM on voice inflections that help emphasise the 

general mood of the adventure and present pertinent information to the players). 

Although this was an inherent consideration within my own delivery of the game as a 

DM, future practitioners that may not be familiar with D&D  ̧role-play, or TTRPGs in 

general, would benefit from explicit directives. Additionally, whilst All Players Are 

Equal has the capability of online or distanced play, only in-person playtest sessions 

were conducted. Furthermore, as the novel Animal Farm may not be as well-known 

worldwide, replication and results from playtests in different cultural contexts or 

geographical locations are necessary. Lastly, a particular dynamic of role-playing was 

prioritised in the game design process. For example, the relationship between the 

singular DM and multiple players in All Players Are Equal mirrors that of most formal 

learning environment setups and D&D games. For the aim and purpose of this study, 

this role-play style was valid. However, I do acknowledge that the ‘masterless’ role-

play dynamic may offer different levels of agency to players—which is a choice that 

inherently affects other elements of the non-digital game design process (Morningstar 

2009; Nygren et al. 2022). 
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The study also presented multiple areas of interest for future research and work. Most 

notably, as I was unable to conduct in-schools playtesting with participants under 18 

years old, future investigation in this area was a priority. Since the publication of this 

paper, I have been able to playtest the game within a school-based classroom 

environment—concentrating on the measurement and articulation of learning from 

students’ perspectives. Though the findings of that playtest are beyond the scope of this 

paper, the implications of those results for GBL pedagogy and design are planned to be 

detailed in a future publication. In addition to further playtesting, there is the potential 

for All Players Are Equal to be used as a non-digital game design model. The current 

iteration of the game could be redesigned with different content that addresses other 

learning priorities applicable to various subjects. Some initial ideas surround re-

imagining other canonical texts and authors such as Jane Austen or William 

Shakespeare. I strongly recommend that future scholars interested in undertaking 

similar research focus on liaising with educators (in both formal and informal learning 

environments) to discuss their needs and target any future game design and games and 

learning research towards that. Lastly, to ensure that the game itself is more widely 

accessible and playable—particularly to educators and learners in public education 

environments—a revised free-to-access print-and-play document is being created. As 

briefly mentioned in the design process section, should any changes to D&D’s OGL 

occur, this would impact the accessibility and release of that document and would 

require re-designing the game to a new system so not to infringe any copyright. What 

this study reiterates is that non-digital games are a promising way to deliver appealing, 

memorable, and transformative learning experiences—regardless of the context in 

which they are played.  

CONCLUSION 
Prior research into games and learning has shown that players can experience 

appealing, memorable, and transformative play moments that continue to impact them 

beyond the immediate gameplay context (e.g., McGonigal 2011; Schrier 2016; Sidhu 

and Carter 2021b; Sidhu et al. 2021). Contributing to the growing work on non-digital 

games and learning, this paper overviewed my personal design process and presented 

preliminary playtest data from All Players Are Equal—a short standalone D&D 

experience inspired by George Orwell’s novel Animal Farm (1945). The game was 

designed to leverage and anticipate moments of player agency, transgression, and 

death—key themes in the novel that also relate to key mechanics in most D&D play—

to facilitate a pivotal play and learning experience for its players. By discussing key 

design choices and playtest reflections, this paper gives insight into the process of 

production and design for a non-digital game targeting pivotal play. It also offers 

potential avenues of interest for future game design and educational applications of 

games. To better understand games and their inherent learning affinities, it is necessary 

to continue experimenting with their design so that new pedagogies and ways of 

learning with games can be uncovered.  
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