PAGE  
1

                                                                                      Critique of Instructional System


Game GOO™ Learning that Sticks™
http://www.cogcon.com/gamegoo/gooey.html
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Introduction


The following is a critique and evaluation of the Game Goo™ instructional website, which I have found to be a fantastic educational resource for my second grade students.  The website completely engages children in educational activities that help them to practice and reinforce their understanding of grade level skills in a fun, interactive way.  Though I think the design, strategies and content used in this website are for the most part outstanding, there are a few recommendations I would make to provide consistency to the users.  
Instructional Strategies//Theoretical Foundations

The major instructional strategy employed by the Game Goo™ website is that of instructional games.  Brown and Green (2006) point out that two of the purposes of instructional games are to practice and refine knowledge and skills and to identify any gaps or weaknesses therein, both of which Game Goo™ accomplishes through its instructional games.  Several advantages to games are that: “Games keep the learner engaged in repetitious tasks (e.g., memorizing), well-designed games are fun to play and attractive to the learner, and game play can provide a relaxed atmosphere for learning.” (Brown and Green, 2006, p. 186)  


Through the use of instructional games, the designers of Game Goo have also managed to incorporate 3 of the 9 instructional strategies outlined by Marzano et al. (2001) which have been proven through research to have a strong effect on student learning.  Game Goo™ employs the strategies of 1) reinforcing effort and providing recognition (through animated video and audio feedback), 
2) using nonlinguistic representations (through animated visual images), and 
3) setting objectives and providing feedback (by demonstrating to the user the objective of each game and then providing both positive and negative feedback to the user throughout the game).   The rationale for choosing these instructional strategies is obvious - research has shown them to be effective.  
Major Learning Activities

There are a number of major learning activities included in this website which span requisite grade level skills for students from kindergarten to second grade.  As a second grade teacher, I found that many of the activities correlate to the California Content Standards for English language arts.  Below are the standards and this website’s activities that help students meet them:
Reading 1.1 Understand and explain common antonyms and synonyms. In “Squanky the Tooth Taker”, students must correctly identify the synonym or antonym for the given word.  
Reading 3.0 Identify the use of rhythm, rhyme, and alliteration in poetry:  In “Wizards and Pigs Poetry Pickle”, students navigate through a castle maze and must correctly identify rhyme, rhythm, and alliteration in poems presented to them in order to reach the final destination.  
Writing 1.2 Recognize and use the correct word order in written sentences:  In “Monkey Business”, students must help a monkey cross a bridge by putting sentence parts in the correct word order.  
Writing 1.8 Spell basic short-vowel, long-vowel patterns correctly:  In “Fearless Frieda”, students must use their keyboards to correctly spell words with short and long vowel spelling patterns.  
Listening 1.4 Give and follow three- and four-step directions.  In “Tina’s World Buggy Trails”, students listen to 3-step directions and must click the appropriate items in the order the directions were given to them.
Assessment

There is no separate assessment component as feedback is built directly into each instructional game.  However, as students can simply replay a game and there’s no real penalty for choosing an incorrect answer, there’s no way to know how much progress a student is making.  I would suggest adding a simple quiz at the end of each activity, with audio for students such as, “Ok!  Are you ready to test your skills?  Let’s go!”  Based on the score of the quiz, they can either go back to practice more or move on to the next game.

Technological Features

The Game Goo™ website has a number of technological features that will appeal to both auditory and visual learners.  The website is full of colorful graphics and animations that are visually appealing to children.   In addition, music, child-friendly voices, and sound effects are used to explain how to play the games as well as guide the children as to whether they are choosing the correct answers.  These games are highly interactive, giving children multiple opportunities to type in words as well as to click, drag, and manipulate objects on the screen.  Students are not passive learners but rather are actively engaged in completing the activities which reinforce the learning objectives.  
Strengths and Weaknesses/Future Modifications


This website’s strengths far outweigh its weaknesses.  It is extremely lively and colorful with very child-friendly animations, music, sounds, and voices that are totally engaging for children.  It also provides a great variety of games for kids to practice necessary skills in a fun, relaxing environment.  In addition, the site provides child-friendly instruction at the beginning of each activity so kids can learn quickly exactly what they are supposed to do in each game.  Finally, it is aligned to grade level standards and the designers use instructional strategies that are proven to have a positive impact on student learning.  


Of course, it does have some weaknesses, one of which is a lack of consistency throughout the website.  For example, while playing the Alien Scavenger Hunt games, I couldn’t find the “Quit” button.  After scrolling around the screen, I finally found it hidden in the top left corner.  This could become frustrating for a child who was ready to move on.  Upon further investigation, I discovered that the “Quit” button was found in different locations depending on the game.  A modification I would make would be to provide consistency from page to page, making it easier for users to navigate the site efficiently.

Another weakness is that there is not consistent feedback for users.  For some games, the feedback for the users is very helpful.  For example, the Tina’s World Real and Make Believe game gives an explanation whether you got it right or wrong, which reinforces the skills.  It also gives you a chance to try again.  But in the Sassy Seals game, when you get it wrong, they don’t explain why.  I would change it to have users listen to both sounds again to help them differentiate the phonemes and then let them try again.  

Finally, I noticed that the games are very repetitious, and while this is good for memorization, it does not provide challenges for advanced learners who have already mastered the content provided.  For example, the Poetry Pickle game uses the same poems each time you play.  One modification could be to create levels in each game so that once a child has mastered one level, he or she can move on to more challenging activities.  For example, Poetry Pickle could have a feature that randomly generates new and more challenging poems each time so that kids won’t get bored and will want to come back to the site.  
Conclusion

Though the Game Goo™ website has a few weaknesses, they can be easily rectified with some simple modifications.  Overall it is a wonderfully designed, engaging website that facilitates student learning in a fun, appealing and relaxed atmosphere.
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