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Dungeons and Dragons and Learning 

 In August of 2009, my friend Chris Poole asked if he could join my game of Dungeons 

and Dragons.  When he asked this, I was a few weeks away from beginning a new campaign 

with a group of friends I had been playing with for about a year.  His timing was perfect, and I 

was excited to introduce him to the game.  What follows is an account of how Chris Poole 

"learned" Dungeons and Dragons, becoming proficient in constructing a collaborative narrative 

in a social community of roleplaying.  In my analysis of this report, I draw heavily on principles 

of learning, authorship, and identity proposed by Jessica Hammer, James Gee, Jean Lave, and 

Etienne Wenger. 

Dungeons and Dragons, Text and Authorship, and Chris Poole 

 Dungeons and Dragons (DND), currently in its fourth edition, is the famous tabletop 

fantasy role-playing game published by Wizards of the Coast. "Tabletop" games, also called 

"pencil and paper" games, are so called because they typically involve small groups gathered 

around a table with various books, charts, graphs, maps, and other texts which they use to 

carry on gameplay.  In the gaming group, there are two distinct categories of players- the Player 

Characters (PCs), and the Dungeon Master (DM).  The PCs take on the role of the characters 

and interact with one another and the Non-player Characters (NPCs) that the DM controls in 

the fantasy world described, and often designed, by the DM.  The PCs are agents of the 

narrative that the DM has authority over.  Additionally, the DM can act as an umpire of game 

rules and events if there is ever disagreement or confusion among the PCs.  As such, "Dungeon 

Master" is sometimes used as a verb ("to DM") just as "referee" is.  However, as Jessica 

Hammer describes in her article, "Agency and Authority in Role-Playing 'Texts'," the established 
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roles of PC or DM "do not accurately describe the complex and shifting nature of authorship in 

practice"(Hammer, 2007).  In her examination of authorship in role-playing texts, Hammer 

distinguishes three tiers of text and authorship: 

The primary text outlines the rules and setting of the game in general.  The 
secondary text uses this material to create a specific situation.  Finally, the 
tertiary text is created as the characters encounter the situation in play 
(Hammer, 2007). 

The primary author of Dungeons and Dragons is Wizards of the Coast.  This company develops 

and publishes the rules of the game, and makes many settings and scenarios available for DM 

use.  Secondary and tertiary authorship are shared among the players and DM.  They 

collaborate in order to create an evolving narrative as the players move from one situation, 

event, or challenge to another. 

 This collaborative storytelling element of the game is part of what interested Chris, who 

has a passion for creative writing and plans on pursuing a career related to writing or publishing 

after he graduates from college.  Discussing his early experiences with the game, Chris 

emphasizes character development and interaction over any other elements.  In my interview 

with Chris about his process of learning how to participate in Dungeons and Dragons, he 

describes how the game is distinct from other diversions such as video games because "it has a 

unique level of interactivity and immersion.  You have more of a say in what happens with the 

game and the choices you make have more consequences for its progression.  ...Here you have 

a much more vested interest in what happens because there's a feeling that you and your 

friends create and move the story just as much as the DM." He also saw Dungeons and Dragons 

sessions as a nice way to spend quality social time with friends: "It allows for a group of friends 

to spend an expanded and contained amount of time together, which can really strengthen and 
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build friendships among them, even if you are involved in a fantasy world."  Having decided 

that he would become a Dungeons and Dragons player, Chris asked in August of 2009 if he 

could join my upcoming campaign and began the process of becoming DND-literate. 

Projective Identity and Thom o' Bedlam 

 In What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Learning and Literacy, James Gee argues 

that people "cannot learn deeply only by being told things outside the context of embodied 

actions" (Gee, 2003).  Though I was unfamiliar with Gee at the time, this principle had certainly 

proven true in my past experiences with learning and attempting to teach others how to play 

Dungeons and Dragons.  So I told Chris that all he needed to do to prepare was to join a friend 

who was proficient with DND rules and me for an evening of character creation ("rolling up" a 

character, so called for the dice rolling involved in assigning ability scores).  We would provide 

the rulebooks, and Chris was to come with an idea of his character's background and story.  

Chris prepared a paragraph or two about his character, named "Thom o' Bedlam" after the 

incoherent ramblings of a character from Shakespeare's King Lear.  My friend and I helped Chris 

create his character based on the rules laid out in the DND rulebooks while allowing him to 

make decisions such as race-- he picked human-- and class-- he picked rogue.  Chris told us that 

Thom lived the life of a petty thief and scoundrel in the slums of a major city.  Thom was born 

and raised in a distant farmstead, but had lost his parents in his youth to a fanatical religious 

sect they had joined.  Chris explained that Thom was essentially a good person, but had 

developed a disregard for legal and religious authority that pushed him toward the 

underground life.  This, coupled with his natural abilities with regard to thievery, sneakiness, 

and life on the streets lead him to a life of crime. 
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 When playing with role-playing games, Gee argues, three identities are being 

simultaneously played with.  They are the virtual, real-world, and projective identity (Gee, 

2003).  Thom o' Bedlam is the virtual identity that Chris constructed and would be assuming.  

Over the course of our DND games, Thom would think, feel, speak, and act, and would affect 

the virtual world around him.  Thom's skills at lock-picking and sneaking, as well as his faults of 

rashness and impatience, are a part of this virtual identity.  Following Gee's example, I 

represent this identity as "Christopher Michael Poole as Thom o' Bedlam," emphasizes the 

character name.  "Christopher Michael Poole as Thom o' Bedlam," with its emphasis on Chris, 

represents the real-world identity at stake.  This distinct identity is essential to the process of 

learning and engagement in DND because it is Chris Poole that is motivated to play in order to 

spend time with his friends and engage in collaborative story-telling.  Gee calls the third identity 

"the projective identity," and explains that the name is drawn from the "project" in both the 

sense of projection and the sense of a project-in-process (Gee 2003).  This identity concerns the 

relationship between the first two identities and can be represented as "Christopher Michael 

Poole as Thom o' Bedlam."  I find Gee's definition of the projective identity particularly 

appropriate for the game of Dungeons and Dragons; it is tellingly implied by the label "Player-

Character" that is applied to the game's players.  With time and practice, real-world Chris 

became familiar and comfortable with the "how-to" of playing DND.  While this occurred, the 

story that I, as DM, had set in motion and they, as PCs, were co-creating put Thom in situations 

where he had to make tough decisions that strengthened him as a character and contributed to 

his virtual identity.  These advancements for real-world Chris, now with the identity of "DND 

player" added to his repertoire, and for virtual Thom combined to allow for Chris's projection of 

Comment [KL1]: Yes, nice connection. 
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Thom-- what Chris wanted for (and out of) Thom-- to develop fruitfully.  But there remains the 

issue of how exactly Chris became proficient in Dungeons and Dragons role-playing, from his 

first game session to his current project of developing a campaign of his own to Dungeon 

Master. 

Situated Learning and Icosahedrons 

 Having explained the basic breakdowns of roles within a Dungeons and Dragons game, I 

will now briefly explain how the game works mechanically.  This will primarily serve the purpose 

of illustrating the tip of the proverbial iceberg that Chris had to learn in order to become a 

proficient DND player.  Each PC has a set of ability scores that influence what skills and actions 

they are naturally inclined to be good at.  For instance, Thom had a high Dexterity score (over 

18), and was therefore highly proficient in the "acrobatics" skill.  An actual in-game example of 

this skill coming into play would be if Thom was to be ensnared by a net.  Chris would declare 

his intention to "do an acrobatics check" to see if Thom succeeds his attempt to escape.  He 

would then roll a twenty-sided die (a d20), and add his acrobatics score to his die roll result.  If 

the total of his check was equal to or above a number that I had predetermined to represent 

the difficulty of escaping this net, Thom would be free to act.  This basic principle of gameplay 

applies to virtually all elements of the game, from combat actions to social interactions to 

exploring the environment.  That being said, there are a litany of rules and sub-rules that are 

made with the intention of clarifying any and all aspects of possible gameplay-- eight core rule-

books of over 150 pages each and counting, currently.  Such a vast amount of information is 

discouraging to outsiders, but the game is best played when the "rules" are secondary to flow 

of game and narration, as Chris quickly learned. 

Comment [KL2]: In the game, how does one 
project a future of a character identity and how is it 
visible in this account? Seems there would be bits of 
that in Chris’ short narrative, no? Or perhaps also in 
the qualities that are assigned to Thom, particular 
projections are more likely than others. Does this 
get materialized (the future project) in any way –in 
writing, speech, or other? 

Comment [KL3]: Wow. I wonder how the 
rulebooks function for oldtimer practice, and/or 
how those invested in the game connect with them 
and/or help to produce them.  
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 Chris's first session involved Thom waking up in a bizarre prison cell with several 

strangers.  These strangers were the other PCs, and each of their personalities and stories were 

as important to the campaign as Thom.  None of them had any memory of how they had 

arrived there, but they soon managed to escape thanks to some sort of battle going on 

between their apparent captors and an unknown other force.  Chris was completely ignorant of 

the game rules at this point-- every time there was a need for Chris to roll a die or use one of 

Thom's skills, he would typically be prompted by a more experienced fellow PC-- but he said it 

was an enjoyable experience. "I stuck to the roleplaying aspect more, seeing as the mechanics 

were so intense.  The beginning of your campaign was focused on skill-checks [like the escape 

check described above] and social interaction--intrigue-- rather than actual battles."  While 

Chris had access to the rule books, he initially used them infrequently and only as absolutely 

needed, because taking the time to look up rules or mechanics slowed down the game and 

drew away from the experience.  Instead, he relied on observations of, and interactions with, 

the other, more experienced PCs: "By the time we did start fighting encounters, I'd gotten used 

to the whole dice business and just relied on nearby veterans to explain anything I was 

missing."  After the conclusion of our first session, he told me he enjoyed the game and asked 

for electronic copies of the rule books I had in pdf format. 

 After about four months of gaming sessions roughly every two or three weeks, Chris was 

beginning to show real progress as a PC.  He became increasingly motivated as the story 

unfolded and Thom developed as a character, beginning to make time in his busy school, work, 

and social schedules to look over the rulebooks and familiarize himself with the primary texts.  

Interestingly, as we became increasingly busy with schoolwork and other affairs, our Dungeons 

Comment [KL4]: Seems like for the leanring 
ecology this is such an important point—how one 
story and one character’s actions sets up continually 
evolving possibilities for the other. So, in some 
sense the other PC’s work on each other, and as 
part of that, the characters influence each other, 
shape the social world..  

Comment [KL5]: What kinds? 
Interesting how the reading becomes meaningful 
after the action kicks in. So different from school in 
this regard.  
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and Dragons group found that DND sessions became one of our primary means of staying in 

touch and spending quality time together.  In this way, the games had an intrinsic value to each 

of us.  This provided Chris with further motivation to become expert at DND: the game 

provided him with the opportunity to temporarily put off the pressures and responsibilities he 

juggled daily, and instead "enjoy the creative fun and the carefree dismissal of the real world." 

 This context of self- and socially-motivated engagement illustrates a model of learning 

that Lave and Wenger proposed called "situated learning."  This theory proposes that learning 

is embedded within its context.  Like Gee, they believe that simple transmission of knowledge 

does not lead to deep learning.  Instead, learning is a social process where knowledge 

construction is collaborative (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  Lave and Wenger studied what they called 

"communities of practice" ranging from indigenous artisans to Alcoholics Anonymous support 

groups in order to describe the phenomenon of situated learning, and the label "community of 

practice" perfectly describes the Dungeons and Dragons campaign we were participating in.  

The experienced players shared their ideas and experiences in Dungeon Mastering and world-

building with one another.  All of the players participated jointly in the construction of the 

narrative, and worked together to stay relatively faithful to an extremely complex set of rules 

that no one person knew fully.  Chris entered into this community at the start of the school year 

as a "newcomer," and gradually gained experience through what Lave and Wenger call 

"legitimate peripheral participation"(LPP). Chris's LPP was to contribute to the group's collective 

goal of creating an enjoyable role-playing environment and coauthoring an interesting narrative 

by focusing his contributions to what he knew while simultaneously striving to expand his 

knowledge through direct observation, interaction, and self-motivated research.  This process 

Comment [KL6]: This collective narrative seems 
like a “cache” for identity building.  
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culminated in Chris introducing a close friend who is several years younger than him to the 

game.  He took this "newcomer" and acted as an "old timer," using his knowledge of the game 

to help his friend create a character and become familiar with the rules just as an old timer 

within the community had done for Chris a year previously (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

DND Player Chris and DND Character Thom Today 

 Chris is a senior in college who is juggling a double major, a part-time job, and a 

fraternity officer position that demands significant time commitment.  He is also still a 

Dungeons and Dragons player and is currently preparing a campaign of his own to Dungeon 

Master.  Last year's campaign ended spectacularly with Thom, along with several other 

characters, selling their souls in order to save the world from a dire threat.  Although Thom's 

story is over, the DND group discussed (and, in fact, still sometimes discusses) the eventual 

fates of their characters.  According to Chris, Thom o' Bedlam is now known simply as Bedlam, 

and is more of a rumor or frightening story told to scare children than anything else.  Chris 

enjoyed weaving a tragically heroic narrative for Thom's life, and plans to use that experience in 

conceiving of his own campaign setting. 

 The story of Chris and Thom makes an excellent case for Gee's three rules for effective 

teaching and learning.  Gee's first rule is: "The learner must be enticed to try, even if he or she 

already has good grounds to be afraid to try" (Gee, 2003). In a more strictly pedagogical setting, 

a learner could be afraid to try because the high stakes associated with failing discourage the 

attempt from the start.  In this case, Chris's busy schedule and initially negative associations of 

Dungeons and Dragons were an obstacle that had to be overcome.  Having close friends who 

enjoyed the game, and coming to see the game as a creative and social process were essential 

Comment [KL7]: Fascinating. I wonder how this 
coaching became important for his own learning as 
well.  

Comment [KL8]: Do you think these narratives 
get tied up with individual person narratives of the 
PC’s? 
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for Chris to decide to play.  Secondly, "the learner must be enticed to put in lots of effort even if 

he or she begins with little motivation to do so" (Gee, 2003).  Even after witnessing the game 

being played by his friends, Chris was still reluctant to join for fear of the time-consuming 

nature of the sessions, which sometimes could last as long as 8 or more hours.  However, after 

giving one session a try, he immediately requested the rule books so that he could begin to 

study the rules between games.  This illustrates how the social and creative environment that 

the DND game provided became a motivating factor for Chris's additional commitment.  Finally, 

"the learner must achieve some meaningful success when he or she has expended this effort" 

(Gee, 2003).  This success was an inherent part of our gaming community, which made it all the 

more irresistible: Chris succeeded in spending quality time with his friends, constructing a 

narrative that he found exciting and satisfying.  This narrative was all the more meaningful 

because of his projected identity: he not only made it, he also lived it in the role of "Christopher 

Michael Poole as Thom o' Bedlam." 

Conclusion: Gee's "Affinity Spaces" 

 Chris's experience of becoming DND literate provides a strong example of situated 

learning in a community of practice as described by Lave and Wenger (1991).  Analyzing his 

learning also raises interesting questions about the nature of authorship and authority, as 

explored by Hammer (2007).  In addition to his insight into the various identities one assumes in 

role-play, Gee also describes a metaphor that provides an even more dynamic alternative to the 

community of practice: the affinity space.  The affinity space, like the community of practice, 

involves people united in a common endeavor through a common interest or passion.  

However, in the affinity space, affiliation is less defined by levels of expertise and experience 

Comment [KL9]: Yes, seemed so important that, 
as you said, time together became a major goal of 
the activity.  

Comment [KL10]: Yes, very nice points. Also, I 
wonder how, as an identity artifact of sorts, the 
pleasure of this narrative is shared and evaluated by 
others—how narrative crafting in and of itself 
becomes a learned practice within this larger game 
play practice.  
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(Gee, 2004 cited in Black, 2007).  Chris the novice was just as important to the gaming 

experience of the group as the DM expert was.  In an affinity space, the distinction between 

oldtimer and newcomer is less distinct and significant than in a community of practice.  Our 

gaming group, motivated my mutual enjoyment of time together and a shared passion for 

collaborative story-telling, is an offline version of the affinity space.  Sharing authorship in a 

joint enterprise of story building, we learned from one another as we co-constructed new 

identities. 

  

  

Comment [KL11]: Nice point. The conclusion 
here seems a bit odd as a conclusion though. 

Comment [KL12]: Very interesting and 
enjoyable paper, Simon. I learned a lot. The fit of 
your object of analysis with the gaming work from 
Gee is a strong one. I think your paper is at its 
strongest when it examines the situated learning, 
though, as you really give a sense here of a narrative 
of his own development as a PC, using a detailed 
look at the game.  
 
Appendices are terrific. I especially appreciated 
seeing your interview transcript.  
 
You make me wonder if anyone has ever done a 
study of D&D as a practice of situated learning. I 
imagine that has been done—perhaps there are 
several dissertations on it. Fascinating.  
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Appendix A: Figures 

Figure 1: A young Thom o' Bedlam (right) prepares for combat with an angelic ally.  
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Figure 2: Thom o' Bedlam by the story's conclusion.  He has changed quite a bit. 
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Figure 3: The dice used in Dungeons and Dragons.  From the Player's Handbook (Wizards of the 

Coast, 2008). 
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Figure 4: The character sheet with explanations of the different functions of the scores and 

abilities.  From the Player's Handbook (Wizards of the Coast, 2008). 
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Figure 5: This map was developed over four years of role-playing games set in the fictional 

continent Yorastia.  The player characters in my group have been to (or even discovered and 

named) many of these locations. 
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Appendix B: interview with Chris Poole (conducted 11/6/2010) 

Can you tell me how you first heard of dnd? 
CP: Hm. Well I first understood it as something that I might be interested in when I saw You, Frank & co. 
playing at the house. I didn't really think I had the time to devote to it for awhile, and then I sat in on a 
game Gamble was running while doing work at the house last year (since I was living there) and decided 
I'd join in on your game, which you were starting soon. I decided it would be like a mental 
health/vacation from work thing instead of a time waster 
Could you describe your perception of the game as an outsider, before that game you watched?  was 
it negative? 
CP: I'd say so before I actually saw people playing it. Before college I didn't even think that was a thing 
people did anymore. But once I started watching people play it seemed like I could get into it but would 
never have the time to devote to it. 
Watching people play it, it seemed to involve a lot more bro-time than nerd-time. Seemed like a good 
way to involve several friends in an extended hangout session. 
How did you prepare before your first game? 
CP: You and Gamble brought a bunch of books to the house one night before a party and helped me and 
several other new dudes build characters. We turned it into a sort of pre-party party. Then once all the 
characters were set up, we'd each go with you for like 5 minutes to run a quick session to determine 
how we got where we were in the first session.  Also, I outlined character background (like a paragraph 
or so) beforehand. I didn't do much else to prepare on the first go because I didn't own any of the books 
and didn't have a great grasp on all the rules. After joining subsequent campaigns I've put a lot more 
time into preparing characters and researching mechanics. 
How did you do in your first session? 
Well, I stuck to the roleplaying aspect more, seeing as the encounter mechanics were so intense. It was 
also good because the beginning of your campaign was really focused on skill-check stuff and intrigue 
rather than actual encounters. By the time we did start fighting things I'd gotten used to the whole dice 
business and just relied on nearby vets to tell me what bonuses-etc. to add to that. It took awhile for me 
to figure out the ins and outs of encounters, but when I looked up one or two things in the books I got it 
down pretty quickly. 
Do you have the books? how do you go about looking things up in the books? 
Well, I have electronic copies of the books. I got the main ones from you and gamble on a flash drive. 
I've looked over class/race sections to figure out how that works, and then look up other things if I have 
questions that I get from the current reading. Lately, as I've grown interested in starting my own 
campaign, I've downloaded the dungeon masters guide and two monster manuals to get an idea of how 
to structure a campaign. 
At what point did you consider yourself "proficient" at dnd? 
Probably towards the beginning of this recent campaign. I got more practice with Don's quick campaign 
this summer and then spent some time looking over the books whenever I was bored during the 
summer. I was then able to apply the stuff I'd gathered over that time to a broader, new campaign 
Could you explain what you consider proficiency in dnd? what goes into successfully running a PC? 
I'd say being able to flow comfortable with all the numbers in encounters. Roleplaying is necessary to be 
a good player, but it's something that's so easy to pick up that if you don't have it early on its just 
because you're not trying..... As for the number stuff, it's so technical that it requires a little more 
experience to get used to. Sort of like how Gilbert takes awhile to gather all his stuff together. A 
proficient player can't know everything but has an easier time tossing all the rolls and bonuses together. 
What makes for a good game? 
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I'd say you need a group of people who get along well with each other. Not exactly a group that knows 
each other real well, but one that can adapt well to each other's characters and style...  And players and 
dms need to be willing to play some rules a little loose. The more focus there is on mechanics the more 
the game drags. So it should be utilized as a component or addition to the game itself, rather than the 
purpose. 
Pretend someone asked you "so how does it work." what would you say to explain what dnd is and 
how it is played? 
hm. I'd say it's a group of dudes take the bare bones of a particular format as adapted to a particular 
person's (DM) plan to create a game/story.  Format as in: the rules. You take the mechanics of the game 
like encounters and skill checks, etc. and apply it to scenarios created by the DM. So it's like playing a 
video game, except the format is controlled by this application of the rules rather than by a sequence of 
buttons and a pre-configured linear storyline. 
So that the rules are more complicated to approach at your first go, but once you get even a basic 
understanding of them you have a more adaptive environment to play in. 
"So, why do you think dnd is so fun?" 
I think for a couple reasons. 1) It allows for a group of friends to spend an expanded and contained 
amount of time together, which can really strengthen/build friendships among them even when you are 
in a fantasy world; and 2) It's a perfect mix between leisurely fun and engaging creativity. It's like making 
up games when you were a kid again: you get to enjoy the creative fun of that along with the sort of 
carefree dismissal of the real world, which is what anyone's after in TV, video-games, etc. 
"What distinguishes it from TV or video-games? I mean, it seems to take a lot more effort.  Why not 
just stick with them?" 
Because it has a unique level of interactivity and immersion. You have more of a say in what happens 
with the game and the choices you make have much consequences for its progression. It's easy enough 
to get used to the controls, just like the very first time you learned how to work a video game controller, 
but here you have a much more vested interest in what happens because there's a feeling that you and 
your friends create and move the story just as much as the DM. 
Have you introduced other people to the game? 
Possibly to Vincent [Chris's close friend and younger fraternity brother] 
I don't remember who first suggested he join in. 
Well, and yeah I guess I did explain mechanics stuff to Gilbert and Vincent 
How did you do that? 
I told them how to create and build a character, how to get weapons and armor, and then I ran a mini-
encounter in which the two of them fought two monsters, so that they could get an understanding of 
how battle mechanics work. 
What is involved in running the encounter? 
Well, I took two monsters from the monster manual with levels similar to the PCs. I developed a setting 
in which the PCs could stumble upon the creatures. They met them in a swamp, with one creature 
encountering them and the other lurking in a pool to surprise them later (introduced them to perception 
skill check). Then showed them the aspects of encounter--initiative, types of actions, types of powers, 
hits and misses, etc 
What about your campaign you mentioned wanting to DM? 
Well, I spent a fair amount of time creating notes for plot, NPCs, and world over the summer when I was 
at home doing nothing. I'll probably be in Sewanee working over the summer and I'd like to run a brief 
campaign then with whoever's there. It'll be set in the same world and use part of what I've cobbled 
together. Then I'd like to run the fuller campaign next year. If I don't get that internship that lets me stay 
at Sewanee I'll probably be at home in Chattanooga and need any excuse to do something else. 

 


