
DOI: 10.4018/IJGCMS.2017070102

International Journal of Gaming and Computer-Mediated Simulations
Volume 9 • Issue 3 • July-September 2017


Copyright©2017,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



Political Agenda:
Designing a Cognitive Game for 
Political Perspective Taking
Matthew W. Easterday, School of Education & Social Policy, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL, USA

Yanna Krupnikov, Department of Political Science, Stony Brook University, Stony Brook, NY, USA

Colin Fitzpatrick, School of Communication, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL, USA

Salwa Barhumi, School of Education and Social Policy, Northwestern University, Evanston, IL, USA

Alexis Hope, Center for Civic Media, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Cambridge, MA, USA

ABSTRACT

Engagedcitizenshiprequiresunderstandingwhydifferentideologiesleadtodifferentpolicypositions.
However,weknowlittleaboutpoliticalperspectivetaking.Howmightweusegamestoteachcitizens
politicalperspectivetaking?Thispaperdescribesadesignresearchprojecttodevelopacognitive
gameforpoliticalperspectivetaking.Study1describesapoliticalperspectivetakingmeasurecreated
throughexpertandnovicetaskanalysis.Study2surveyed187undergraduatestudentsandfound
relativelypoorpoliticalperspectivetakingability.Study3testsaneducationalgameforpolitical
perspective takingandfound that thegamewasengagingbutdidnotpromote learning.Study4
describesatechnicalexplorationtestingthefeasibilityofacognitivegamewithintelligenttutoringfor
scaffoldingcomplexreasoningonpoliticalperspectives.Thisworkarguesgamescanteachpolitical
perspectivetakingusing:(a)moralfoundationstheory,(b)fantasyenvironmentsthataskplayersto
predictpolicypositions,and(c)embeddedintelligenttutors.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Inademocracy,overcomingsocietalchallengessuchasclimatechange,inequality,andeducation
requiresanalertandknowledgeablecitizenry.Researchers,educatorsandpractitionershaverecognized
theneedforanew civics thatprovidescitizenswith theabilities toeffectivelyparticipate in the
democraticprocess(CIRCLE,2003)andforlearningtechnologiesthathelpthembecomeeffective
citizens.Oneabilitycitizensmustdevelopispolitical perspective taking,thatis,theabilitytoreason
abouttheideologicalvaluesofthemselvesandothers.However,cognitive,political,andlearning
sciences researchprovides littleguidanceaboutdeveloping learners’politicalperspective taking
abilities.Howmighteducationalgameshelpstudentslearnsuchacomplexandill-definedskill?
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BACKGRoUND

Policy Arguments
Civicreasoningcentersonpolicy argumentation(Dunn,1990;Fischer,2007;Manzer,1984;Stone,
2001;citedinNationalResearchCouncil,2012),“practicalargumentsthatofferreasonsfortaking
specificpolicyactions”(NationalResearchCouncil,2012,p.55,citingBall,1995).

Policyargumentsrequirecitizenstoconnectandcomparedifferentactions,whichareinturn
supportedoropposedbydifferentideologicalvalues(Lebacq,1986;Sandel,2010).Forexample,
apolicyoftaxingtherichandredistributingthisincometothepoorwillbesupportedoropposed
dependingonone’sideologicalvalues:somemayarguethatthispolicyinfringesuponone’sliberty
toownthefruitsofourlabor,whileothersarguethatjusticedemandssomeincomedistributionto
ensureequalityofopportunityandamorebroadersharingofbenefits,whilestillothersargue,often
onreligiousgroundsthatjusticedemandspreferentialconsiderationforthepoor.

Skilled argumentation thus requires citizens to confront complex ideological questions and
tradeoffs.Citizenswhocannotreasonaboutideologiesareatadistinctdisadvantageinarticulating
thevaluesbehindtheirownarguments(whichareessentialtocreatingpersuasivearguments,Lakoff,
2002),andwillhavelittlesuccessunderstandinghowtheiraudiencewillrespondtotheirarguments
orthelegitimatebasisuponwhichtheiropponentswillcriticizetheirpositions.

The authors’ experience teachingundergrads finds that students often lackbasic fluency in
politicalideologiesneededtodevelopprincipledandpersuasivepoliticalmessages.Forexample,
studentsoftenseemtorelyeitherongutintuition,e.g.,“Ifeellikeincomeinequalityiswrong,but
doesthatmeanIshouldgivemymoneyaway?”oroversimplifyissuesintopartisanpositions,e.g.,
“Well,I’maDemocrat,andtheauthorisaRepublicanandclearlybiased.”Webelievethismayin
partcomefromlackofpracticeinengaginginargumentationskillsthatisnecessaryforcivics.

Thisproject considershowwemightuse a cognitivegame to improvecitizens’ ideological
reasoningaboutpolicyissues,including:howmightweassessideologicalreasoning,whatchallenges
dolearnersfaceinreasoningaboutideologies,ifany,andhowwemightdevelopweb-basededucational
gamestoimproveideologicalreasoning.

Political Perspective Taking
Thecomplexityanddiversityof approaches thatdifferentdisciplineshave takenwith respect to
understandingpoliticalperspectivetakingpresentsanadditionalchallenge.Politicalsciencehasdonea
greatdealofworkonpolarization(Layman,Carsey,&Horowitz,2006;Abramowitz&Saunders,2008)
althoughmuchofthisworkfocusesondistinctionsbetweenDemocratsandRepublicans—parties
thatarecomposedofheterogeneous,conflictingideologicalgroupsandthatdonotprovidecategories
sufficientlynuancedforpoliticalperspectivetaking.Politicalphilosophyhasspentthousandsofyears
onquestionsofideologyandjustice,producingtheoriessuchasBentham’sutilitarianism,Novack’s
liberty,Kant’scategoricalimperative,Rawl’sdifferenceprinciple,andsoon(Sandel,2010).More
recentworkinmoralpsychologyhasexploredthesocial,psychological,andevolutionarybasisof
ourmoralintuitionsuponwhichwebaseourpoliticaljudgments(Haidt,2012).

Proposedciviceducationstandards(CIRCLE,2003;Gould2011)recognizeperspectivetaking
asanimportantskill.TheCivicMissionofSchools(CIRCLE,2003)identifiesfourcommontraits
ofcompetentcitizenship,threeofwhichincludeperspectivetaking,specifically,thatcompetentand
engagedcitizensare:informed and thoughtful,including“...awillingnesstoenterintodialoguewith
othersaboutdifferentpointsofviewandtounderstanddiverseperspectives...”;participate in their 
communitiesincluding“...pursu[ing]anarrayofcultural,social,political,andreligiousinterestsand
beliefs”;andpossessmoral and civic virtues,thatis,“theyareconcernedfortherightsandwelfare
ofothers,sociallyresponsible,willingtolistentoalternativeperspectives...[and]strikeareasonable
balancebetweentheirowninterestsandthecommongood”(Gould2011;p.11).
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