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• Goal - Social development, healthy habits
• Target age – Tweens (12 to 14)
• Focused on gameplay
• Educational Content - Implied Over Direct

…a story about a playtest

Group 1Told them its educational in advance

Expectation bias, it is “bad” before playing They Felt Tricked and Angry

Group 2Told them halfway through



Group 3:Just let them play
Then asked to describe their experience

Excitedly discussed what they learned through play

Then Why?



Learning throughPlay + Game Criticism: LearningShould Not Be Fun!

Argued that when learning through play…
• Student take learning less seriously
• Makes learning seem too easy
• Neil Postman (1985)• Too minimal• Commercialism• Learning should be “hard-fought victories”



Early Game AttemptsConflict, Disruption, and Disconnection







This is Transparent Game Design
Making the learning, heath, and rehabilitation imperceptible to the player



Transparent Game Design Pillar 1Game Designers Are Teachers
Commercial games teach the user through play.
Example: Levels are player progression in…
• Experience
• Engagement
• Learning

Progressive Stages

Experience In Relation to Environment



Basics of play

New Skill
New Skill

New Skill
New Skill



Transparent Game Design Pillar 2Game Designers Are Coaches

PrimaryAction
Secondary Actionor Response

Contingent Action,Feedback or Reward

Player compulsion, engagement. andhabits are built around loops



How games “compel” us to play



Player Habitsbuilt through loopsandProgression



So Why I hate to exercise?
• 80% of consumers play video games newzoo.com

• Average 8.45 hours per week 2025 icon-era.com

• 1/3 of adults worldwide don’t meet basic physical activity
75 to 150 min a week World Health Organization

• Games are getting integrated into exercise equipment…
…for people who exercise. Not for the average gamer.

Games are fantasy fulfillment



We Learn By Designing for Others
Every project we learn something new
Designers learn through• Research• User Needs• Subject Matter• Experimentation• Collaboration• Communication

Transparent Game Design Pillar 3Game Designers Are Students



Current Transparent Game Design Project
• Stroke rehabilitation - balance and gait recovery
• Suite of motion controlled mini-games
• Collaboration Department of Kinesiology and HealthEducation• Therapy movements become direct inputs for play
• Emphasizes fantasy fulfillment and engagement
• Focus shifts away from the condition
• Learning and PT become transparent to the player
• Unconscious learning and compliance
Prototypes completed, preparing for human subject testing
Next steps:
Version for home, clinical settings, and research labs



Thank you and Please stay connected

transparentgamedesign.com
David (D.S.) Cohen <ds.cohen@austin.utexas.edu>




