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Introduction
In their introduction to Popular Culture: Schooling and Everyday Life, Paolo Freire and Henry A. Giroux  argue for educational theory which returns schooling to its primary task, “to be places of critical education” (viii). They advocate for a critical engagement with popular culture forms that develop a citizenry that are able to exercise power over their own lives, including the conditions of knowledge production and acquisition. For young people to be prepared to fully participate in the possibilities of Democratic life, popular culture needs to be taken seriously within educational discourse. This includes pushing well beyond the content of any given canon and embracing the diversity of literacy practices that constitute everyday life.
While the landscape of popular culture has changed dramatically during the thirty years since Freire and Giroux advocated for its inclusion in formal schooling, the imperative to bring everyday cultural forms together with critical study in schools remains. This chapter responds to this imperative by engaging with contemporary forms of the everyday, namely, digital games and their associated literacy practices. These ubiquitous digital forms are often reduced to practices of play that are observed when they are enacted by gamers. However, the media ecology which surrounds digital games represents a complex site of social and cultural activity that is evolving at a rapid pace and represents a core component of contemporary popular culture that educators cannot ignore. 
Findings from the NCTE Taskforce on Critical Media Literacy (NCTE) capture the complexity of bringing the popular and the critical together. The Taskforce defines critical media literacy as:
the practice of critically analyzing media texts and institutions with emphasis on the relationship between power and knowledge, specifically in relation to issues of inequalities in access, representation, and economics
Recognising that critical media literacy is still a marginal component of many English Language Arts programs, the taskforce argues that such an approach to education develops an awareness of expanded literacies and supports students to be young authors and activists.
This chapter investigates these opportunities by focussing on the characteristics of three digital media sites that contribute to the digital game ecology: video streaming websites, digital game platforms and online community forums. Rather than focussing on game-based learning, our interest here is in  how we might teach about games as a cultural medium in their own right. Strategies are introduced to show how teachers can utilise critical media literacies that will allow students to understand the various forms of media that contribute to meaning-making and digital games.
Digital Games in the Language Arts Classroom
The popularity of digital games now extends well beyond stereotypes associated with young males, with gaming now occupying a place in cultural life that includes a wide range of receptive and productive practices. Research into the study of digital games in English Language Arts classrooms remains relatively novel. Nash and Brady’s review of emerging literature on digital games in secondary ELA classrooms found 21 studies that involved the play and study of videogames in English. The authors reported that videogame instruction in these studies tended to focus on game analysis, game design and production, text production, and research projects (where game content was explored but gameplay was not involved). Bacalja’s ("A Critical Review of Digital Game Literacies in the English Classroom") review of the field found just 16 studies which involved the play and study of digital games in the English Language Arts classroom and reported that instruction was focussed on connecting with students’ lifeworlds, developing traditional and contemporary skills, questioning representations within texts, and supporting the aesthetic dimension of textual experience. 
Case studies that use the Language Arts classroom to develop a critical stance towards digital games are limited, and have addressed: gendered representations of game characters (Berger and McDougall), social hierarchies within game stories (Bacalja "What Critical Literacy Has to Offer the Study of Video Games") and the use of the Sims game to explore domestic spaces (Beavis and Charles). However, what much of this work neglects is that game literacies involve an interconnected web of media literacies that connect digital games to a broader media landscape beyond games themselves.
Rather than limiting the study of games to games themselves, there is value in embracing a stance that moves towards an ecology of gaming. Salen  suggests that understanding the dynamic media ecology within which digital games exist requires investigating families of practice produced by games and gaming attitudes. Those seeking to understand the characteristics of such an ecology have foucssed on:
· Digital game platforms as facilitators of community networks (Becker et al.)
· Online game providers and the ways they position themselves to users, clients, advertisers and policymakers (Gillespie)
· The influence of advertising on video streaming websites (Dehghani et al.)
· Online forums as sites for digital game discourse (Ensslin and Balteiro)
· Microtransactions , loot boxes and the economics of game worlds (Hart) 
If the critical play and study of digital games in the Language Arts is to reflect the realities of digital game practices, it must extend into those digital spaces that today’s youth frequent.
Teaching Firewatch
This section introduces the game Firewatch (Campo Santo) and outlines the characteristics of three media sites that are a part of the game’s media ecology. The three sites to be analysed are:  video streaming website YouTube, digital game platform Steam, and the online community forum reddit. Analysis of each site is accompanied by suggested teaching activities. The aim is to show how pedagogies can be applied to digital media spaces to achieve those goals of critical literacy praxis which Avila and Zacher Pandya argue are twofold, “to investigate manifestations of power relations in texts, and to design, and in some cases redesign, texts in ways that serve other, less powerful interests” (2).
Introduce the game
Firewatch is a walking-simulator adventure game where the player takes on the role of Henry, a fire lookout in the Shoshone National Forrest in 1989. Taking a first-person perspective, the story takes place over an entire Summer as Henry navigates the beautifully rendered world that surrounds his lookout and engages in dialogue, through his walkie-talkie, with his supervisor, Delilah. Described by one reviewer as having a “gripping story, brilliant branching script, wholly convincing voice-acting performances, and stunning art direction” (McCaffrey), features of the gameworld open up as the story progresses and player choices inform their relationship with Deliliah. 
Video streaming websites
Many young people first encounter new digital games like Firewatch as a result of algorithms that suggest streaming video content based on prior viewing habits. Game walkthroughs and Let’s Plays are video recordings that show a user playing a game while providing voice-over commentary. Commentary in these videos focuses on personal experiences of gameplay as well as advice on how to assist players to complete the game. Engagement with this form of media can be both receptive and productive, and tied up with degrees of social participation and consumerism.
Social participation
On the surface, social participation on video streaming sites is simply a relationship between the producer of content and an audience. One example of this relationship at play in relation to Firewatch is evident in game playthroughs created by user Markiplier (Markiplier), a popular producer of videogame content, who has over 31 million followers and whose videos have attracted over 17 billion views. Markiplier’s Firewatch Let’s Play video has attracted 8.4 million views (as of January, 2022), reflecting one kind of social participation. However, the YouTube platform blur the boundaries between receptive and productive literacy practices by providing multiple opportunities for users to contribute to the discourse about the game. Social participation can take on a more productive form through the ‘like’ function of this video streaming site. Users can add ‘comments’ in response to the video, and in turn, these comments can receive their own ‘likes’ which can also receive further comments. As a result, multi-authored conversations develop. Markiplier’s Firewatch video contains over 21 thousand comments, many of which have dozens of replies. Furthermore, it is common for content producers like Markiplier to livestream their gameplay and to enable the ‘livechat’ function. This functionality allows viewers to post messages in the chat while watching gameplay, and for the streamer to read and engage with this chat as they play. The discourses that materialise raise questions about how the ‘text’ of the YouTube platform is designed to allow other texts to emerge, in what Stornaiuolo, Hull and Hall refer to as “networked writing” (13), that leverages social participation in ways totally distinct from the printed word.
Monetizing gaming spaces
Media spaces like YouTube have become highly marketized landscapes which encourage hyper consumerism and where almost every aspect of participation is monetized. Some of the examples are obvious to the casual viewer. Advertisements regularly appear at the beginning of a video and are interspersed throughout the viewing experience. Content producers can also list items for sale at the bottom of their videos, providing easy shopping access. Less noticeable are the payments that popular streamers receive, which scale relative to the number of views their videos receive, raising questions about perverse incentives to produce ‘clickbait’ content to maximise revenue. Even more obscure is the datafication of viewing habits. This data follows a user across their participation in the digital world resulting in targeted adverts that are the consequence of this data being sold to commercial entities.  Srnicek  refers to this as platform capitalism, whereby data comes to represent just another resource ‘to be extracted, refined, and used in a variety of ways’ (40).
Strategies
To scaffold students into understanding how platforms like YouTube work teachers can:
· Activate prior experiences with video streaming platforms. Creating space for students to share their everyday literacy practices recognises what they already know and lays the foundations for connecting to new critical perspectives.
· Provide opportunities to engage and ‘play’ with videos that relate to Firewatch. Students can be instructed to use a journal to record the ways they navigate the digital space and supported to write their own questions about how the space is designed.
· Capture screenshots of various features of the platform and introduce a metalanguage to identify and explain these various features. 
· Model a comparative analysis of themes that emerge in the comments sections of videos. After presenting students with a list of videos that relate to the game, a graphic organiser can assist in recording and comparing themes.
·  Ask students to keep a record of the advertisements they encounter. In combination with Socratic dialogue, students can lead their own collaborative inquiry into patterns they observe. 
Digital game platforms
Steam is a digital platform that facilitates the purchase and playing of digital games. Through the platform users can search and download games, as well as connect with other gamers in order to engage in collaborative gameplay and other socially networked activities. The Steam platform includes a number of community features such as: friend lists, messaging, group membership, game reviews and in-game chat functionality. Figure 1 shows the Steam page for Firewatch. Two features of Steam that are worth exploring with students are multimodality and game ratings.
Figure 1: Steam page for the game Firewatch (Relevant copyrights and trademarks owned by Valve Corporation and Campo Santo Productions LLC. Used with permission)
[Insert Figure 1]
Multimodality
The Steam page for the game Firewatch is semiotically rich and relies on multimodality for communicative representation. The site displays the game logo alongside short videos of gameplay which highlight the most artistically attractive features of the game. Each video is approximately  45 seconds in duration and follow a similar style to film trailers, evident through their use of lighting, cinematic music, and cut-scenes. The Steam site also utilises hyperlinks extensively to connect the user to other information about the game and to social networks that are supported through the platform. From a grammar of visual design perspective (Kress and van Leeuwen), there are many questions we can ask to inquire into how this site communicates meaning. How do colour and symbols combine to communicate through the game logo? How is perspective established in the short videos gameplay? How is the website framed through different elements? What might the composition of the site reveal about how the designers would like us to navigate the page? As Kress and van Leeuwen argue, “we see images of whatever kind as entirely within the realm of the realizations and instantiations of ideology, as means – always – for the articulation of ideological positions” (14). Understanding the ideological underpinnings of Steam, and the intentionality of the designers, can be difficult to trace due to the entanglement of multiple modes.
Game ratings
Another way that the designers of game playing platforms establish pathways for participation is through practices of appreciation. The Steam platform encourages gamers to provide user ratings for the games they play. These ratings are presented to viewers in the form of a likert scale ranging from overwhelmingly positive to overwhelmingly negative with player ratings combined to produce the game’s overall rating. Appreciation is also demonstrated in the form of comments from users, as demonstrated by one review from user ‘Mom’s Spaghetti’:
	Poopy ending. Poop
	I get it, I understand it, I appreciate it.
	But poop
	11/10 otherwise. Takes 4hrs to total.
The inclusion of a synthesis of player reviews, as well as a listing of the number of reviews conducted, establishes the authenticity of the review system. These features seek to establish trust with visitors to the site so that, much like a real-world shopping centre, they continue to frequent this virtual store to spend their money. 
Teaching strategies
To explore how coding and design contribute to how we ‘read’ and engage with game platforms such as Steam, teachers can:
· Invite students to share experiences of rating and ranking that they encounter in everyday life. Encourage discussion about the effects of ratings on everyday behaviour.
· Ask students to view several of the trailers that are used to introduce the game to prospective customers. Down one side of a page, students transcribe examples of language (spoken or written) from the trailer. Down the other side of the page, students record non-linguistic features. These notes would act as stimulus material for discussing how different modes contribute to meaning-making.
· Curate a collection of reviews from game players on Steam. Support students to identify common themes that appear in the reviews. After playing the game, student write their own short reviews.
· Encourage students to design their own game logo, in either digital or non-digital form. Student could present their designs to the class, explaining their decision-making, including drawing comparisons to the original.
Online Community Forums
The reddit platform (written with a lowercase ‘r’) describes itself as “a network of communities where people can dive into their interests, hobbies and passions” (reddit). The platform, accessible via web browser or mobile app, facilitates the sharing of a wide-range of content and is a repository for an extraordinary diversity of digital practices. As a free-to-use discussion space, which does not employ age restrictions on users, the platform is one of the most visited site on the internet.
Most digital games have their own dedicated reddit page, established and maintained by those interested in the game. The Firewatch reddit page has over 17,000 members and is regularly updated with content related to: tips and tricks for progressing through the game, fan art, requests for help, and links to content in the real world that relates to the game story. Understanding how a ‘text’ like reddit works, and contributes to discourses, can be explored through a focus on intertextuality and non-linearity.
Intertextuality
Writing and creating processes in the reddit space fracture notions of authorship as visitors to the site engage in iterations of reading and writing. The result of time spent in this online space is the production of texts within texts, or what Mikhail Bakhtin  would call polyphony, a multi-voicedness produced through a multiplicity of dynamic and interacting voices. Figure 2 shows two examples of posts by users Beermyster67 and coolants1. Both posts have received comments from other users. As a result the central ‘text’, the post, is the absorption and transformation of other texts. This is evidence of intertextuality (Kristeva) as social and political forces engage in a game of back-and-forth over meaning-making. Importantly, none of this is accidental. The design of the reddit space is intentional. It serves the purpose of allowing easy and free-flowing interaction between users and demonstrates many of the affordances of writing in the digital age, namely to encourage more collaborative and inter-connected text-creation as users embed links to other works and places. It also encourages users to spend more time on the site, itself a highly commercialised space filled with digital and non-digital products for purchase. 
Figure 2: Examples of writing on the Firewatch reddit page
[Insert Figure 2]
Non-linearity
Each medium develops its own language in order to position readers or viewers in certain ways. As has been explored elsewhere (Bacalja "Digital Writing in the New Literacies Age: Insights from an Online Writing Community"), spaces like the Firewatch reddit page encourage media literacy practices that are characterised by non-linearity. These sites require rethinking rigid ideas about when reading stops and writing begins due to their multiple opportunities for participation. New posts to reddit must include a title to indicate their focus. Text within the post can utilise hyperlinks to connect to other threads, sites, content, or media platforms. The post itself can be tagged using a range of options (discussion, spoiler, video, fanart, support, etc). Those visiting the Firewatch page have multiple entry points as well as almost infinite exit opportunities. They may begin with the first thread at the top of the page. Given these posts are often ‘sticky’ posts, tied to the top of the site for up to a week, it is likely that members of the community will ignore these posts and seek to begin their reading elsewhere. They may scan the titles of threads before clicking on items of interest, reflecting a combination of surface and deep reading.
Teaching strategies
Uncovering taken-for-granted assumptions about the social and cultural practices within this digital world can be supported by teachers who:
· Invite students to create a list of the many ways that users might contribute to a post. This can be followed with a discussion about the impact each of these forms have on the original intention of the post.
· Select a series of posts that represent different positions towards Firewatch. These can serve as a catalyst for exploring how views of the world can be expressed, and debated, in public digital domains.
· Ask students to research the ownership and operation of supposedly ‘free’ online forums. Questions to investigate include: Who owns the site? What role does advertising play? What happens to the data collected in such spaces?
· Place a review post from the Firewatch reddit page alongside a review article from an online gaming magazine. Develop comprehension questions that juxtapose the different ways that each site encourages, or discourages, participation.
· Use the reddit Firewatch page to support the play and study of Firewatch in the curriculum. This could include encouraging students to create and post their own tips or help guides to the site, or using the site to research answers to questions brainstormed by students.
· Give students opportunities to redesign online communities.
Conclusion
The focus in this chapter on the social and cultural practices mediated through video streaming websites, digital game platforms, and online community forums demonstrates the complexity and interconnectedness of the media landscape which young people navigate during their gaming experiences. We need to remember that these three examples are a small sample of the digital worlds that young people engage with, and that digital spaces that inform gaming literacies are expanding and evolving on a seemingly daily basis. 
While much of the public debate about digital games oscillates between idealistic hype and moral panic, this chapter makes the case for working with students to understand how the digital textual world is constituted by both the design of these digital spaces and through the practices that take place within them.  Digital media literacies are never separate from the contexts and people that enact them. The challenge with this kind of work will be achieving the transformative possibilities of engaging critically with these cultural sites and the risk that doing so undermines and threatens the pleasures that occur in these spaces. As Giroux and Simon  said of popular culture texts many years ago, we need to question how we can support students to understand “why things are the way they are and how they got to be that way” (223) without trivialising them.
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