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Mischief, power and play: when to pull the plug on diverging student-tutor agendas

This paper investigates the tensions and confusions created between online student and tutor when ongoing assignments, such as a weblogs, stray far from the norm.  As student and tutor on a digital game-based learning course as part of an online MSc in E-Learning we explore problems of tutor intervention, playful dissent, and the extent to which misconstrued assessment criteria could result in bizarre - and un-assessable - assignments. Engagement on a course on game-based learning by definition implies a certain level of play from both tutor and student.  Most games involve competition and challenge, often testing and temporarily influencing the relationship between two players.  The current popularity of alternate reality games, where the player is immersed in a fictional and (apparently) totally detached environment, means the idea of tutor or student role playing may be considered a legitimate learning pursuit.    This can be pushed beyond either party’s comfort zone, however.  This student submitted an ongoing weblog which exhibited wildly fictional and detached cultural norms and language, mixed with a worrying spiral into depressive and hostile attacks on the tutor.  The approach was deliberately divergent but in other cases may not have been and could genuinely be a result of cultural differences or misinterpretation of the task.  After the conclusion of the weblog, a deciphering document illustrated the two strands that were being explored (cultural diversity and mental health problems), intentionally for the benefit of both student and tutor. Such behaviour places a stress on the student-tutor relationship that needs to be carefully handled: the tutor as assessor must point out that the required criteria are not being met, but must also be sensitive to the student’s ongoing development and discovery in what can seem like the more expressive medium of the weblog.  Particularly in a course focused on games and exploration, the tutor must think carefully about whether, and when, to intervene and pull the plug on a deviant but carefully crafted arc that the student is knowingly in control of and – perhaps only by the end of the game – will have used as a tool to achieve the required course criteria.
We identify key questions:

· When should the tutor say ‘stop’?

· Is the student-tutor relationship really any closer/different online?

· Who is assessment for?

We observe that:

· tolerances of student creativity and rigid adherence to assessment criteria are not necessarily at odds with each other

· misaligned understanding of the pedagogical method in use can rapidly erode the relationship without careful intervention

· involving students in the assessment arena, e.g. by allowing them to suggest additional assessment criteria, can both empower and perplex

· tutors may not understand – or like - what the student is doing, sometimes through no fault of the student’s

· fear of intervention’s impact on the student-tutor relationship should be tempered by the consequences of inaction

We suggest that there is something of a paradox here, necessarily present in any high level of intellectual engagement between tutor and student, but rendered starkly obvious through the medium of games.  That while clarity of expectation, requirement and behaviour from both sides of the relationship is fundamentally desirable, the goal of absolute clarity may be antagonistic to the higher aim of allowing the student to transcend the insights of the teacher.






