
 Issue 07 – 2018 Journal –Peer Reviewed

5Enrico Gandolfi Kaybeth Calabria & Richard E. Ferdig https://www.gamejournal.it/07_gandolfi-calabria-ferdig

ENRICO GANDOLFI 

KAYBETH CALABRIA 

& RICHARD E. FERDIG
Research Center for Educational 
Technology, Kent State University 
rferdig@kent.edu

Introduction

There are two disparate ways to describe the relationship between digital games 
and special needs (i.e., physical, cognitive and even socio-cultural conditions 
than require specific interventions in everyday life routines, learning activi-
ties, and general accessibility). On one hand, it can be argued that the sector 
is becoming more inclusive. For instance, assistive technologies are gaining a 
foothold in the game industry with innovative hardware (e.g., the Microsoft 
Adaptive Controller), focused efforts of researchers and practitioners (e.g., the 
IGDA game accessibility interest group or the Games For Health conferences), 
increased customization interfaces and input systems (e.g., those offered in the 
games Overwatch or Uncharted 4), and focused funding initiatives (e.g., Able-
Gamers Charity and Special Effect).Conversely, one could also argue that the 
concerns of individuals with special needs represent an overlooked area. For ex-
ample, toxicity and disruptive behaviors across game audiences (e.g., “Gamer-
gate” see Mortesen, 2016) represent additional sources of biases, games are not 
accessible to all players, and the literature about special needs and gaming is 
scarce (with the notable exceptions of Carr, 2014; Champlin, 2014; Ledder, 
2015). Additional research is required to respond to these opposing perspective 
as well as to further impact policy and practice. There are least four reasons to 
justify such a claim.

1. Video games are at the forefront of technological adoption (Duggan, 
2015). Given their ubiquity, they are ideal testing grounds for prob-
lematizing current interactive affordances and patterns and developing 
new and more inclusive solutions.

2. Video games and interactive media shape society and culture (Ferdig, 
2018). They convey representations, ideologies, biases, and view-
points. Gamers and game developers take a stand that is not as neutral 
as it may appear at first glance (Gandolfi & Ferdig, 2018). Shedding 
light on how the medium deals with the issues faced by individuals 
with special needs becomes crucial for understanding and perhaps 
changing social perspectives (from reiterating stereotypes to suggest-
ing alternative perspectives).
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3. The combination of technical and cultural perspectives can effectively 
support two leading approaches to individuals with special needs – 
i.e., the social model (Bickenbacha, Chatterji, Badley, & Üstünet al., 
1999) and the cultural lens (Wolbring, 2008; Campbell, 2009). The 
former refers to efforts aimed at making society more inclusive (equal 
possibilities, no barriers), while the latter addresses prejudices and 
constructed ideas of normality and abnormality. By combining these 
two foci, analyzing digital entertainment may become an ideal bat-
tleground for reflecting on disability and difference while promoting 
the development of proactive initiatives.

4. Videogames can potentially support special education and learners 
with disabilities, from improving physical and social skills to facilitat-
ing communication and self-organization (e.g., Saridaki, Gouscos, & 
Meimaris, 2016).

The goal of this special issue is to provide insights and guidelines for real-
izing and responding to this potential. The five articles collected address several 
aspects of the interplay between digital games and individuals with special 
needs. Aside from their topical differences, these contributions seem to share 
an underlying value given to the inclusion of individuals with disabilities in the 
world of gamers. The authors also collectively recognize the fact that games 
should be created with affordances that allow for universal access.

In his article on inclusive interfaces, Dalgliesh effectively expresses this 
viewpoint: “notions of incidental body-controller fit and precarious accessibil-
ity are outlined to develop a model that uses asymmetrical roles and diverse 
input to fit individual abilities and thereby expand participation”. Dalgliesh also 
recognizes the dignity of the human person in creating games where individu-
als can participate as equals; no one wants to be the unequal partner who is 
helped along in a childish manner. Dalgleish argues:

While roles are highly asymmetrical, fundamental principles such as reward, goals, 

challenge and meaningful play … are maintained… Rather than segregate im-

paired players by placing them in exclusive sub-sections that provide “cut-down” 

versions of the canonical experience in an attempt to manage challenge and 

difficulty, the ARAC model has all players – impaired or otherwise – play in the 

same space.

This is especially relevant in online and shared play, where social interac-
tions and exchanges are relevant and support the whole gaming experience. 
Imbriani and colleagues claim that “community creation and bonding are key 
components of successful competitive online games as in those actions are often 
sensationalized to widen the community with an audience of spectators”. Ac-
cording to Schrier, a “learning community can help to encourage connections 
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among disparate groups, as well as encourage a sense of belonging and inclusion 
in a game community, which may contribute to empathy, perspective-taking, 
learning, and positive exposure to others’ backgrounds and cultures, and great-
er self-efficacy and social support….games that support intergroup cooperation 
may reduce bias, particularly in multiplayer games online”.

Accessibility issues remain a priority to address, and four articles directly 
deal with this topic from different angles and perspectives. Plothe advocates 
that the construction of games should begin with the idea of universal design, 
thus limiting the retrofitting of games. Dalgleish’s article is characterized by 
an emphasis on game controllers as a bearer of inclusions/exclusion for play-
ers with disabilities. Vercellone, Shelestak, Dhaher and Clements uncover how 
haptic technology may make a difference in providing more inclusive interac-
tive experiences. Imbriani, Mariani, and Bertolo focus on how inclusive game 
mechanics can entail a shared ground between sighted and players who are 
visually impaired. The authors seem to share the belief that accessibility-related 
developments can positively impact cultural, empathic, and learning outcomes.

Indeed, the intrinsic work of creating virtual realities in game-like environ-
ments could have the potential for increasing awareness of negative bias and 
improving social interactions and mutual understanding. This opportunity 
emerges in all the five articles, most notably in Schrier’s article:

Some games may help to immerse people into virtual worlds and new roles and 

identities […], which may encourage consideration of others’ experiences, feelings, 

and perspectives […] . Games may help people express and experiment with their 

own identities and others’ identities […], and may enable people to communicate 

and interact with people from other cultures, with other types of needs, and with 

different types of experiences.”

This collection draws from different disciplines (e.g., educational technol-
ogy, computer science, games studies, design, and biology). As such, the articles 
provide a variegated array of implications, spanning pedagogical strategies, 
game design suggestions, and technical insights. Such a wide scope is funda-
mental for addressing the interplay between video games and special needs in 
its entire complexity and richness.

In addition to the research presented in this special issue, there are four next 
steps to continue to support work in this area.

1. Game analyses often emphasize representation and aesthetics (e.g., 
Carr, 2014; Lynch et al., 2016). This refers to the interactive compo-
nent of the medium, from rules to heuristics; these features are not 
neutral but rather they can communicate specific biases and schemes 
(Gandolfi & Sciannamblo, 2018). There is also value in exploring 
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ludic mechanics and media environments. This would include studies 
of online platforms like Twitch.tv, Steam, and Reddit, where gaming 
communities gather and debate. For instance, Twitch.tv is strongly 
supporting streamers with special needs in collaboration with the 
association AbleGamers, but it has been the stage of toxic behaviours 
against players who are disabled (see the case of Adam “Lo0p” Bahriz, 
a legally blind and deaf streamer who was bullied by his own game 
mates during a live match of Counter Strike: GO) ( Jackson, 2017).

2. Aside from some exceptions (e.g., see https://spedapps.kent.edu/ for 
mobile games and the article by Vercellone et al. in this special is-
sue), the study of video games for special education is nascent. More 
research is needed that specifically spans different disabilities, genres, 
and pedagogies. Mainstream games should be investigated targeting 
their instructional potential and affordances, which can be relevant 
due to their popularity.

3. Researchers in this special issue studied digital gaming and its ability 
to foster empathy and perspective-taking (see Imbriani et al.; Schrier). 
Research should capitalize on this work to further explore affective, 
emotional, and cultural outcomes related to special needs.

4. Technology companies and scholars should partner in research and 
development efforts to further explore assistive technologies for gam-
ing. Despite some early efforts and contributions by authors in this 
special issue, the field is lacking accessible software and hardware.

We conclude this special issue by thanking the contributing authors as well 
as the reviewers who spent significant time during the review process pro-
viding suggestions and insights. Finally, we are very grateful to the associate 
editors of GAME, who have supported this special issue and its cause since the 
beginning.
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