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Background Context

My project is largely inspired by Guitar Hero, which is a video game developed by Harmonix. It features a plastic guitar-shaped controller, which uses a series of color coded buttons which enables the gamer to simulate playing a number of popular rock songs. This game became a surprised hit, winning many awards from video game-related publications. The idea for my thesis occurred to me after watching South Park’s “Guitar Queer-o” where Stan’s mom says referring to the boys playing Guitar Hero: “If they spent half the time learning a real instrument as they do playing that game who knows what  they could accomplish?” Guitar Hero is of course a very poor approximation of playing a real guitar and provides no learning value whatsoever, but it is undeniably fun and addictive. 


Guitar Hero is one of many video games which are controlled by an atypical peripheral.  This seems to be the latest trend in video games right now. To list just a few: Dance Dance Revolution, with its pressure sensitive mats as controllers, Karaoke Revolution, which is controlled by the pitch of a player’s voice, Donkey Konga, which uses a drum-like peripheral to replicate rhythm patters, Nintendo Wii with its tilt, motion and IR sensitive controllers, which allow for free-range motion, and lastly, Nintendo DS, with a touch-screen controller .  The DS has in fact become so popular that it is now used as a learning tool in Japanese schools, being lighter and cheaper than a laptop. According to Wall Street Journal, one of its uses is a English-language learning tool, where  students user the styluses to scrawl English words, and are reinforced with “responses like ‘Cool!’ if the children spell the word correctly, and a mocking ‘Come on!’ if they get it wrong.”  In fact, out of about 500 titles released for DS so far, only about 200 are actual video games. Even though most of these educational pieces of software are not released in the U.S., there are a few “brain-training “ pieces of software available – such as “Brain Age” and “Big Brain Academy, ” which use a series of fast paced puzzle games to test reflexes, memorization and speed-arithmetic.  Games like these blur the line between education and entertainment and are filling a quickly growing market. 

There is actually a game out for DS right now that claims to teach music – it is called Rhythm ‘N Notes.  It states that it teaches you piano chords and drum rhythms, but the many reviews I've read for it argue that the game falls completely short of what it aspires to do. One particular review on gamespot.com (entitled “Broken”) says that it’s not really a game but rather a series of tests, to pass which “you already have to be very familiar with the material or progress purely through trial and error, learning nothing either way.”  The game presents you with a piano chord and gives you a multiple choice list, at which point you are either expected to be already familiar with this chord, or just keep trying until you get it right. I have no played this game, but I think I will purchase it just to see what not to do for my thesis.

There is also a free online Flash version of this, called “Note Online Free Teacher,” which is not really a game, and also does not seem a successful teaching tool, as it seems to fall under trial and error category. This “Teacher”  displays a series of random notes on the staff and then lets you click on an key on the screen piano to match it. If you get it right, you get a point, of you get it wrong, you don’t get a point, and it does not establish any relationship between the notes on the staff and the keys on the piano until you try it yourself.  Besides having no entertaining value whatsoever, I do not imagine how someone would be able to complete this task correctly without having an initial knowledge of piano notation.  I strive to avoid these pitfalls in my thesis, and am going to make sure it is both entertaining and acts as an actual learning tool.  

