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Abstract 

 

Multicultural Educational Digital Game: A Report on the Importance of Creating Digital 

Cultural Games and an Analysis of a Mexican-American Cultural Game 

 

Alexia Yanet Mercado, M.A 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Paul Resta 

 

Abstract: This report discusses the importance of digital cultural games, an analysis of the game 

that I created, Dia de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), and the connection of the game to an 

existing curriculum. I created the game with teachers and students in mind. Many teachers do not 

have the proper resources, such as funds, supplies, and cultural knowledge, to create activities 

and lessons that teach students about different cultures. As a result, students do not learn about 

cultures other than the ones they are surrounded by. Teaching children about various cultures, 

expands the knowledge of the world they live in and improves the interactions they may have 

with others who do not have similar backgrounds. The Dia de los Muertos game that I created 

can be used by students or anyone who has access to a tablet. It teaches the user about a 

Mexican-American cultural tradition without having prior knowledge. The purpose of the game 

is to introduce the Mexican-American culture and to motivate users to learn more. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

For this report, I analyzed a digital cultural game that I created, which can be used in 

conjunction with a Mexican-American curriculum. There aren’t many digital cultural games 

available that teachers can use to teach students about different cultures. Creating this game 

allowed me to expand the existing collection of cultural games and use what I know about 

implementing technology to existing learning pedagogies. This, in theory, would not be difficult 

if all existing technology was available to all schools; but many schools lack current technology. 

This lack of technology helped me narrow down the most adequate platform. I decided to make 

the game native to tablet computers because a growing number of school districts, through 

government grants, already provide these devices to their students. Having the game digitally 

available in devices owned by school districts helps teachers avoid requesting additional 

materials and supplies from already limited budgets.  

The Texas Education Agency recently approved a set of curriculum standards for an 

ethnic studies elective course on Mexican-American culture. These standards provide teachers 

and districts with a set of guidelines to follow as they teach students about Mexican-American 

culture. Implementing curriculum standards like these on digital games allows teachers to 

quantify learning objectives while adhering to the required curriculum. In addition, digital games 

remove the limits of being ‘stuck’ in the classroom. For example, in SecondLife, users can 

explore downtown London without having the need to be there physically. Having this freedom 

gives teachers the opportunity to approach the curriculum with more flexibility. 
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Chapter 2. Introduction to Digital Cultural Games 

A quick google search on “digital culture games” will bring up articles about the culture 

of gaming, which is defined as a culture of people who play video games or “how children 

interact with non-educational games, outside of the school setting" (Chmiel, 2012). There isn’t a 

lot of research present that discusses educational games with an emphasis on culture. Although 

there are a few computer games that teach students about certain celebrations such as Chinese 

New Year, there is still a lack of games for other cultures. Through the following points, I will 

discuss why I chose to focus on digital cultural games. I will present points on the benefits of 

multicultural education, the impact of educational games and explain how a combination of 

culture and digital games (digital cultural games) can have an improvement in students’ cultural 

awareness. 

Multi-Cultural Education 

Levy (1996) used the three definitions of multicultural education from Patty Ramsey’s 

book, Teaching and Learning in a Diverse, Multicultural Education for Young Children (1987) 

as an “underlying theme to many good programs [to integrating culture in the classroom] for 

young children within the United States.” The first definition is that multicultural education:  

a) encompasses many dimensions of human differences beside culture such as race, 

occupation, socioeconomic status, age, gender, sexual orientation, and various 

physical traits and needs, b) is relevant to all children, even those who live in 

homogenous areas, and c) extends beyond the boundaries of this country to beliefs 

and attitudes about people all over the world (as cited in Levy, 1996).  



 3 

Through these three definitions of the perspective of multicultural education, it is apparent that 

culture is more than race and the physical traits. Learning about different cultures “helps children 

be more sensitive to people” (Levy, 1996). There have been various studies that demonstrate that 

children can “recognize ethnic differences by the age three” (Liu & Blila, 1995). If young 

children can recognize ethnic differences, then, they should also be taught how to properly 

interact with others who do not look like them. Using the multicultural education model, this 

practice would be carried out in schools by teaching kids about different cultural traditions 

throughout the year. “Careful attention is paid to the types of…activities that are provided and 

cultivating a willingness among children to cooperate” (Levy, 1996). 

 “It is important – if our aim is to reduce bias and prejudice – that we address the 

responses to diversity – the misconceptions, the fears, and the uneasiness about differences that 

young children can develop as they become aware of the dissimilarities between people” (Liu & 

Blila, 1995). To avoid the continuation of the misconceptions and fears from children, it is 

important to start teaching them at a young age. Kids start attending primary school at the age of 

five. They develop their “cognitive ability to distinguish color differences and to recognize 

differences in the size, shape, and texture of objects” (Liu & Blila, 1995) before turning five. If 

schools ignore the importance of teaching students different cultures, they will not have the 

opportunity to be open to learning about the differences of others. “Prejudice [increases] as 

children grow older” (Liu & Blila, 1995), but if those prejudices are replaced with real 

information on the people who are affected, the children’s perceptions of others would be 

aligned with facts and cultural knowledge that surrounds different cultures. Multicultural 

education is not the only form to teach children about different cultures, the other model of 

cultural teaching is International Education. International education is an “attempt to move 
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beyond holidays and teach children… about clothing, food, music, shelter, cultural 

celebrations…” (Levy, 1996). While international education provides students with an in-depth 

knowledge of culture, schools in the United States do not use the international education model; 

the multicultural education model is the most commonly used for teaching culture. The game 

discussed in this report used the multicultural education model to explain a portion of the 

Mexican-American culture. 

Educational Games 

 There are parents, teachers, and administrators who will argue that video games are not 

an appropriate form of learning and see games as “mere entertainment” (Shaffer, Squire, 

Halverson, & Gee, 2005) but educational games are a tool for learners to learn through activities 

and predetermined rules (Allery, 2014). Shaffer et al. (2005) argued that even the biggest critics 

of games know that people learn from playing video games. The different categories of video 

games range from multiplayer, simulations and role-playing genres, to name a few. These 

varying approaches to video games teach players different mechanics. In multiplayer games, 

players learn to play the game in the most efficient way to beat the opposing team whether alone 

or with teammates. As they play with other players, they learn to communicate with each other to 

reach a mutual goal. Users must also learn to navigate the interface of the game which gives 

them a 360 view of the game compared to players who play on single mode. Single mode 

is when players play individually. In simulation games, players partake in a real-world scenario. 

These simulations provide players with skills and techniques that are applicable to the different 

situations. For example, there is a pilot simulation game that allows users to learn how to fly a 

plane without taking a flight course. This simulation does not replace an in-person course, but it 

does give an opportunity to practice real-world skills. In role-playing games, players are put into 
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a fictional role as a character with a set of skills. Multiplayer, simulations, and role-playing are 

not the only types of genres of video games, but they are some of the most commonly known 

because they are easily integrated with one another. 

Having an understanding of some of the genres of video games that exist for 

entertainment, facilitates the connection and possibilities in educational games. Khenissi, 

Essalmi, Jemni, Kinshuk, Graf, & Chen (2016) used the Felder Silverman Learning Model to 

compile a list of genres that are used for education, which are: Games based on puzzles, God 

Games, Casual Games, Games based on Simulations. “Simulations are designed to teach 

someone about the system by observing the result of actions or decisions through feedback 

generated by the simulation in real-time, accelerated time, or slowed time” (Rieber, 1996). In the 

world of education, simulation games are commonly used in the medical field. Experiential 

simulations put learners “in situations that are too costly or hazardous to [be provided] in a real-

world setting” (Gredler, 2012). Educational games for younger people, such as elementary 

students, games “resembles what [Chmiel] often refers to as a ‘digital worksheet’ (clicking, 

dragging and dropping science vocabulary) was the most successful in building the type of skills 

most valued in a culture of assessment-driven schools” (Chmiel, 2012). The way in which the 

educational games are designed for primary aged students needs to be heavily focused on the 

intrinsic motivation that students can receive through the game. Intrinsic motivation “refers to 

doing something because it is inherently interesting or enjoyable” (Ryan & Deci, 2000). The 

game that is used in this report focuses on intrinsic motivation through the simulation of creating 

an altar.  
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Digital Cultural Games 

The lack of research for digital cultural games helped me delve into the topics 

individually to identify the pedagogical instruction to teach cultural education to create the Dia 

de los Muertos game. It also reinforced the belief that digital cultural games can expand the 

cultural knowledge during a child’s education. Liu and Blila (1995) posed arguments that 

coincide with the importance of having culture included in the classroom. Using digital cultural 

games to integrate culture in the classroom removes the burden on the teacher to find the 

resources to carry out the activities or games in the classroom. Through the different variations 

of games, the simulation genre seemed the most appropriate to have kids simulate taking part in 

a cultural holiday. Merging the research in cultural education and educational games serves as a 

basis to this report in the discussion of a digital cultural game. I include the term digital because 

there are multiple variations of activities and games that can be used in the classroom without the 

use of technology. Shaffer et al. (2005) discussed the implications that our world has because of 

the rise of technology and how video games help “us learn by integrating thinking, social 

interaction, and technology, all in service of doing things we care about.” 

Using an educational game to teach about culture would also require less time from the 

teachers. For students to get the full benefits of a lesson, activities are used to put into practice 

what they learned. Some schools may not have the necessary material or support to administer 

the activity properly. Teachers may also not have the knowledge needed to design an activity for 

certain cultures. Having digital cultural games can lessen the burden on teachers to create 

activities based on their available resources and improve the motivation of students if the games 

are designed correctly. “Poorly developed games and simulations often have negative effects on 

students” (Gredler, 2012). Including digital culture games in the class also requires that the 
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design of the game allows teachers to use it efficiently. If the design of the digital cultural game 

has clear objectives and goals that can be easily aligned to curriculum, teachers will be more 

inclined to use the game in their classrooms. 
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Chapter 3. Connecting the game to Curriculum 

Curriculum Connection 

 For this report, I will be using the curriculum designed by the Oakland Museum 

Education Department of California. This curriculum provides Historical & Cultural Context of 

Dia de los Muertos and classroom activities linked to cultural content. The explanation of the 

concept of the altar is retrieved from the Oakland Museum curriculum (see Appendix A, 

Appendix B). The game is designed to replace the activity that is used for the curriculum (see 

Appendix C). Although it is only replacing an activity, the game also contains the information on 

the items that belong on the altar; this gives an opportunity for students to be exposed to the 

information twice. I condensed the information from the curriculum to decrease the cognitive 

overload that kids can experience with too much text on the screen. 

  The activity also requires the class to decide on one person to honor. The game would not 

require the class to decide on one person because the altar is created individually rather than with 

the class. Having students be able to create an altar on their own allows them to be more creative. 

If the teachers have them present their creations to the class and others, they will also need to 

provide reasons as to why they chose the items; as noted in the activity description. 

 The one thing currently missing from the game to align correctly with the lesson would 

be the section of the activity that requires students to write a paragraph on the person they are 

honoring. Teachers can still require students to write a paragraph to use along with their altar 

presentation. The lesson also includes a step so that class can spend time creating items that go 

on the altar such as, Papel Picado (tissue paper banner), Calaveras (skulls) and Pan de Muerto 

(bread of the dead). Teachers can decide to do this step, or they can use the time to focus on the 

origins of the Dia de los Muertos celebrations. 
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Technology-Supported Pedagogy 

  Hughes (2005) described three different variations of how technology can be used in the 

classroom which are “a) technology functioning as replacement, b) amplification, c) 

transformation.” The Dia de los Muertos game fits within the description of technology 

functioning as transformation. Pea argued that “technology as transformation may change 

student’s learning routines, including content, cognitive processes, and problem-solving” (as 

cited in Hughes, 2005) or as discussed by Reinking it can transform “teachers’ instructional 

practices and roles in the classroom” (as cited in Hughes, 2005). 

 The game provides the same mechanisms as the activity, but the game is more efficient 

and effective because it gives students the opportunity to create an altar without the physical 

material that is required to build one. The materials that students need are found virtually in the 

game. Creating the altars virtually also allows the students to share what they are creating with 

people from all over the world, which they could not do if they were creating altars as an in-class 

activity. Teachers can choose to take the time to have students find altars that they like from 

other people through the game, prompting them to reflect on why the student chose to design the 

altar the way they did. 
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Chapter 4. Dia de los Muertos Game Analysis 

Game Description 

The purpose of the game is to give students the opportunity to create their own Dia de los 

Muertos altar. Most lessons that teach Dia de los Muertos have an activity that have students 

build an altar as a class. The app will allow students to create individual altars instead of as a 

class. Students have more creative freedom and the opportunity to create an altar that is personal. 

Creating the private altar also gives teachers a chance to have students share their creations with 

other students. After creating the altar, students can also share their creations within the app so 

that students from different places around the world can see the various altars.  

Framework 

The GREM – Game Rules Scenario Model (the E stands for the E in Scenario) will be 

used to analyze the game. This framework does not focus on the design of specific game genres 

and can be used for multidisciplinary projects. This model “compiles general game features that 

are often regarded in the literature as significant in producing engaging, fun and educational 

game experience” (Zarraonandia, Diaz, Aedo, & Ruiz, 2015). The model is divided into two sub-

models which are the game rule model and game scenario model. 

 Game Rule Model 

The elements of the game rule model are mechanics, goals, feedback, socialization, 

storytelling & debriefing, and reward and persistence. Each of the different sections is 

represented through different levels beginning with mechanics and ending with rewards and 

persistence. The different levels represent the way a “game is carried out from the inside out…” 

(Zarraonandia et al., 2015). 
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Mechanics 

 “Mechanics are the entities that can appear in the game, their state, and their actions 

allowed to perform over such entities” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). For the Dia de los Muertos 

game, the entities are the items that the user can move. The states of the items would be either 

used or not used on the altar. Actions that can be performed on them are: moved anywhere on the 

level of the altar for which the item belongs to; they can pick from varied states of the items as 

demonstrated in Figure 1 & Figure 2; and the items can be deleted 

Figure 2. The state of the items here are  “used". 

 

Figure 1. The state of the items here are "not used”.  
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Goals 

“Goal levels is defined in terms of game objectives which can be associated with an 

educational purpose and be [described] as situations to achieve (goals) or to avoid (fails), and 

restrictions in the way [it] can be accomplished” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). The objective for 

Dia de los Muertos is that the user needs to put items on the altar that honors their loved one on 

the correct level for the item. The user wants to avoid doing the following: Adding things that the 

person they are honoring didn’t like and placing items on the wrong level. For example, if the 

user was creating an altar to honor their grandmother, and their grandmother loved pizza, the 

user would drag the pizza item on to the second level of the altar. They can continue to add to the 

altar until they feel like they have added enough items on the altar to represent their honoree. The 

game does not have any restrictions. 

 

 

Feedback, socialization, storytelling and debriefing 

“The third layer allows designers to increase the complexity of the educational game 

(EG) definition, enhancing its playability, educational properties and the player's motivation” 

Figure 1. The game's display board 
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(Zarraonandia et al., 2015). This third layer is divided by socialization, debriefing, feedback, and 

storytelling. Socialization is the section of the game where designers introduce roles, groups, and 

synchronization rules that are associated with the social interaction aspect of the games. The Dia 

de los Muertos game provides socialization in the form of a display board where users can add 

their altars to and view the altars of others as demonstrated in Figure 3.The game currently does 

not have the capabilities to allow users to interact with others while creating the altar. In the 

display board users have the option to include a description of their altar to provide a moment of 

debriefing in “order to facilitate the connection of the lessons learned in the virtual world with 

their application in real life…” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). Users will also receive feedback 

through small pop-ups that will appear on the screen when they put the item on the wrong item 

such as “This item does not belong on this level, try putting it on another level!”. This statement 

would provide the user with an explanation of why the item does not belong on that level and 

what they should do to continue with the game. The only storytelling component within the game 

is that the altar is created in honor of a loved one. The storytelling component is the reason as to 

why they are creating an altar and provides context on what the user should put on the altar. 

Reward & Persistence 

“…level 4 makes it possible to enhance the EG design with mechanisms which, whilst 

not modifying the game logic, can have an impact on the EG playability, its difficulty or the 

player’s motivation” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). The Dia de los Muertos game does not have a 

reward system during gameplay because death is a sensitive topic. In the future, it may be 

possible to include a reward system based on the number of “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” that 

the altars receive. The score would be displayed next to the altars when added to the display 

board. Creating more altars would give users more opportunities to create different variations. 
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The “thumbs up” and “thumbs down” feature would arrange the altars in the order of the highest 

number of “thumbs up” rather than displaying them by most recent. 

Game Scenario Model 

Game scenario model focuses on the visual setting of educational games which is focused 

on the representation, services, interface, and interactions of the game. “The definitions of the 

design entities on a specific level are based on the definitions of the design entities at the 

innermost levels” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). 

Game Representations 

“This level provides three different types of entities, scenes, characters, and contexts, 

which can be used to represent the elements of a game rules definition” (Zarraonandia et al., 

2015). There is only one scene in the Dia de los Muertos game with game action. This scene is 

represented by an altar that students use to add their items to build their own Dia de los Muertos 

altar. To set the atmosphere of the game and add contextual elements, there is Spanish music 

playing in the background while users build their altars. These attributes provide an authentic 

feel to the game and sets the students in an immersive setting. 

Game Services 

“The second layer of the scenario definition allows designers to specify a set of services 

that will increase the possibilities of the games played within that scenario, and that are described 

through the set of functionalities they support” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). The current version 

of Dia de los Muertos does not have any services available. Examples of game services include a 

feature that allows users to “like” altars on the display board, and an in-game chat. However, I 

would not add a chat feature because the primary audience for the game are young children who 

do not have the necessary knowledge to navigate negative comments. Having a chat feature 
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would also require teachers to be attentive to everything that students are doing while using the 

game. 

Game Interface and Interaction 

 The game’s interface “could either be UI controls, such as buttons, check box or sliders, 

or be used to support the visualization of one of the elements of the innermost layers… virtual 

interactions performed on IU elements, such as to push a virtual button or to drag and drop an 

interface element.” (Zarraonandia et al., 2015). The UI elements that are currently present in the 

game are a home button, question mark, trash can, camera, and the items for the altar (see Figure 

4). The home button, when pressed, returns the user to the initial screen. When the user presses 

on the question mark, they are taken to the screen that details the information of the different 

items. The trash can is a visual element that users can use to drag items that are on the altar to 

delete. The camera icon, when pressed, takes a screenshot of the altar and is posted on a display 

board. Items at the bottom of the screen represent the different items that can be used on the 

altar. Users click on an item and they are presented with more items that are related. Users can 

then drag and drop the item they choose to a level on the altar.  
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Chapter 5. Reflection  

Through the game analysis, I explained the different features of the game and described 

the mechanisms that the game currently has. The analysis provided clear explanations of how the 

game can be used to facilitate the class activity to create a Dia de los Muertos altar. “Too many 

assumptions remain about what games do and to what advantage we can use them” (Shelton, 

2007). Creating games for education without these assumptions require extensive research on the 

goals and topics that the game aims to teach the users. The designers of educational games need 

to understand what students will learn from the game instead of determining the intended content 

(Chmiel, 2012). The game provides the same objectives and goals as the activity used in the 

curriculum discussed. Even though the game is designed to be used in the classroom to provide a 

technological amplification to the lesson, kids can use it outside of class to create more than one 

altar. They can take what they learn and show it to their parents and other family members. 

Sharing what they learn from a different culture can expand their knowledge of others and 

provide interest to learn more about it.  

Working on this game was challenging but it provided me with an opportunity to put into 

practice what I was learning in my classes. This included the best methods on how to deliver 

information in a digital form and connecting learning objectives to the goals of the game. 

Through this project I combined my interest in educational games and Mexican-American 

culture. I appreciate the opportunity I had to create a game that can be used in schools and 

introduce students to a Mexican-American tradition 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Mexican-American Dia de los Muertos Celebration 

 
Figure 3. Explanation of the Dia de los Muertos celebration. Adapted from “Dia de los Muertos 

Curriculum Packet,” by B.C Hocker, 2005, p. 13. Copyright 2005 by Bea Carillo Hocker and 

Oakland Museum of California. 
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Appendix B: Curriculum: Ritual Objects 

 
Figure 4. Items used on the altar. Adapted from “Dia de los Muertos Curriculum Packet,” by 

B.C Hocker, 2005, p. 13. Copyright 2005 by Bea Carillo Hocker and Oakland Museum of 

California. 
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Appendix C: Curriculum: Classroom Celebration 

 

Figure 5. Page one of the Dia de los Muertos activity. Adapted from “Dia de los Muertos 

Curriculum Packet,” by B.C Hocker, 2005, p. 13. Copyright 2005 by Bea Carillo 

Hocker and Oakland Museum of California 
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