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As a university librarian, I see a troubling trend.  The information we house and provide for students is paradoxically growing both more accessible and more difficult to get to.  Being able to search the full text of resources is a wonderful thing, but most of this text is locked behind disparate interfaces provided by different commercial vendors.  The result is an incredibly rich information environment with an incredibly high barrier to entry – students must be taught to balance and synthesize these realities no matter what path of academia they pursue.  Our world is one of extremely complex information storage, and will only grow more so.
I believe that Alternate Reality Games can play a large role in the world of education.  On one level, research components of ARGs can expose students to resources they wouldn't otherwise know exist - During Last Call Poker I taught myself to work an ancient decaying microfilm machine and dug out an equally ancient and unused reel of film from the archives to solve a puzzle involving words from a 19th century hymnal.  Later the same semester, I was able to guide students to resources in the library's microfilm collection that I would have otherwise been unaware of.

But beyond this practical approach, World Without Oil proved that it is possible to tackle topics of great social and educational importance in ways that effectively teach players by encouraging them to dig into a lesson's material themselves.  In the process, students discover complex ways of both interacting with and manipulating information.  World Without Oil even went so far as to create lesson plans for high school teachers to use.  
In my mind, ARGs are uniquely positioned to fulfill a number of emerging educational needs.  The Association of College & Research Libraries has published a set of "information literacy competency standards for higher education".  This rather wordy document states in part that a student should be able to:
"Recognize that existing information can be combined with original thought, experimentation, and/or analysis to produce new information."

"Identify the value and differences of potential resources in a variety of formats (multimedia, database, website, book)"

"Create a system for organizing information"

"Utilize technology for studying the interaction of ideas and other phenomena"

"Validate understanding and interpretation of the information through discourse with other individuals…"

"Apply new and prior information to the planning and creation of a particular product or performance."

"Manipulate digital text, images, and data, as needed, transferring them from their original locations and formats to a new context."

What the association does not provide is a guide for how students should be helped to develop these skills.  They are signposts, not a road map.  But I ask you: which of these skills do ARGs not teach players?  

Whatever the future of ARGs may hold, I sincerely hope that their educational potential is not overlooked.  If more ARGs include explicit tie-ins to education like World Without Oil's lesson plans, tomorrow's students will be much better off.  But I also hope to see an effort to educate the educators in how they can use these methods of instruction themselves.  There is much potential for the integration of ARGish methods into classroom curriculums.

