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History through Gaming 
New Course Justification 

 
Lindsey B. Maxwell 

 

Video games are a ubiquitous feature of modern life, with over two-thirds of Americans professing to 
play at least once a week. The video game industry has bypassed Hollywood in net profits, and the 
number of gamers worldwide is expected to exceed three billion by 2023.1 Gaming has become a central 
element of culture in the Western hemisphere and around the globe. 

One of the earliest video games was a text-based historical game, The Oregon Trail. Since its debut in 
1971, the retelling of history has become a staple in computerized gaming entertainment. Like many 
other Millennials, I grew up playing computer games like The Oregon Trail,  
series, and Age of Empires prior to discovering role-playing games such as the Call of Duty and 

 series. These games present immersive reconstructions of history in more 
technologically complex and simulating ways than can older media like literature and film. 
Notwithstanding, the historical profession has been hesitant to recognize the impact of gaming on the 

consumption and reception of history.  

This course invites students to examine the ways in which history has been presented, contested, and 
revised through the medium of video games. We will investigate how historical processes shape the 
production of video games, and how games impact the teaching and learning of history. From angles 
that include simulation, storytelling, and historical reconstruction, this thematically structured course 
bases discussion and analysis on four games that address themes in American History, Non-Western 
History, and World History.  

The course uses active learning techniques. Students prepare for each week by engaging literary, visual, 
and aural sources that inform their game play to produce reflective commentary on their learning 
experience. Students read scholarly publications and significant texts in the field and utilize 
information in those main sources to critically evaluate contemporary news features, podcasts, and 
material items. Classes are structured in seminar style to facilitate group discussions of themes, 
sources, and ideas. This setup scaffolds skill-building into the final assignment, an essay prompting 
students to analyze historical elements of a video game and discuss those in the context of published 
scholarship.  

Several of my current and former students have expressed vivid interest in this course. Relevant for FIU 
History majors and students with other backgrounds, it complements our offerings 
on comparative and public history and, in addition, helps us expand our base of titles on the history of 
technology. It will be taught as an in-person or hybrid course and contribute to our current efforts of 
diversifying our upper-division course program. 

 
Lindsey B. Maxwell 
Assistant Teaching Professor 
History Department, FIU 

 
1 Sport Hiatus. "Number of active video gamers worldwide from 2015 to 2023 (in billions)." Chart. June 25, 2020. Statista. Accessed March 
07, 2022. https://www.statista.com/statistics/748044/number-video-gamers-world/ 



Course Syllabus
HIS XXXX

History Through Gaming
  XXXX

GENERAL INFORMATION

Instructor: Dr. Lindsey B. Maxwell
Phone: (305) 348-2328
Office: GL 484 Come visit!

Office Hours: Tuesdays, 1:30 3:30 and by appointment

E-mail: LMaxwell@FIU.edu

Class Meeting Times:  TBA
Class Meeting Location: TBA

COURSE DESCRIPTION AND PURPOSE

Since the 1971 gaming sensation The Oregon Trail, the telling of history through computerized games has become a 
global phenomenon. Video games are a ubiquitous feature of modern life, with the number of regular game players 
worldwide expected to exceed three billion by 2023. In this class we will examine the ways in which history has been 
presented, contested, and revised through the medium of video games. We will also investigate how historical 
processes shape the production of video games, and the impact of games on how history is taught, consumed, and 
learned in the twenty-first century. From angles that include simulation, storytelling, and historical reconstruction, 
this course traces a loose chronology of historical video games from the early 1970s to the present.

COURSE OBJECTIVES

In addition to receiving credit for passing this course, let us consider for a moment some very specific course objectives. 
Many of the skills you will develop in this course will help you in other contexts.

Explain how video games can be understood as primary and secondary sources, and the ways in which their 
depiction of historical events and processes differs from traditional text and film sources.
Evaluate a video game to gain insight into the society that built it and to explain how that society understands 
history.
Explain historical relationships between developments in science, information technology, and society.
Appreciate, critique, and deconstruct arguments by authors and creators in a seminar-style discussion with 
peers. Debate and weigh the strengths and weaknesses of arguments in a respectful and engaged manner with 
peers.
Analyze data and sources to create an evidence-based and thesis-driven final research project.

ORGANIZATIONAL INFORMATION
POLICIES

Every course has organizational rules that apply to all students in the same fashion, and I enforce them throughout the 
semester.

Please review the general FIU Policies with care. The manual provides guidelines that apply to all FIU courses.
Moreover, as a member of the FIU community you are expected to be familiar with the expectations outlined in the FIU 
Student Code of Conduct.

TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS AND ACCESSIBILITY



One of the greatest barriers to completing courses successfully is lack of basic computer literacy, which refers to 
specific programs and applications competently and efficiently. 

Students enrolled in this course need at least moderate computer skills.  

No prior computer gaming skills are required for this course, but students must have access to computers or consoles 
that meet the minimum specifications to play the required games in the course. If you are unsure about the 
requirements, please see me as soon as possible during the first week of class.  

When you take a look around the Canvas course website you will find that FIU Online have dedicated several pages to 
technical requirements. Please consider their advice on Technical Requirements and Skills in particular, and take a 
look at the Canvas LMS Accessibility section. 

ACCOMMODATION 

As your professor I want you to do well and should you have documented need for special accommodations please go 
ahead and let FIU take care of it. To that end you must go through the school Disability Resource Center 
(DRC), which provides students with disabilities the necessary support to successfully complete their education and 
participate in activities that are open to everyone. The DRC coordinates with students, faculty, staff, and community 
members to create diverse, equitable, inclusive, and sustainable learning environments. If you would like to make use 
of their services, please visit their website, contact them by phone at (305) 348-3532, or drop by in person at GC 190.  

Semesters can feel long and exhausting and life s to say: Initiatives like Panthers Care as 
well as Counseling and Psychological Services do exist, and you should not hesitate to tap those resources if you feel 
that you may need support. 

On a related note: It is always easier to address developing issues in advance than to solve problems that have already 
yielded consequences. Therefore, I would like to encourage you to reach out as soon as you can foresee difficulties in 
meeting course requirements, particularly with regard to timely submission of assignments.  

ACADEMIC MISCONDUCT STATEMENT 

Higher education and the university depend on academic honesty of all involved, faculty and students. I am very 
serious about enforcing ethical standards.  

FIU provides comprehensive information on how to adhere to academic honesty and avoid academic misconduct. 
Please and by all means refresh your memory by reading up on Forms of Misconduct and Rules of Integrity. Please feel 
free to consult with me at any time something does not seem clear. 

Let us address two common issues here and now that FIU defines as follows:  

Cheating: The unauthorized use of books, notes, aids, electronic sources; or assistance from another person with 
respect to examinations, course assignments, field service reports, class recitations; or the unauthorized possession of 
examination papers or course materials, whether originally authorized or not.  

Plagiarism: 
representation of such 
materials taken from another source, including internet sources, is responsible for plagiarism. 

Academic honesty offenses provoke penalties that range from a 0  on the assignment to  course grade. In this 
course, first offenses will result in a point grade of  on the assignment in question, and subsequent offenses will 
lead to an  on the course accompanied by a formal charge of academic misconduct to the university. There will be 
no exceptions to this rule, and no resubmissions of plagiarized assignments are allowed. 

COURSE PREREQUISITES 

There are no prerequisites to taking this course. 



COURSE MATERIALS 

Required Books: 

Title: Guns, Germs, and Steel: The Fates of Human Societies 
Author: Jared Diamond 
Publisher: W.W. Norton 
Year: 1999 
ISBN: 9780393317558 

Title: Iran: A Very Short Introduction  
Author: Ali Ansari 
Publisher: Oxford University Press; Illustrated edition 
Year: 2014 
ISBN: 9780199669349 

Required Games: 
Four games are also required for this course. This software is available through Steam, Amazon, and major retailers 
like Best Buy and GameStop, and are occasionally heavily discounted on Steam and Amazon so purchase when you 
need them. For best practices and ease of use, I recommend that everyone establish a Steam account. 

 The Oregon Trail versions I-V (MECC, 1971) [Windows - free online] 
 Civilization V (Firaxis Games, 2010) [Windows, Mac] 
 1979 Revolution: Black Friday (Ink Stories, 2020) [Windows, console] 
 Red Dead Redemption II (Rockstar Games, 2018) [Windows, console] 

Other Required Resources:  
History Respawned (Free YouTube Video and Podcast Series) 

In addition, each week I will provide reading assignments including historical documents (primary sources) as well 
articles from scholarly journals and documentaries (secondary sources). I will make them available through Canvas or 
provide advice on how to access them in physical or digital form through the FIU Library or elsewhere. Please 
remember: All assigned materials matter. You will need to reference them for assignments.  

COURSE DETAILS 
COURSE STRUCTURE 

In this course we will meet twice per week on Tuesdays and Thursdays for lectures, discussion, workshops, and 
activities. The remainder of the week is comprised of asynchronous learning that takes place on Canvas online.  

Attendance is mandatory. Students may have one excused absence per semester.  

COURSE COMMUNICATION 

There are three main channels of communication for you to use in this course: Discord, Zoom Office Hours, and Canvas 
Messages. 

The first place you should go when you have a general question about an assignment, due date, or anything else related 
to the contents of the course is our class Discord. Discord is a communication tool that offers basic chat and voice or 
video call functionalities. 
may be answered by me or one of your (especially helpful!) classmates. You can also send me a direct message if your 
question is specific to you. Discord is the preferred method of communication in this course. If you send me an email 
and/or Canvas Message, I may remind you to resend your query via Discord. This simply ensures that I can answer 
questions in one place as quickly and efficiently as possible. I will generally respond to questions as soon as I receive 
them between the hours of 8:00am to 5:00pm on Monday through Friday. I may be available outside these times as 
well, though that is not guaranteed.  



I hold regular weekly open office hours that are dedicated just for students.  You are encouraged to drop by during 
these hours to discuss your work in the class, ask questions about the material or history in general, or just to say hi!

Last, but not least, another option for more personal questions related to the course is Canvas Messages. You should 
use Canvas Messages to communicate with me or the teaching assistants instead of email. Barring unforeseen or major 
disruptions, I will respond to inquiries via Canvas messages within 24 hours Monday through Friday between the hours 
of 8:00am and 5:00pm. In the interest of professional and respectful communication, I ask that you to consider these 
guidelines when writing your messages.  

Note: email was not listed as a communication option for a reason. My email is not the most effective way of reaching 
me for students. Expect a two- to three-day response time for email communication. Should you need to contact me 
after the semester has ended, please use LMaxwell@FIU.edu.  

ASSIGNMENTS AND ACTIVITIES 

1) Participation and Discussion 30% 

Participation in this course involves being actively present and engaged in discussion every week. Students who show 

of the course grade. To be actively engaged you must show up to each class having completed the readings and 
assignments for that day and you must contribute to the class discussion. This can be done in several ways, including 
summarizing, appreciating, or critiquing the readings, or by helping to facilitate the discussion. You can also contribute 
by answering questions, sharing your thoughts, and making connections between the readings, lectures, discussions, 
games, and course materials.  The participation grade contains three specific components: 

a) Attendance and Engagement: (10%): Attendance will be taken every class. Students have one free 
absence for the term. After using this absence any further missed classes will count against this score. To be 

 for credit students must be in attendance for the entire class and must actively participate in 
all class activities.  

b) Discussion Questions (20%): Students will submit three discussion questions with appropriate 
explanation by Tuesday each week to the Canvas discussion board. These questions should be open-ended, 
with debatable answers, and designed to spark discussion related to the argument, evidence, or conclusions of 
the text(s) and the assigned game for the week. Closed-ended (questions with an obvious factual answer), 
questions that are not  or otherwise uninspiring questions will not receive 
credit.  

c) Discussion Leadership (20%): Each Thursday two students will lead discussion of the assigned readings 
and game. To successfully lead a seminar discussion, students should collaborate with each other to create an 

incorporates relevant 
questions from classmates to design an outline of discussion. Discussion leaders will submit their agenda for 

Discord by the start of Thursday class.   
d) Class Discussion (50%) Each Thursday we will meet for discussion. The goal in these discussions will be 

 Since this is a team effort, 
there will be a team grade. The whole class will get the same grade, with two exceptions: students 
who do not participate at all will be marked down (absent will receive no credit), and other students who 
perform truly exceptional group-benefit feats  
that is going bad  will receive a higher grade. 

 

 more or less equally. 
 

r: focus in on one speaker and one idea at a time. 
 

 
, the shy are encouraged. Everyone is clearly understood. 

 
 

 
 for new meanings. 

 
 prepared. 



 

 list 
Follow the full assignment 

details, provided on Canvas. 

2) Game Blog (20%) Throughout the course you will keep a running blog of your gaming experience using 
Microsoft Sway (all FIU students have free access). Each week I will post a gaming checkpoint on Canvas that asks 
you to reach a certain point in the game we are studying. As you play, note any observations, questions, or issues 
within the gameplay. You will then write a short blog post that incorporates screen shots from the game to 
illustrate your reflection on the main idea(s) from that week. Posts should reflect on the design, storyline, and 
characters, and use historical materials, and references to historical contexts. Posts may vary in length but should 
average approximately 300 words and include appropriate multimedia. You will be responsible for writing a total 
of 10 posts throughout the semester, which . Full assignment details and a rubric are 
provided on Canvas. 

3) Final Research Paper (30%) and Presentation (10%) 
The final paper in this course will require you to research a specific person, event, or historical development in a 
game and compare it to research on the same topic by professional historians. You should consider such 
questions as: In what ways, and to what extent, does the topic differ from written narratives? How does the 
video game version fit within the prevailing historiography on this subject? You have two options for creation of 
this project: 
1) Write a traditional 9 10-page (2,250-2,500 words) research paper that is thesis-driven and evidence-based.  
2) Create a complex, multi-modal essay using Microsoft Sway. This option requires less writing (approx. 1,250 

words), but your electronic text must function as a website whose interface, aesthetic, and navigational 
elements support the intellectual claims of the argument.  

 
All students will present their research in a 10-minute presentation during the last two class periods.  
Follow the full assignment details provided on Canvas. 
 

4) Final Course Reflection 5% 
The final assignment allows you to creatively reflect on your work and thinking in the course. You will choose 
from an assortment of reflection prompt to write or create this assignment. Follow the full assignment details, 
provided on Canvas. 

LATE POLICIES AND EXTENSIONS 

You should leave yourself enough time to account for unforeseeable technical problems, and technical problems are not 
an acceptable excuse for late assignments. If you find yourself in an unforeseeable situation such as undergoing a 
medical emergency that prevents you from submitting an assignment you need to contact me as soon as possible. 

Writing Assignment Late Policy: Written assignments lose 10% for each day they are late, and the penalty is 
automatically applied in Canvas at the rate of .42% per hour. Written assignments submitted more than seven days 
late will not be accepted except for documented medical emergencies. Note: all writing assignments must be 
submitted in either Microsoft Word or Adobe format (.docx, .doc, or .pdf) Submissions of any other file type will not 
be accepted and will be counted as missing, with the appropriate late penalties applied, until the correct format is 
submitted.  

All other assignments must be submitted by the deadline. 

Extensions 

Extensions will not generally be permitted, but if you think you are subject to an exceptional circumstance, please 
contact me as soon as possible so that we can find a solution together before issues become major problems. Extension 
requests must be made at least 48 hours prior to the assignment deadline. 

Make-up Policy 



There are no make-up allowances for missing work. All work must be submitted by the due date and late work will be 
penalized. While P3-related absences are excused, students who miss Thursday discussions will be required to submit a 
two-  

SUPPORT 

FIU students can draw on a variety of support services to ensure they succeed in their coursework. The two most 
helpful resources dedicated to help students hone their writing skills are: 

Writing in History Tutoring Program 

Department of History offers free tutoring for undergraduate students who are enrolled in History courses 
through its Writing in History tutoring program. Students may meet with tutors online and in person to discuss all 
aspects of their work on written assignments. I highly recommend using this resource, which has helped hundreds of 
undergrads to complete assignments (and, therefore, courses) successfully. Visit  to set up an 
appointment at your earliest convenience. 

FIU Green Library Support 

 sessions. The library also provides several 
services for remote learners such as support via chat, advice on working with library resources, and one-on-one 
assistance from a distance learning librarian. They are in the process of restructuring their website. In the meantime, 
you may call Learning division at (305) 919-5604 to obtain information and set up an 
appointment. 

GRADING 

Graded Assignments Weight 

Participation  
Game Blog 
Final Research Project  
Research Presentation 
Final Course Reflection Assignment  

30% 
20% 
35% 
10% 
5% 

Total 100% 
 

Letter Range (%) Letter Range (%) Letter Range (%) 

A 95 or more B 83 - 86 C 70 - 76 

A- 90 - 94 B- 80 - 82 D 60 - 69 

B+ 87 - 89 C+ 77 - 79 F 59 or less 

COURSE CALENDAR 
WEEKLY SCHEDULE 

The schedule below tells you what will happen in the weeks and months ahead. Please note that there will be 
supplementary materials for you on Canvas that are not listed below. These are not required to complete the course but 
may be useful to you as you prepare your final project.  

Note: Each module contains multiple internal deadlines for assignments. Always follow the due dates 
listed in our Canvas course! 

Time Range Course Content and Tasks 

 



Module 1 

Dates, TBA 

All readings are 
due by class time 
Thursday of each 
week 

** Date TBA 
- Last day to drop/add 
without financial 
penalty** 

Topic 
Course Overview and Organization 
Introduction to Gaming

 
Week 1 - Course Orientation and Introductions 

 Syllabus Overview and Introductions 
 Course Orientation and Discussion Scheduling 

 
 

Week 2 - A Brief History of Video Games 
 Read Jeffrey Lawler and Sean Smith, "Reprogramming the History of Video 

International 
Public History 4, no. 1 (2021): 47-54. https://doi.org/10.1515/iph-2021-2018 

 Contribute to discussion forum for week 2  

Module 2 

Dates, TBA 

 
Game: The Oregon Trail  
Teaching and Learning History through Video Games 
 
Week 3 - Can Video Games Teach History? 

 Read 
Legacy,  Outside, December 9th, 2021 
https://www.outsideonline.com/culture/essays-culture/the-oregon-trail-video-
game/ 

 History at GDC: Don Rawitsch on The Oregon Trail History 
Respawned podcast, 2017 (30 min) 

 Reach Oregon Trail checkpoint 1 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 3 

 
Week 4 - The Oregon Trail as Historiography 

 Read es and the Historical Imaginary,
The American Historical Review 126, no. 1 (2021): 180 198 

 Forging a New Oregon Trail History Respawned, Episode 94, 
February 5, 2022 

 Reach Oregon Trail checkpoint 2 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 4  

Module 3 

Dates, TBA 

 
Game: Civilization V 
 

Civilization  
 
Week 5  The Meaning and Making of Civilization(s)  

 Read Guns, Germs, and Steel,   
 Civs 101: Zulu History Respawned podcast 
 Reach Civilization V checkpoint 1 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 5  

 
Week 6 - Civilization  

 Read Guns, Germs, and Steel, Part Three 
 Reach Civilization V checkpoint 2 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 6 

 
Week 7 - Civilization and the Fate of Human Societies 

 Read Guns, Germs, and Steel, Part Four 
 Reach Civilization V checkpoint 3 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 7  

  

Module 4 

Dates, TBA 

 
Game: 1979 Revolution: Black Friday 
 

Design and Agency in Recreating the Iranian Revolution 
 



Week 8 - Video Games as Experiential History 
 Read Ali Ansari, Iran: A Very Short Introduction, Chapters 1-3 

Reach 1979: Revolution checkpoint 1 and write gaming reflection post
Contribute to discussion forum for Week 8
 

Week 9 - The Revolution Will Be Digitized  
 Read Ali Ansari, Iran: A Very Short Introduction, Chapter 4 
 Listen to  The Caravan podcast, 

May 18, 2021 (48 min) 
 Reach 1979: Revolution checkpoint 2 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 9  

 
Week 10 - Can the NPC Speak?  

 Read Ali Ansari, Iran: A Very Short Introduction, Chapter 5 
 Read Playing Subaltern: Video Games and Postcolonialism

Games and Culture 13, no. 5 (2018): 504 520 
 Reach 1979: Revolution checkpoint 3 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 10  

Module 5 

Dates, TBA 

 
Game: Red Dead Redemption 2 
The American Western Mythos in Zeros and Ones 
 
Week 11  Peer Review Essay Drafts 
 
Week 12 - The Western Frontier in Red Dead Redemption 2 

 Sandweiss, Martha A., Carol A. 
 The Oxford History of the American West. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1994, 675-706 
 Read Frederick Jackson Turner, The Significance of the Frontier in American 

 
 Read Hilary Jane Locke, and Thomas Ashley Mackay, 

Red Dead Redemption 2 and the Depiction and Reception of Progressive Era 
Politics, The Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 20, no. 1 (2021): 174
193 

 Reach Red Dead Redemption 2 checkpoint 1 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 12  

 
Week 13 - The Mythology of the Wild West 

 
Western Historical Quarterly, 12 (October 1981), 387-408 

 Read 
Western Folklore 11, no. 2 (1952): 77 92 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1496835.  
 Read Accuracy  vs Inclusivity: Women in Historical Games  

New York Magazine [Feminist Game Studies], October 5, 2018 
https://www.nymgamer.com/?p=17807  

 Red Dead Redemption 2 History Respawned podcast, Episode 50  
 Reach Red Dead Redemption 2 checkpoint 2 and write gaming reflection post 
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 13  

 
Week 14 - Embodying the American Dream 

 
Montana: The Magazine of Western History, 42 (Spring 1992), 17-21 

 Sandweiss, Martha A., Carol A. 
. The Oxford History of the American West. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1994, 771-802 
 Red Dead Redemption and Westworld: The Appeal of the 

Modern Western Power Fantasy Den of Geek, November 21, 2017 
https://www.denofgeek.com/tv/red-dead-redemption-and-westworld-the-appeal-
of-the-modern-western-power-fantasy/  



Reach Red Dead Redemption 2 checkpoint 3 and write gaming reflection post
 Contribute to discussion forum for Week 14  

Module 6 

Dates, TBA 

Finals Week: TBA 

 
Topic: Into the Future 
 
Week 15 - Class Research Presentations 

 Listen to Roundtable Discussion,
Organization of American Historians, April 2021 annual meeting  YouTube  

 
Week 16 - Finals Week - Class Research Presentations 
 
Submissions 
 
by TBA, 11:59pm 

 Submit Final Research Essay / Multimedia Essay 
 

by TBA, 11:59pm 
 Submit Final Course Reflection 

 
 

 

Sources: 
Ideas for some elements of this syllabus were influenced from the work of others who are credited here. Follow this 
example when referencing sources for your work in this class! 

Interdisciplinary 
Digital Engagement in Arts & Humanities (IDEAH) Volume 2, Issue 1, 2021. 
https://doi.org/10.21428/f1f23564.22225218  

McMichael, Andrew. The History Teacher (Long Beach, Calif.) 40, no. 2 (2007): 
203 218. 

November, Joseph History 492C: Computer Games and History Playing with The Past: Digital Games and the 
Simulation of History Online, https://playingwiththepast.com/syllabi/ 

Roy, Gills. Designing an Undergraduate Course in Historical Game Studies: Interview with Thierry Robert Play the Past 
(December 10, 2019), http://www.playthepast.org/?p=6604  

*** This syllabus is subject to change at the discretion of the professor. Last revision:  March 6, 2022 *** 


