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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
During the 2022 Game Developer’s Conference Weszt Hart, head of player dynamics 

at Riot Games, presented a new approach to counter toxic player behavior. Toxic player 

behavior in the popular Riot Games title League of Legends (2009) includes hate 

speech, cheating, leaving the game before completion, intentionally losing the game, 

and verbal abuse (Ku 2020). Admitting that moderation can only do so much to stop 

incivility in League of Legends, Hart described a novel, pro-social approach Riot 

Games is factoring into the design of their next generation games (Machkovech 2022). 

The approach involves encouraging team-like behavior using techniques familiar to 

educators, coaches, and developmental psychologists. Future Riot Games titles will 

proactively counter toxic behavior by encouraging teamwork in gameplay and by 

rewarding friendly and helpful players (Machkovech 2022). 

Teaching faculty often face struggles similar to Hart’s team at Riot Games. The 

classroom is not exempt from pervasive toxic gamer culture (Ruberg 2019) nor 

challenging behavior (Zagal and Bruckman 2008). Toxic gamer culture refers to the 

harassment of people who are non-cishet, white, or male in an effort to gatekeep 

videogame culture (Salter and Blodgett 2017; Paul 2018; Boudreau 2018). Although 

there is an assumption that by the time students reach university, they will understand 

how to comport themselves in a classroom environment, often that is not the case. This 

is particularly an issue in large, introductory, undergraduate classes where students may 

feel anonymous or otherwise emboldened to engage in disruptive behaviors. For the 

purposes of this abstract, disruptive behavior means anything from chatting during 

lectures, to non-participation in groupwork or activities, to shouting profanities at the 

instructor. Past research has found disruptive behavior to be common in large 

undergraduate classes which struggle with weak student engagement, decreased depth 

of learning, ineffective interactions, high failure rates and absenteeism (Boulatoff and 
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Cyrus 2022; Cash et al 2017; Monks and Schmidt 2011). Disruptive student behavior 

is at best distracting and at worst harmful for the progression of a class and the 

performance of students. Like Riot Games’ previous methods of moderation, university 

codes of conduct usually emphasize reactive and punitive measures to counter 

disruptive classroom behavior only after it has happened. However, classes which 

emphasize discovery, interactive activities and peer-to-peer learning and have been 

found to be successful at combating problems like failure rates and low student 

engagement (Förster et al 2018). Likewise, for engineering classes in particular, 

educational interventions which encourage feelings of belonging amongst students 

have been shown to increase graduation rates (Rhee and Oyamot 2017). Inspired by the 

strategies and techniques embraced by Riot Games’ player dynamic team, this extended 

abstract offers DiGRA attendees documentation of evidence-based, pro-social 

strategies to use in the classroom as well as an assessment of the strategy’s 

effectiveness. This is of particular interest for DiGRA’s audience as student interest in 

university game-related degrees increases and demand drives growth in class size. 

This extended abstract presents an educational intervention utilizing pro-social 

pedagogy in an introductory, undergraduate game design class with 97 students taught 

between August until December 2022 (‘Fall semester’). The pro-social techniques used 

during this class include: an emphasis on accessibility of lecture material (i.e. live 

captioning for hearing impaired or non-native English speaking students); diversifying 

course material (i.e. ensuring students see people who look like them making and 

talking about games); use of technology such as Mentimeter to increase engagement 

with lecture content; small group work and workshops for peer-to-peer learning; and 

the formation of teams for homework completion for the duration of the semester. The 

techniques applied in this intervention have their foundations in emotional intelligence 

pedagogy (Linker 2014), early childhood education (Combs and Slaby 1977; Zhu et al 

2016), and the new games movement (Fluegelman 1976; DeKoven 2013). The class 

was previously taught from January until May 2022 (‘Spring semester’) with 39 

students and no explicit pro-social activities. The Spring 2022 class struggled with class 

motivation and absenteeism, which combined with an increase in class size, prompted 

the pro-social intervention for the following Fall semester. The pedagogical 

intervention occurred as a result of the class size increase and the desire to proactively 

counter large-class-problems such as the aforementioned disruptive student behavior, 

toxic gamer culture, high failure rates, and weak student engagement.  

The intervention’s effectiveness is assessed through a comparative analysis of course 

syllabi, student performance, and official university student course feedback between 

the two semesters. Ethics approval to use student data in this abstract was approved by 

the Institutional Review Board at the author’s university. In the analysis of course 

syllabi, similarities and differences will be highlighted to demonstrate the insertion of 

pro-social strategies into the course design. Excerpts from the syllabi will be included 

in the presentation, but are omitted in this abstract for anonymity purposes. A sample 

breakdown of student performance and course feedback is provided below in Table 1. 

Table 1 shows that despite class size increases, the Fall 22 class performed better when 

compared to the Spring 22 class. The grade point average (GPA) of students is higher 

with fewer failing grades and fewer students dropping out or not completing the course.  

Performance Metric Spring 22 Fall 22 

Class size 39 97 

Class GPA 3.2 3.8 
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Number of ‘fail’ 

grades 

3 0 

Number of 

withdraws/incompletes 

4 1 

Student response to 

course effectiveness 

(% strongly agree) 

56.3% 72.7% 

Student response to 

instructor effectiveness 

(% strongly agree) 

75% 78.2% 

Table 1: An overview comparison between the Spring 22 class (no intervention) 

and Fall 22 class (pro-social intervention). 

The initial assessment of pro-social intervention outcomes is promising. When the two 

courses are compared side-by-side, course and student performance metrics indicate 

that the use of pro-social techniques can reduce negative outcomes associated with 

large class sizes. In this case, student performance metrics increase with fewer failing 

grades and higher overall grade point averages in the class with the pro-social 

intervention. Likewise, student evaluation of the course and instructor effectiveness 

also increase for the class with the pro-social intervention. Past research indicates that 

we should expect a decrease in student grades and a decrease in student satisfaction 

when the size of a class increases (Boulatoff and Cyrus 2022; Cash et al. 2017; Monks 

and Schmidt 2011), but the pro-social intervention seems to have had an effect to the 

contrary. Of course, there are many variables which factor into student grade 

performance and class satisfaction. It is outside the scope of this extended abstract and 

presentation to account for compounding variables and longitudinal outcomes beyond 

the two semesters presented here. Even considering these limitations, DiGRA attendees 

will walk away from this presentation having learned about pro-social techniques they 

can apply to their classrooms and the potential outcomes of that application. 
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