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stealth Learning: unexpected Learning 

Opportunities Through games
Laura A. Sharp

Educators across the country struggle to create engaging, motivating learning environments for their Net Gen stu-

dents. These learners expect instant gratification that traditional lectures do not provide. This leaves educators 

searching for innovative ways to engage students in order to encourage learning. One solution is for educators to use 

stealth learning in their classrooms to create engagement and motivation in students that would increase learning 

opportunities. This article will cover stealth learning topics including unexpected learning opportunities, benefits, 

academic performance, and use of games in the classroom, engagement, and motivation that educators can use in 

the K-12 setting.

One of the biggest challenges in today’s classrooms 
is keeping Net Generation (Net Gen) students moti-
vated and engaged long enough to learn the material 
(Prensky, 2007). The Net Generation, born after 1980 
(Carlson, 2005), is a complex being characterized by 
a technological way of life. In order to reach these 
students and protect them from boredom, educators are 
constantly searching to find new techniques to mo-
tivate and engage students to foster a greater desire 
for school and learning (Annetta, 2008). Net Gens 
are impatient and extremely capable of multitasking; 
desiring a multifaceted classroom including games, 
courseware, a variety of search engines, and course 
content that is animated, interactive, and musical 
(Carlson, 2005). As teachers are preparing to teach 
Net Gens, they must align their teaching to the students’ 
level in order to connect and make learning meaningful.

sTeaLTh LearNiNg
Stealth learning is when an instructor uses clev-

er, disguised ways to introduce learning objectives 
through non-traditional tools, such as games, to en-
courage students to have fun and learn. Students 
think they are merely playing, but they are simultane-
ously learning. So why use stealth learning? Anytime 

learning is presented and students are unaware they 
are learning, it is an unexpected benefit. According 
to Prensky (2007), young students primarily learn 
through play, games, and gaming activities that blend 
real world situations with traditional learning environ-
ments, for example, learning to take risks and make 
choices. Research indicates that games can encour-
age authentic learning situations in K-12 classrooms, 
which are beneficial to helping students develop en-
thusiasm for new curriculum and allowing students 
to envision mastering the content (Barab, Gresalif, & 
Arici, 2009; Gee, 2005). 

uNexPeCTeD LearNiNg WiTh gaMes
With games being an original educational vehi-

cle (Crawford, 1984), it is only natural to use them 
to teach students new information when students 
are unaware or uninterested in learning, thus stealth 
learning. Games have been used in learning to sup-
port K-12 state standards, goals, and outcomes while 
providing student engagement and authentic learning 
opportunities. Game play methodically provides the 
student with new and varied learning environments 
that meet his or her learning style (Annetta, 2008). 

In high school classes, educators are assign-
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ing games as pre- and post-tests, reviews, and even 
as homework assignments (Annetta, 2008). There is 
documentation showing individuals learn best by do-
ing, thus allowing students a hands-on opportunity 
which has proven to be beneficial (Annetta, 2008). 
Tapscott (1998) contends that Net Gens typically ex-
pect a more interactive and less linear approach to 
learning and when games are used in the classroom 
students have multiple learning opportunities allow-
ing “schools to become a place to learn rather than a 
place to teach” (p. 143). Traditional lecture and quiz 
instruction models are inefficient in teaching higher-
order problem-solving skills such as project manage-
ment, negotiation, and decision making which are 
necessary for students destined for the business world 
(Allen, 2002). Games fit in almost every subject in 
today’s classrooms because they accommodate vari-
ous student-learning styles while encouraging com-
plex skills such as decision-making, enabling students 
with disabilities to also utilize them.

BeNeFiTs
The benefits of gaming in the classroom include 

increased memory, class performance, social benefits, 
and improving the transfer of learning (Salies, 2002). 
Educators presume that students learn and use that 
knowledge in other contexts, but that is not always the 
case (Barnett & Ceci, 2002). Students need to have 
the material learned in a variety of contexts in order 
to practice it, which is not the norm in a traditional 
classroom setting; in contrast, this becomes feasible 
in a game environment where students are encour-
aged to take risks and learn from them. 

Created with collaborative and cooperative learn-
ing built into the overall experience, games offer an 
engaging environment for information assimilation 
(Clegg, 1991; Salies, 2002). Games allow an interac-
tive structure that provides students rewards for prob-
lem solving and collaboration (Schwartzman, 1997), 
cooperative learning that encourages individual stu-
dent accountability, and feedback processing (Millis 
& Cottell, 1998). Through games, players learn that 
rules are a part of our daily lives (Rieber, Smith, & 
Noah, 1998). 

In a recent survey (Project Tomorrow, 2008), 
320,000 students, 25,000 educators, 20,000 parents, 
and 3,300 school administrators stated that over half 
of the students from 3rd grade through 12th grade 
would benefit and learn from games. Only 3% of 
elementary age students stated they do not play any 

type of game (Project Tomorrow, 2008). Of the K-12 
educators surveyed, 11% admitted they were already 
using games in the classroom; however, numerous 
teachers stated they felt games meet different learn-
ing styles, teach critical thinking skills, and increase 
student engagement (Project Tomorrow, 2008). Over 
50% of the educators surveyed indicated high inter-
est in incorporating games in the classroom, while 
6% of the teachers stated they felt games did not add 
any value in the classroom (Project Tomorrow, 2008). 
Besides the television, children are learning with 
games involving computer, console, online, and board 
games; educators are taking advantage of this interest 
by incorporating games in the classroom to increase 
student-learning experiences, making materials more 
current and relevant (Heim, Brandtzaeg, Kaare, End-
estad, & Torgersen, 2007). 

Games methodically provide the student with 
new and varied learning environments that meet his 
or her learning style. Active learning through the use 
of gaming has shown a positive impact with students 
by allowing them to actively participate in a learn-
ing project instead of passively listening to lectures 
or watching videos with educators assigning games 
as pre- and post-tests, reviews, and even as homework 
assignments (Annetta, 2008). When K-12 students are 
learning to play games, they are in fact learning a new 
literacy or language that is defined above and beyond 
traditional reading and writing, but through multiple 
interactions including images, text, diagrams, sym-
bols, and movement (Gee, 2007). These multiple in-
teractions need correct interpretations for the student 
to master the game resulting in out of the box thinking 
and risk taking which are based on active learning. 
Active learning principle focuses on games requiring 
players to use active instead of passive learning and 
reflective thinking, which generates information from 
this type of learning through instant feedback and the 
opportunity to determine additional game solutions 
(Gee, 2007). 

aCaDeMiC PerFOrMaNCe
Educators need to present materials in an engag-

ing and motivating manner that encourages explora-
tion, experimentation, and knowledge building (An-
netta, 2008). A meta-analysis through various studies 
of students in 14 K-12 school districts by Haystead 
and Marzano (2009) found using academic games 
gained 20% in achievement scores. Learning through 
games involves requiring the student to develop vari-
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ous strategies in order to advance to the next level; 
however, the learning curve of the game includes in-
terface, structure, and various strategies necessary to 
move forward in the game (Sharritt, 2008). Games 
arouse curiosity and interest, which educators should 
take advantage to generate enthusiasm, encourage 
competition, and increase student engagement (Mar-
zano, 2007). Games offer numerous challenges for 
students regardless of student ability or level and help 
educators engage non-engaged students and refocus 
their attention on the curriculum (Marzano, 2007). 

gaMes iN The CLassrOOM
Even though using games is still relatively new 

in the classroom (Druckman, 1995), most students 
play games daily making it advantageous for teachers 
to learn how to incorporate gaming into their class-
rooms. Prensky (2007) listed reasons why games were 
engaging including providing structure, motivation, 
enjoyment, gratification, pleasure, intensity, learning, 
creativity, and social opportunities. Students respond 
to a number of learning activities during game play 
including facts, skills, judgment, behaviors, theories, 
reasoning, processes, creativity, language, systems, 
observation, and communication (Sharritt, 2008). 
When a student can be so engaged and motivated, 
this type of learning tool becomes an important part 
of the curriculum. Clegg (1991) pointed out the most 
important predictor of learning is the instructional 
context and not necessarily the actual game, but the 
collaborative and cooperative learning built into the 
overall experience, offering an engaging environment 
for information assimilation.

Games create competitive and collaborative situ-
ations making learning fun and engaging; meeting 
the many needs of the students (Weiss & Loebbeck, 
2008). During the early grades, teachers spend up to 
eight hours with their students each day; they could 
utilize the interactive and social aspects in games in 
order to realize additional learning in the classroom 
and use it to support other subjects (Klopfer, Oster-
weil, & Salen, 2009). The only issue is the lack of 
time to play the game and move to advanced levels 
where the educational content becomes more chal-
lenging as most commercial games take several hours 
to complete (Charsky & Ressler, 2011). One solution 
to this would be using a game clock or spreading the 
game across several class periods.

McDonald and Hannafin’s (2003) research il-
lustrated that by using educational games as review 

tools, the students were more interested and engaged; 
when students are more interested and engaged they 
are more willing to devote time to learn a new sub-
ject. By taking advantage of the students’ enjoyment, 
educators are able to create a balance between learn-
ing, challenge, and learner satisfaction (Yip & Kwan, 
2006). Squire et al. (2003) suggest that the versatil-
ity of games fits into an educational environment as a 
pedagogical approach rather than a onetime situation. 
Games range from small-scale games used for dem-
onstrations to larger style games that take up multiple 
class periods; teachers assign games as homework 
leaving students to confront the issues by themselves, 
or they use them as final exams (Squire et al., 2003). 

eNgageMeNT aND MOTiVaTiON 
In order to create a memory, an individual needs to 

have an emotional involvement to the learning, which 
causes a chemical reaction in the brain (Ledoux, 
1998). Individuals learn best by doing, so when edu-
cators allow students a hands-on opportunity it has 
been proven beneficial (Annetta, 2008). While the 
use of games in the classroom is not meant to replace 
all teaching strategies; however, games can be used 
as an engaging and motivating supplement that pro-
vides background and content in an environment in 
which they are familiar and comfortable (Annetta, 
2008). Games potentially enhance and can fill gaps 
between school and the real world through higher-or-
der problem solving. Skills addressed through games 
are missing in traditional lecture style of instruction 
(Berson, 1996). 

When motivated and engaged, even the most un-
interested student is willing to face the challenges 
created by games to solve problems (Kara-Soteriou, 
2010). These uninterested students will often com-
plain about and refuse to complete homework, would 
rather spend a number of hours devising strategies 
and having social interactions with other players 
(Kara-Soteriou, 2010). Students have time to reflect 
between game sessions, as they likely will have con-
versations with their classmates about strategies. Ad-
ditional play/practice can transfer the generalizable 
skills with minimal support. 

When educators use games, they improve upon 
the traditional education system encouraging students 
to keep trying even when they lose and practice un-
til they have mastered the content. Students learn at 
different paces and will achieve mastery at dissimilar 
times. Through various learning styles, games touch 
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on visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning styles. 
By creating an environment that actively encourages 
peers to teach and learn from each other, collabora-
tive play offers students who have already mastered 
the elements a chance to become the teacher and 
instruct their classmates. Games are played because 
they are fun and offer learners a choice about how 
and what they learn. Instigating learning through play 
is easier because games employ artifacts permitting 
students to feel they are playing instead of wasting 
time learning irrelevant curriculum (Aldrich, 2009). 

BOarD gaMes iN The CLass
Board games are brain type games including puz-

zles, word games, and other games that have learning 
possibilities with a short learning curve and only tak-
ing a few minutes to play (Cai, 2006). Games engage 
students in healthy activities that challenge the mind, 
teach social skills, and promote active learning while 
having fun. Some tradition games that can be used in 
elementary classrooms include:

• Connect 4© - counting, lines, diagonals, 
squares, competition
• Crosswords - vocabulary words, definitions
• Darts - large motor skills, counting, targets
• Dice - counting or add/subtract/multiply 
each cube
• Dominoes - add/subtract each side 
• Hang Man - vocabulary words, capitals, 
states, people, places, and things
• Jacks - fine motor skills and counting
• Memory© - matching (pieces can be 
made with pictures, words, or numbers)
• Trouble© - counting and consequences
• Word Search - vocabulary words, definitions
• Yahtzee© - counting and matching numbers 
(Hasbro, 2011).

Regardless of the game selected, each can be used 
to teach important lessons including problem solving, 
abstract decision-making, flexible planning, conse-
quences, creativity, thinking logically, and efficiently. 
Here are several of the games used with middle and 
high school students along with the skills addressed 
with each of them:

• Crosswords - vocabulary words, definitions
• Word Search - vocabulary words, definitions
• Aggravation© - gravity, strategy

• Cranium© - a game where everyone 
can show their strengths: acting, drawing, 
wordsmith, or knowledge
• Jenga© - fine motor skills and matching
• Mouse Trap© - cause and effect (chain 
reaction)
• Risk© - teaching world geography and 
strategy
• Scrabble© - teaching spelling and vocab-
ulary (Hasbro, 2011).

If educators are looking for whole class participa-
tion, consider that there are great templates for blank 
board games that are downloadable and able to be 
modified for class needs. Another option is to assign 
a cooperative group to create a review game for a cer-
tain section of the material.

CONCLusiON
Every time a student is unengaged, a teaching mo-

ment is lost. In order to reach Net Gen students, edu-
cators are always searching to find new techniques to 
motivate and engage students (Annetta, 2008; Pren-
sky, 2007). Currently, through games, students are 
able to learn various skills including spelling, vocab-
ulary words, counting, money management, history, 
social studies, using what is given and not complain-
ing, following rules, waiting turns, problem solving, 
communication skills, trivia, telling time, matching 
colors or shapes, and exhibiting appropriate behaviors 
by playing board games. Games fit in almost every 
subject in today’s classrooms creating unexpected or 
stealth learning opportunities while accommodat-
ing various student-learning styles and encouraging 
complex skills such as decision making which allows 
even students with disabilities to utilize them.
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