
Skyrim  : A New Mode of Literacy

Abstract/Summary: This paper will research the gaming experience and illuminate the 
transition of digital technology as a new form of literacy. More specifically it will use the 
videogame, Skyrim, as an example of a new form of digital literary reading. Deciphering text is as
an important facet of the game and this game fuses both reading and problem solving for 
personal enjoyment. In this game, the player must read from books in order to complete the 
game and move along in the story and is able to choose how to progress based on different 
options as the game moves on. Skyrim is a prime example of the evolution of reading and 
entertainment to digital form. It combines both in-game text and fantasy lore for the player to 
read and utilize to complete the story. In-game text requires the user to read in order to progress
through the story with important dialogue and tips. The fantasy lore is almost limitless, but is not
required to beat the game. This literature is for personal engagement and expands knowledge of
the world of Skyrim including, history, magic, weapons, races, creatures, and cities.  The user 
experiences a more immersive interaction with the game compared to physical reading because 
the user is both cognitively and physically engaged. For example, the user must use both finger 
movement to guide the character and working memory/problem solving to progress through 
quests. Another factor of Skyrim that contributes to immersion is customization. Not only is the 
user engaged in interacting with the world, but is also able to control the world to an extent. The
user is able to choose from different options to customize their own character and is able to 
change the experience according to his/her desire. Controlling a character and customizing the 
world of Skyrim is an experience that takes the imagination of a literary book and revolutionizes 
it, where the user can interact while also following a narrative. In this game the player can 
choose to follow the main narrative or venture off to complete random quests and explore the 
expansive virtual world. These options give the user a more immersive experience because the 
user is able to create a customizable character. In the past decade, video games have  
contributed to the shift of popularity from physical books to digital text among Americans ages 
eighteen years and younger. The goal of role-playing games, such as Skyrim, is to give the player 
a virtual world where he or she can choose their own playing experience based on how they 
answer questions and read the text. Video games have become a new form of literacy because 
of the experience and pleasure they bring. This paper will research the effects of gaming on the 
new age of youth and the transition of literary reading to new digital forms such as gaming.



Description: The Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim is a fantasy role-playing video game developed by 
Bethesda Game Studios, an American Game development team established in 2001. This game is
the third game of a chronology starting with The Elder Scrolls 3: Morrowind and The Elder Scrolls
4: Oblivion. All three games have the same concept of role-playing and medieval fantasy that 
seeks to give the player an escape from their own world into the expansive and complex world 
of Skyrim, with limitless possibilities to choose from including attributes to level up, such as 
archery, hunting, smithing, etc, based on the user's preference. Skyrim's plot revolves around 
the player character's effort to follow the main quest to defeat the final boss, Alduin. The 
narrative structure of the game is similar to that of literary forms of reading, but the player also 
has the option to venture from the story and produce their own mode of narrative based on 
their choices compared to following the static text of a book. This paper will explore various 
articles that are associated with the popularity of video games and the embodied experience 
produced from gaming, such as Skyrim. According to some, this experience is post-literate and 
gives the player different options to create an immersive experience with the narrative that 
surpasses the literary reading experience. Skyrim depicts a world that is controlled and dictated 
by what the players chooses, but also throws the player into a civilization of turmoil and chaos 
that must be aided one quest at a time. The player is constantly threatened by outer dangers 
while exploring the terrain, so attention to the game is a necessity. This paper will utilize various 
research articles that describe the shift of writing literary works to scripts and narratives for 
video games such as Skyrim. I myself have also played this game and have experienced an 
immersive and personal engagement with the narrative that surpasses all literary works I have 
read. 

Research Context: The aspect of gaming that I want to research is the embodied experience 
associated with playing a game such as, Skyrim, and the genre of post-literacy it defines. The 
question I want to answer is, how does a video game such as Skyrim give an advanced and 
complex interaction with its subject opposed to reading physical books for personal enjoyment? 
Researching the shift of literacy to gaming, I found a video that showcases James Paul Gee's 
description of digital literacy in gaming and the experience it can produce. He states, "video 



games situate meaning in a multimodal space through embodied experiences to solve problems 
and reflect on the intricacies of the design of both real and imagined social relationships and 
identities in the modern world." (James Paul Gee, Video Games, Learning, and Literacy) This 
goes beyond the physical text of a novel and directly immerses the player into the game in order 
to win or function. This research will involve academic authors that have found the benefits of 
video games and describe the shift of entertainment from physical books to virtual worlds. One 
article states, "Today, in the United States, 91% of children between the ages of 2 and 17 play 
video games (NPD Group, 2011) and a nationally representative study of U.S. teenagers found 
that up to 99% of boys and 94% of girls play these games. (Lenhart et al., 2008)" (Granic, Lobel, 
and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games) As stated, the video game industry has taken 
over the majority of entertainment for ages 2 to 17 because of the engagement with the subject 
of the game. Video games are bought because the player has an interest to play it, interact with 
the story, have fun, and complete a goal with problem solving. These authors point out the 
benefits associated with gaming for example, " A small but significant body of research has 
begun to emerge, mostly in the last five years, documenting these benefits. We propose that, 
taken together, these findings suggest that video games provide youth with immersive and 
compelling social, cognitive, and emotional experiences. Further, these experiences may have 
the potential to enhance mental health and well-being in children and adolescents." (Granic, 
Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games) The engagement of both the mind and 
body into one experience, such as gaming, provides an enhanced interaction with the game 
because more senses are being used to play. 

Literacy within Skyrim: When playing Skyrim both aspects of literature are given (text needed to
read in order to complete the game, and written novels within the game that explain the lore for
interested fans). Both aspects require the user to pay close attention and interact within the 
game to solve quests and find clues. In-game text includes dialogue, customizable options, 
descriptions, and quests. However, the lore is found almost everywhere in Skyrim with virtual 
books to read similar to literal books. Most of these books do not pertain to the completion of 
the game and instead  serve to detail history, housing, stories, diaries, animals etc. The Skyrim 
lore is supposed to be read for personal engagement and is another immersive edition to the 
game to make the virtual realm feel real.

Technical Analysis: In the study, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, the researchers test 
different aspects of human judgement and brain function to analyze how the games affect the 
user. Testing mental functions associated with gaming uncovers its benefits and popularity of 
gaming. As stated, "we summarize the research on the benefits of playing video games, focusing 
on four main domains: cognitive (e.g. attention), motivational (e.g., resilience in the face of 
failure), emotional (e.g., mood management), and social (e.g., prosocial behavior) benefits. By 
integrating insights from developmental, positive, and social psychology, as well as media 
psychology, we propose some candidate mechanisms by which playing video games fosters real-
world benefits." (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, p.70) Not only 
have video games taken over the world of entertainment for the new age of kids and young 



adults, but are said to have beneficial effects that enhance and stimulate specific brain functions 
outside of the video game realm. I played, Elder Scrolls V: Skyrim, and the reading and memory 
mechanics of the game force you to utilize more than one sense outside of reading the text to 
progress in the game. In the game I had to be fully attentive of specific clues and words in order 
to know exactly how to find an artifact or door and complete the quest. Skyrim combines 
reading of text and interacting in the virtual world to create an immersive experience. In the 
study, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, the researchers test four components of the gaming 
experience (cognitive, motivational, emotional, and social) and detail studies for each aspect. 

For the cognitive component, the researchers state, "The most convincing evidence 
comes from the numerous training studies that recruit naive gamers (those who have hardly or 
never played shooter video games) and randomly assign them to play either a shooter video 
game or another type of video game for the same period of time. Compared to control 
participants, those in the shooter video game condition show faster and more accurate attention
allocation, higher spatial resolution in visual processing, and enhanced mental rotation abilities 
(for a review, see C. S. Green & Bavelier, 2012)." (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of 
Playing Video Games, p.70) This is one study of many in the article that illuminates a positive 
cognitive engagement with video games.

The second component is motivational, the way in which the gamer felt motivated to 
play the game. The researchers describe how they tested this, "we aim to identify several 
characteristics of video games that seem to promote an effective motivational style both in and 
outside gaming contexts. Specifically, decades of research in developmental and educational 
psychology suggest that motivational styles characterized by persistence and continuous 
effortful engagement are key contributors to success and achievement (for a review, see Dweck 
& Molden, 2005)." (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, p.70) Playing
a video game and completing it requires long continuous engagement and interaction in the 
game and impedes the user to become faster and more efficiently find ways to effectively beat 
the game. The goal to solve the game is the motivation to play it. They go on to state, "According
to Dweck and her colleagues, children who are praised for their effort (e.g., “You worked so hard
on that puzzle!”) develop an incremental theory of intelligence; they believe intelligence is 
malleable, something that can be cultivated through effort and time. We propose that video 
games are an ideal training ground for acquiring an incremental theory of intelligence because 
they provide players concrete, immediate feedback regarding specific efforts players have made. 
Immediate and concrete feedback in video games (e.g., through points, coins, dead ends in 
puzzles) serves to reward continual effort and keep players within what Vygotsky (1978, p. 86) 
coined the “zone of proximal development.” (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing 
Video Games, p.71) Motivational benefits are associated with feedback from the game and 
instantaneous gratification of leveling up and gaining more emenities (armor, weapons, skills). 

The third benefit described is the emotional aspect of gaming. The researchers state, 
"Based on th uses and gratifications theory, one of the oldest and most well-validated theories in
communications research (Ruggiero, 2000) among the top reasons individuals cite for using 



diverse forms of media are to manage their moods and to enhance their emotional states. 
Gaming may be among the most efficient and effective means by which children and youth 
generate positive feelings." (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, 
p.71) People who play video games gain positive feelings and improved moods. Studies 
associated with this describe the players feeling rewarding after gaming. As stated, " Adaptive 
regulation strategies such as acceptance, problem solving, and reappraisal have repeatedly been 
linked to less negative affect, more social support, and lower levels of depressive symptoms 
(Aldao, Nolen-Hoeksema, & Schweizer, 2010). These same adaptive regulation strategies seem to
be rewarded in gaming contexts because their use is concretely and clearly linked to goal 
achievement. For example, reappraisal (a cognitive “habit” involving reevaluations of a situation 
or of one’s ability to cope with that situation) is a well-established emotion-regulation strategy 
(Gross & John, 2003)" (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, p.71) 
Numerous studies are associated with the learning of adaptive emotion-regulation skills 
associated with gaming. 

The last benefit associated with gaming is social. Video games that are connected to 
servers with others to compete with and meet is a huge social benefit to many users because 
they do not have to leave their tv or computer screen. Players are able to communicate and 
socialize with various other players just by turning on their game and interacting in the virtual 
digital media. As stated, "Perhaps the biggest difference in the characteristics of video games 
today, compared to their predecessors of 10 to 20 years ago, is their pervasive social nature. 
Contrary to stereotypes the average gamer is not a socially isolated, inept nerd who spends most
of his (or her) time alone loafing on the couch (Lenhart et al., 2008). Over 70% of gamers play 
their games with a friend, either cooperatively or competitively (Entertainment Software 
Association)" (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, The Benefits of Playing Video Games, p. 73) Skyrim is 
not a very social game because it is single player, but the forums and blogs associated with the 
game are full of players who answer questions or discuss similar interests in the game. Video 
games spark social interaction and development. Gamers with similar interests and games meet 
each other and build relationships through the game. As stated, "Players seem to acquire 
important prosocial skills when they play games that are specifically designed to reward effective
cooperation, support, and helping behaviors (Ewoldsen et al., 2012) One study that summarized 
international evidence from correlational, longitudinal, and experimental studies found that 
playing prosocial video games consistently related or predicted, prosocial behaviors (Gentile et 
al., 2009)" (Granic, Lobel, and Engels, p.73) Skyrim is not a prosocial game, but it does entail 
descriptions on civil war society, teaching politics and the brutality of medieval politics. 
"Bethesda's Skyrim, whose depiction of a civil war deftly avoids the cliches of good and evil and 
instead paints an ambiguous picture of a society gripped by elements of racist nationalism, 
imperial hubris, and violent revenge. From public executions to competing demands of 
treachery, no side emerges untainted from this conflict." (Dowdall, The Skyrim Effect: How Video
Games Show Sophisticated Treatment of War, Politics, 2011) The social benefit is associated with
the player's interaction with others through online play, or learning social structure through the 
mechanics of the game, such as Skyrim.



These are the four components that are tested on gamers mental effects when playing video 
games, (cognitive, motivational, emotional, social). Each component was found to be a benefit of
video games through studies done on mental attributes. This is closely connected to the 
mechanics of Skyrim and the mental components utilized to play and progress in the game. The 
benefits associated with video games are the same with Skyrim.

Evaluation of Opportunities/Limitations for the Transliteracies Topic: 

Skyrim is one of many video games that can offer advancements to the Tranliteracies goal of 
understanding and improving present day online reading practices by illuminating the shift from 
reading physical books for personal enjoyment to digital media for popular entertainment, like 
video games. Reading is ingrained into the structure of the game narrative and forces the reader 
to pay close attention in order to successfully solve the game. Skyrim is a prime example of 
player immersion into the virtual world of the game because the player is able to customize 
appearance, choices, quests, weapons, skills, and explore the huge civilization while trying to 
stay alive. The popularity of this game alone is a major indicator of the transition from physical 
entertainment to digital media.  This game improves the Tranliteracies goal of present-day online
reading practice by pointing out the benefits of gaming both cognitively, motivationally, 
emotionally, and socially. Each component is explained and connected to studies that reiterate 
proven evidence that supports video games benefits. Skyrim is an internationally popular game 
and can take the Tranliteracies goal in a direction towards digital literacy with the fusion of 
reading and interaction with technology into one interactive experience. The problems with this 
approach are associated with the dependency on digital literacy and average time spent looking 
at a screen rather than interacting in the real world. Gaming has brought various benefits both 
mentally and socially among users, but has also been seen as a huge waste of time and major 
contributor to procrastination. This mode of literacy moves toward full immersion of 
entertainment into digital technology and fuses literary reading with the mechanics of the game 
to create an interactive narrative.
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