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A (PLAYFUL) TEACHING PHILOSOPHY


Play is central to my life. It guides my research, reinforces my outlook on the world, and, 
most importantly, it influences my teaching. Play is not only for children and not just 
about games: it is an attitude of creativity and intellectual freedom, tempered by the 
structure of the classroom. As a practice ground for the real world, playful tactics help 
students develop their voices and learn to look critically at the world. Play becomes 
particularly important in the context of media studies, where I encourage students to 
engage with popular culture that they encounter every day, using a critical eye. In my 
Media studies and Communication courses I encourage students to push themselves and 
see the world differently than they might otherwise. In this way, media can be seen as a 
puzzle; a game for students to decode. By working with students to puzzle out larger 
narratives in popular culture, we learn together.


Playful learning is project oriented. Often, I have students engage with the materials by 
assigning larger, collaborative projects. By working together in groups, students are able 
to see media from a larger cross-section of ideas and expand their worldview. I have 
assigned students to design board games, create fictional utopias, construct web sites, 
make youtube videos, and pitch video game ideas. In these assignments, I try to teach 
students that team-play is every bit as valuable as solo-play. 


Writing is another important part of my classes. While my courses invariably require 
longer writing projects, I also assign weekly journals. Journal writing is a way for 
students to become more playful and comfortable with words. I allow students to be as 
free-form as they wish with journal assignments, so long as they stick to the topic and 
engage with the material through writing. In recent years, I have asked students to use 
new media tools (such as wikis and blogs) in order to encourage word and idea play. I 
have found that these shorter assignments improve their longer writing projects. I 
consider longer papers and essays to be living documents that change over time. By 
teaching students to write essays iteratively, they learn to work through ideas gradually 
by working playfully.


But in a playful classroom, the students are not the only learners! I have found that 
through play, my own ideas, my research, and subsequently, my teaching has been 
reshaped. When I taught my first courses in communication at Endicott College in 2004 
and 2005, I was a far more rigid instructor, teaching close to syllabus and notes tightly in 
hand. More recently, when teaching The History and Culture of Games to RPI freshmen 
in 2006, I began to use more playful tactics to approach the topic, using more new media, 
group projects, and open-ended discussions. Students responded well to the course, and I 
learned to introduce play into my teaching philosophy. In the future, my communication 
courses will increasingly use play to approach all levels of communication and media 
studies. By keeping an open mind and always being willing to learn from my students, I 
hope to constantly challenge how I see both the classroom and the world.   
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RESEARCH STATEMENT


Until recently, video games were considered primarily masculine forms of popular 
culture—created by and for men. But in recent years an influx of video games (such as 
Wii Fit, Brain Age, and Diner Dash) have been marketed to a demographic previously 
ignored by the gaming industry: adult women. In my dissertation A License to Play:  
Women, Productivity, and Video Games, I explore how video games broach discussions 
on larger issues about gender and play. By doing textual analysis of several video games 
and advertisements, I illustrate how games often reify older stereotypes of femininity. 
These games privilege productivity over leisure by using non-playful themes such as 
domestic chores, beauty, and family nurturing. I have already begun adapting my 
research findings into a book and, at the same time, I am working towards several other 
related book-length projects.


While researching my dissertation, I learned that there is a gap between how I understood 
video games aimed at women demographics, and how these games are actually perceived 
and played by their core audiences. My second book project will tackle many of the 
issues that exceed the boundaries of my dissertation research. This work will involve 
interviewing and observing specific game communities, as well as creating women’s 
gaming circles. The gaming circles will be structured much like book clubs, constructing 
a space where women can talk about video games and their leisure activities comfortably. 
Similarly, I have begun working with games studies colleagues from several universities 
that are interested in doing larger-scale collaborative research on casual gaming 
communities.  In January 2008 I submitted a proposal for a National Science Foundation 
grant that involved some of these research initiatives. While I did not get this grant, the 
project was well-received and got “excellent” reviews by the NSF committee, and I was 
strongly encouraged to reapply. After completing my dissertation, I plan to submit a more 
developed proposal to get a Faculty Career Development Grant through the NSF, as a 
means to fund some of these projects.


In addition to my academic book I am currently writing proposals for an industry book on 
women and video games. The research that I have done playfully involves both theory 
and practice, which can serve both academia and industry. My recent experience working 
as a game designer at 1st Playable Productions has added a new aspect to my research 
contributions. In understanding how games are made I am better able to contribute to the 
academic discussions about designs and processes that help to construct gender in video 
games. This industry perspective has enhanced my academic perspective, and I now have 
a better understanding of audiences, design, and game companies as a whole. By 
maintaining a holistic (and playful) view of how video games are designed and marketed, 
I will continue to contribute to academic research on play as it evolves in new media 
spaces.
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EDUCATION


Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Dept. of Language, Literature, & Communication, Troy, NY
PhD, Communication and Rhetoric, August 2005 – December 2009


Defense Date, November 20, 2009
Dissertation: License to Play: Women, Productivity, and Video Games
Committee Chair: June Deery, PhD 


Emerson College, Dept. of Media Arts, Boston, MA
MA, Media Studies, January 2001 - December 2003


Thesis: (En)Gendering the Boob Tube: Technology, Agency and the Action TV Femme
Committee Chair: Michael Selig, PhD


University of South Florida, Tampa, FL
BA, English, August 1991 - August 1995


ACADEMIC PUBLICATIONS


Chess, S. (2009). How to play a feminist. Thirdspace. Article forthcoming in Winter 09 issue.


Chess, S. (2009). Book review for Digital culture, play and identity: A world of warcraft reader. 
Resource Center for Cyberculture Studies. http://rccs.usfca.edu/bookinfo.asp?
ReviewID=622&BookID=432


Chess, S. (2008). The c-word: queering the cylons. In J. Steiff and T. D. Tamplin (Eds.) Battlestar  
Galactica and philosophy: Mission accomplished or mission frakked up? (pp. 87-94.). 
Chicago, Ill: Open Court Press. 


Geisler, C., Novak M, Bennett, A., Voorhees, C., Grice, R., Krull, B., Sharp, M., McCoy, M. 
Isbister, K., Watt, J., Chess, S., Schaeffer, N.,Young, B., Search, P.,  Booth, P.; Zappen, J., 
& Kenkel, B. (2006). Usable content in a post-document world. Proceedings of the IEEE 
International Professional Communication Conference.


Chess, S. (2005). Playing the bad guy: Grand Theft Auto in the panopticon. In N. Garrelts (Ed) 
Digital gameplay: essays on the nexus of game and gamer (pp. 80-90.). Jefferson, North 
Carolina: McFarland Press. 


PUBLICATIONS IN REVIEW


Chess, S. (2009). A 36-24-36 Cerebrum: Gendering video game play through advertising. 
Submitted to Critical Studies in Media Communication. Minor revisions by request.


Chess, S. (2009). Going with the flo: Gender, play, and productivity in Diner Dash. Submitted to 
Feminist Media Studies. Major revisions by request.







INVITED PRESENTATIONS


Chess, S. (2009, July). Can’t get no play! Women, video games, and productivity. Paper presented 
at the Albany International Game Developer Association, Albany, NY.


Chess, S. (2005, October). Playing the bad guy: Grand Theft Auto in the panopticon. Paper 
presented at the University of Pittsburgh lecture series on new media, Pittsburgh, PA.


SELECTED CONFERENCE PRESENTATIONS 


Chess, S. (2009, November). Don't worry, mama will fix it!: Motherhood, technological play, and 
productivity. National Communication Association, Chicago, Illinois. (Forthcoming.)


Chess, S. (2009, November). Methodological Issues in Video Game Research. National  
Communication Association, Chicago, Illinois. (Forthcoming.)


Chess, S. (2009, November). The failure of the Ron Paul rally in World of Warcraft. National  
Communication Association, Chicago, Illinois. (Forthcoming.)


Chess, S. (2009, October). Wii are family: Wiis, miis, and family play time. Internet Research 10.0 
(The Association of Internet Researchers), Milwaukee, Wisconsin. (Forthcoming.)


Chess, S. (2009, September). Playing, dashing, and working: Simulated productive play in the 
Dash Games. DiGRA, West London, England. (Presentation available at 
http://shirachess.com/digra/digra-dash-presentation.mov.)


Chess, S. (2008, October). Balancing on the great gender platform (watching the video game sharks 
below). Internet Research 9.0 (The Association of Internet Researchers), Copenhagen, 
Denmark. 


Chess, S. & A. Davisson. (2008, April). A 36-24-36 cerebrum: The nintendo DS and gendered 
advertisements. William A. Kern Conference on Visual Communication: Rhetorics and 
Technology, Rochester, NY. 


Chess, S. (2007, October). What do feminists know about play anyway? Understanding feminism 
through digital play. The Society for Social Studies of Sciences, Montreal, Quebec. 


Chess, S. (2007, April). My gnome, my guild, my self: MMOs and the collective projective 
identity. National Popular Cultural Association, Boston, Massachusetts. 


Chess, S. (2007, March). Commentary without pity: Retelling, rewriting, and recapping the 
television text. International Conference on Narrative, Washington DC. 
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ACADEMIC EMPLOYMENT


Instructor


IHSS 1972 – The History and Culture of Games (RPI, Fall, 2006)
Freshman Level course was a broad survey on both traditional and digital games using a 
combination of theoretical and hands-on approaches to designing and understanding play.


CMM 101 – Introduction to Mass Communication (Endicott College, Fall, 2004)
Introductory Level Mass Communication course which explored the history, culture and 
impact of a broad spectrum of topics in communication.


CMM 380 – Media Ethics and Law (Endicott College, Spring 2005)
Upper-level course in communication and media, where students examined specific media 
studies topics such as 1st amendment and copyright issues.


Teaching Assistant


LITR 2450 – Utopian Literature (RPI, Fall, 2008)
Comparative Literature course focusing on utopian and dystopian themes in books, film,  
graphic novels, and new media. Final projects had students building fictional utopias.


COMM 6810 – HCI Prototyping (RPI,  Spring, 2007)
Distance graduate level course that involved building paper prototypes to test theoretical  
approaches in Human Computer Interaction.


ITEC 2210 – Introduction to Human Computer Interaction (RPI, Spring, 2006)
Course in theory and practice of Human Computer Interaction, which culminated in final  
course projects.


ITEC 4100 – IT Capstone (RPI, Fall, 2005)
Assisted in syllabus, assignment, and grading; met with students to discuss course projects.


Guest Lecturer


Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute
• Digital Rhetoric (Fall, 2009) Graduate Course
• Media Studies (Fall, 2008) Graduate Course
• Advertising and Culture (Fall, 2009)
• Psychological and Social Affects of Games (Fall, 2009; Fall, 2008)
• Designing Characters for Computer Games (Spring, 2009)
• Gender and Technology (Spring, 2006; Fall, 2008)
• Media and Popular Culture (Spring, 2007)
• Science and Fiction (Spring, 2007)


Emerson College
• Gender Studies, (Spring, 2003)
• Television Studies (Fall, 2003)
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT


Administrative Coordinator, (RPI, May 2009-Present)
Organized graduate orientation, colloquium series, and served as a liaison between faculty 
and graduate students.


Co-Instructor, (SUNY Youth Institute, May 2009)
Taught a workshop on game design to at-risk high school students.


Graduate Assistant, (Emerson College, January 2002 – May 2003)
Assisted Jane Shattuc, PhD in research and teaching.


AWARDS AND RECOGNITION


Extraordinary Travel Funds Award, Dept. of LL&C. Fall 2009 for: Internet Research 9.0 (The 
Association of Internet Researchers), Copenhagen, Denmark. 


Rensselaer Humanities, Arts, & Social Sciences Fellowship, Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, Fall 
2007-Summer 2009. 


1st Place Graduate Essay Division, McKinney Writing Competition, Spring, 2007. For the essay: 
My gnome, my guild, my self: MMOs and the collective projective identity.


SERVICE COMMITMENTS AND COMMITTEES


Reviewer, Internet Research 10.0 (Association of Internet Researchers), Fall 2009


Committee Member, Games in Education Symposium (1st Playable Productions),  July 2009 


Reviewer, Editorial Board, Rocky Mountain Communication Review, Spring 2009-Present.


Reviewer, Children, Youth and Environments, Summer 2008


Member, DeCoLab: Design Collaborative, Department of LL&C, RPI, Jan. 2008-Present. 


Committee Member, Aboriginal Territories in Cyberspace, Concordia University. Nov. 2006-
Present.


Committee Member, Usable Content in a Post-Document World. December 2005 – June 2006.
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SELECTED INDUSTRY EXPERIENCE


1st Playable Productions, Troy, NY
Apprentice Designer, May 2009 – Sept. 2009
Researcher, May 2006-August 2006
Designer and researcher on the following games for the Nintendo DS:


• My Virtual Tutor Reading Adventure
• Winter’s Tail
• Style Lab: Jewelry Designer
• GoPets: Vacation Island


Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA
Web Developer, May 2001 –  July 2005
Created web sites for the publishing company’s college division using:  


• HTML and XML
• Flash
• Photoshop
• Dreamweaver


Children's Progress, Somerville, MA
Developer, November 2001 – August 2002


• Used Flash and Director to develop children’s educational computer games


Inc.com, Boston, MA
Web Developer, Oct. 1999 — February 2001


• E-commerce (B-toB)
• Online publishing
• Web marketing


Nova Southeastern University, Ft. Lauderdale, FL
Academic Web Designer, March 1998 - January 1999


• Developed an online MBA program
• Worked with students and faculty to enhance virtual classroom
• Managed Blackboard and other online classroom tools
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		Graduate Assistant, (Emerson College, January 2002 – May 2003)

		1st Playable Productions, Troy, NY

		Apprentice Designer, May 2009 – Sept. 2009

		Researcher, May 2006-August 2006

		Houghton Mifflin, Boston, MA

		Children's Progress, Somerville, MA



