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Building a Princess Saving App

How to building learning and fun into 

your applications



• What are games doing that apps are not?

• Game players learn new skills

• They have fun doing so. 

Let’s look at what happens if you make a game 

into an app. 

What can games teach us??



Rescue Princess Enterprise 2008

Rescuee Peach

MarioRescuer

LuigiAlt

Option Optional optionsGeneral

Execute Jumping CancelSave

Cost Group GRPPlumbing3A

Project

Rational

Blonde, 3’2” stolen by large spike perp.   Must save due to 

financial obligations. 

Tools Define…
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Experience

Learning curve for Traditional Apps



Rescue Princess 2.0

Press the button to rescue the princess.

Rescue Princess
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Learning curve for Web 2.0



PrincessDocs: Word for the Web

Princess
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Learning curve for Complex Web Apps



The Sad Lesson of Google Apps

There are Dummy books for 
websites
• Going back to the old learning 

curve.  
• Current usability model doesn’t 

scale well to complex skills, only 
for smaller pieces. 

• Hacks exist.  They help only a little. 

Princess



The usability dilemma

Pick one?

• Simple and easy to learn. 

• Complex and painful to learn.   



A new hope 

(for Princess Rescuers)

Miyamato knows best



Rescue Princess: The Game



Skills learned in Super Mario Bros. 

• Jumping

• Wall Jumping

• Finding Mushrooms

• Collecting coins

• Finding secrets

• Massacring Goombas

• Bonking turtles

• Using bonked turtles to massacre 

more goombas

• Using fireballs for fun

• Flying

• Navigating while tiny

• Navigating while big

• Navigating stationary 

platforms

• Navigating moving platforms

• Breaking bricks with head.

• Avoiding very large bullets

• Throwing bombs

And of course…

• Rescuing princesses
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Learning curve for games
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Oh, and it is fun!



Why are games fun?

The secret ingredient



• You are given a goal

• You aren’t told how to reach it.  

• You can fail (and be told that you failed)

• You can succeed.

• Delight comes when you figure it out on your own.

Scary part:  You have to believe the user is smart

Exploratory Learning!



How exploratory learning works

(STARS)

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Example

Metroid!
[Picture of scales and WiiFit from website.]



Experience Info

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Update mental model and select 
skills

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Do something

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Process what just happened

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Experience Reward or Punishment

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



Update mental model

(And learn a new skill!)

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action



After a few loops…Goal!

Goal?

Rules

Skills

Stimulus

Tools & 

Action

Ze Atom!



Press button

Atoms build teaching scaffold

Jump

Butt Stomp Head Butt BlocksNavigate Platforms

Move

Rescue Princess



The user’s life changing journey



Patterns

Exploratory Learning in action



Pattern

Levels (aka contexts for mediated 

learning)1



App Example

Yahoo! Mail (Epic Fail)



Lessons

• Purpose: Always ask “What am I actually teaching?”

• No rote learning: “Do A to advance” = rote learning  = boring. 

• Part of the experience: Make the tutorial seem like a natural 

part using the application. 

• Simpler scenarios.  Fewer parts, fewer possibilities.  The user 

will be struggling with the new concept and new interface.

• Gating:  Prevent the user from advancing until they have 

mastered the basic skill associated with the tool. 

• Look for the smiles: Test “Is the user delighted?”



Pattern

Items (aka modular tools)2



App Example

Blogger Gadgets



Lessons

• Limit fixed tools to simple core activities. “Blog”. 
• Modular: Make adding and replacing activities 

like Legos. 
• Create items according to skills. Let the user 

learn and master one tool before you give them 
the next. 

• Evolve the toolset over time: Introduce advanced 
skills through item acquisition. 



Pattern

Inventory3

Long term Short term



App Example

Blogger

Long term Short term



Lessons

• Active list is short and contains only the tools 

necessary for the tasks at hand. 

• Active list is pre-organized:  Armor, helmet, 

runes > Blog, Secondary links. 

• Storage list is easy access but usually modal. 

• Ability to discard excess items



Pattern

Quests (aka Explicit goals)4



App Example

LinkedIn.com



Lessons

• Use quests. 

• Be explicit about the reason: “How does this 

activity help me get toward a bigger goal?”

• Makes the goals easy to understand.

• Lots of variations are possible



Pattern

Score (aka User Facing Metrics)5



App Example

Google Analytics



Pattern

Advancement/Elder game6



Lessons

Advancement

• Learning the basics

• Heavily Mediated

Elder game

• Emergent skills

• Less mediation



The next era of interaction

How games design is the new 

competitive advantage.  



Complex Applications can be turned 

into games !



Modeling tool as a game

[Picture of scales and WiiFit from website.]



New age of design

Delight   

Ease of use

Depth

= 

$$$

Aesthetic Design 



What we covered

We can build high value applications that are both easy to use 

and deep.  And fun. 

• Learning skills is a major and often ignored aspect of 

interaction design. 

• Use the STARS Model to identify what users are actually 

learning. 

• Game design patterns that help unlock exploratory learning 

in your applications. 



• My blog
www.lostgarden.com

• Chemistry of Game Design
http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/1524/the_chemistry_of_game_
design.php
 

• What activities can be turned into games?
http://lostgarden.com/2008/06/what-actitivies-that-can-be-turned-into.ht
ml
 

• A Theory of Fun, Raph Koster
 http://www.theoryoffun.com/ 

• PutÝng the Fun in Functional, ShufÒeBrain
 http://shufÒebrain.com/etech06.htm 

More information

http://www.lostgarden.com/
http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/1524/the_chemistry_of_game_design.php
http://www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/1524/the_chemistry_of_game_design.php
http://lostgarden.com/2008/06/what-actitivies-that-can-be-turned-into.html
http://lostgarden.com/2008/06/what-actitivies-that-can-be-turned-into.html
http://www.theoryoffun.com/
http://shufflebrain.com/etech06.htm
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