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Chapter 2 - 3 

SIMaging the City. The 
Educational Use of Video Games 
in a Youth Club of Palermo (Italy) 
by Massimiliano Andreoletti, Gianna Cappello, Annalisa Castronovo, 
Marcello Marinisi and Anna Ragosta 

 

 

 

 

This module starts from the basic assumption that Media Education 
(Media Literacy, Media Literacy Education) has a great potential in 
informal education contexts. As with schools, in these contexts too 
media can be adopted both as a tool of 
expression/communication/information retrieval and as an object of 
study in and of itself, with multifaceted - and often contradictory - 
implications (social, cultural, political, economic, etc.). This double level 
of media use in educational contexts (either formal or informal) is 
crucial for the development of the citizenship in the digital era, for 
fostering social inclusion and promotion as well as cultural and 
intercultural growth and exchange. Media educators operating in these 
contexts play the fundamental role of facilitating processes of self-
reflection, dialogue, collaborative work, problem-solving and so on. 

As an application of this assumption, we have carried out a series of 
Media Education activities in a youth club – Centro Tau – located in La 
Zisa, one of the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods of Palermo 
(Italy)

31
. In particular, we have focused on a video game – SimCity – 

building on the idea that “a video game is an abstract world where the 
subject plays a central role in all phases of the game […]. The video 
game can be then considered as an environment where technology is 
both the tool that mobilizes the playing activity and, more importantly, a 
world with an added value where the subject has the chance to 
explore, experiment, manage, interact and communicate with high 
levels of autonomy, interaction, presence, immersion and imagination” 
(Andreoletti, 2012: 153-154). Following Andreoletti’s and Ragosta’s 
scheme, we thought that SimCity - as all city builder games - may 

                                                           
31

 Our activities have been inspired by the model developed by Andreoletti and 
Ragosta for their chapter S’IMpara in Parola, A. (Ed.). (2012). (forthcoming). 
MediaLand. Secondi Passi in Media Education. Trento: Erickson.  
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develop five functions that make it particularly useful in a context like 
Centro Tau where the relationship with the surrounding city is quite 
problematic given its high level of micro-criminal activity, poverty and 
social marginalization: 

 Conception and development of the project (long-term vision of 
the city, identification of shared choices of development) 

 Territorial planning (allocation of residential, commercial and 
industrial) 

 Resources and services management (from choosing energy 
sources, to distributing social services and infrastructures to 
citizens, to organizing urban transportation, etc.) 

 Economic and financial planning  

 Assessment and evaluation of the state of the project according 
to the objectives set at the beginning. 

 

 

 

The ultimate educational aim of using a city simulation game like 
SimCity is not simply that of playing the part of the mayor, but more 
importantly of co-building an environment where participants can 
reflect - both individually and collectively - on the simulated city and 
also on the real one as they experience it daily. Therefore, we 
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recommend that educators plan and develop all activities keeping in 
mind that their work must be always carried out in a constant 
confrontation with and analysis of the daily context where the subjects 
live. Furthermore, educators should keep in mind that their work 
ultimately aims at helping the subjects in:  

 Reflecting on the fundamental choices that need to be done for 
the wellbeing of citizens 

 Reconstructing their surrounding territory in a critical way 

 Developing a sense of civic responsibility 

 Understanding the different components of territorial planning 
and development, in particular the difference between the 
public and the private intervention 

 Studying and understanding far-away scenarios and contexts 
(both culturally and geographically) 

 Expressing one’s own desires and experiment one’s own 
choices 

 Adopting solutions according to a sustainable development 
perspective.

32
  

We also recommend that educators: 

 Develop short-time and focused activities in order to prevent 
attention drifts and falls 

 Facilitate interaction with the most difficult parts of the game 

 Facilitate the acquisition of a democratic communication mode 
among the participants 

 Prompt the progress of the activities  

 Re-organize activities according to the different situations and 
point of view that may emerge along the way 

 Facilitate the bridging between the virtual and the real world 

 Document as much in detail as possible all the activities, 
keeping track of all changes and solutions adopted. 

After a short training of the educators working at Centro Tau, 
conducted by Massimiliano Andreoletti and Anna Ragosta, activities 
started in early March 2012 according to the three-module scheme 
ending in mid-June 2012. The training was focused on direct 
experimentation of the SimCity and has made reference to the 
structure of the project and the methods of intervention with the video 
games. 

                                                           
32

 For more details, see Andreoletti and Ragosta (ibidem). 
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At the conclusion of the project, we can say that the young people of 
La Zisa, attending the youth club Centro Tau, have developed a higher 

civic sense towards their living context, expressing much more self-
confidence in their ability to find and judge critical situations in it. In 
other words, they have developed a higher consciousness towards 
themselves and the world around them. Ultimately, our project has 
proven how video games can be a tool for youth empowerment 
inasmuch as they help increasing various specific skills at the level of 
either personal development or social and interpersonal relationships. 
Video games can also be a valid means to develop participation and a 
sense of active citizenship as they helped the youth in Centro Tau to 
think of themselves as protagonists intervening concretely in the 
process of change of their neighbourhood and living context
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Gianna Cappello 

Department of Culture and Society, 
University of Palermo, Italy. 
Email: gianna.cappello@unipa.it 

 

 

What makes your institution special? 

It is a place where I can teach and do research in a supportive and 
multifaceted environment.  

 

Which video game or genre describes your work best?  

Simulation games describe my work best. I can plan and implement 
my “world” together with many other people. Cooperative work and 
action research are my favourite working modes and simulation games 
are a perfect metaphor for that. 

 

Which video game or genre describes you as a person best? 

Lara Croft in Tomb Raider. I like the unexplored and the challenging, 
and Lara Croft is a good embodiment of that. 

 

Which institutions in fields of media and games education would you 
turn to in your country? 

AESVI (Associazione Editori Sviluppatori Videogiochi Italiani: 
www.aesvi.it/index.php) 

Videogames Education (http://www.videogameducation.it/) 

www.videoludica.com 

 

Which is the best literature to start (in your native language)?  

AESVI, Rapporto annuale sullo stato dell’industria videoludica italiana 
(www.aesvi.it/cms/attach/editor/Rapporto_Annuale_2011.pdf., 2011). 
The latest report on the state of the Italian video game industry 

Antoniazzi, A. (2007). Labirinti elettronici. Letteratura per l’infanzia e 
videogame. Milano: Apogeo. 

A study on the relationship between video games and children’s 
literature 

D'Armenio E. (2014). Mondi paralleli: ripensare l'interattività nei 
videogiochi. Milano: Unicopli. 
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A study on the use and function of interactivity in video games. 

Bittanti M. & H. Lowood. (Eds). (2013). Machinima! Teorie. Pratiche. 
Dialoghi. Milano: Unicopli. 

A very good introduction to the field of machinima including the main 
theories and some quite interesting examples. 

De Santis L. (2013). Videogaymes. Omosessualità nei videogiochi tra 
rappresentazione e simulazione (1975-2009). Milano: Unicopli. 

A book about the representation of homosexuality in video games. 

Felini, D. (Ed.). (2012). Video game education. Studi e percorsi di 
formazione. Milano: Unicopli. 

A book about the use of video games in educational contexts. 

Cavaleri, A. (Ed.). (2010). Videogiochi e marketing. Brand, strategie e 
identità videoludiche. Milano: Unicopli. 

A book about video games, marketing and brand strategies. 

Bittanti, M. (Ed.). (2008). Intermedialità. Videogiochi, cinema, 
televisione, fumetti. Milano: Unicopli. 

A cross-media analysis of video games. 

  


