
Let's TALK - Episode 4 

Hello, and welcome to episode four of Let's TALK. I'm here today with Steph Darrah, a 
video games consultant. 

It's so lovely to be here. I am Steph Darrah, as previously announced. I've been in the 
games industry for about 12, 13 years now. I'm currently a consultant, so I work with a 
couple of Norwich-based game studios. I have a recurring contract with the Swiss Arts 
Council, supporting female game founders. I also teach one day a week at the Norwich 
University of the Arts and do a few other bits and pieces as well, but my background is 
games retail, games production, games business development, publishing, business 
and planning, essentially, for games. It's lovely to be here. 

Well, we're really, really pleased to have you on the podcast. Thanks, Steph. 

I am a mother of two boys, six and eight now. And we have a range of people in my 
family. So, my youngest son, he attends the local primary school. My eldest son, he's 
eight. He was diagnosed with autism when he was four. He was picked up about 18 
months old. So, we've had about 21 months of him not attending a school. And he's 
finally gone back to school this September. So, he's attending a specialist school for 
children with high attainment academically but needing the right environment to thrive. 
And so, I'm here today and I talk a lot about games and education because my son 
learned to read by playing Minecraft. And I think this is the most wonderful thing in the 
world. And I really love to shout about and the benefits that gaming can have in so many 
different ways. And so, for him, it's like an escape to the world. It's how he learned to 
read. And for me, it's the way I decompress at the end of the day. It's how I manage 
stress. It's how I relax. And it's my escapism from the world and the stresses and my 
work and my life demands. So, I love to just shout about games and how it can benefit 
people of so many different backgrounds. And I'm sure you play a few games yourself, 
Imogen, don't you? 

I do, I do. And I think it's really refreshing to hear somebody speaking positively about 
games in all kinds of contexts, because so often we hear how, video games are so 
negative, ruining children's lives, ruining adults' lives. And actually, no, there's such a 
rich and enriching world of games. I have played role play games, similar to Dungeons 
and Dragons, and I found that a really great way to find friends and to socialise. As a 
neurodivergent adult myself, that has been a challenge at times, but coming together 
and having that focus of that game is so helpful. But also, as you say, playing games to 
decompress and relax. Animal Crossing New Horizons was what got me through 
lockdown, which I think a lot of people will say that it was the same to them, you know. I 
definitely see the benefit as an adult of games as well. 



Yeah, Animal Crossing, it was my lockdown game, I do admit. And since then, not for 
him, but my son has also become addicted to Animal Crossing.  

I get asked as well how gaming impacts children socially as well, and if it causes a lot of 
isolation or it can actually cause people to struggle with their social skills, I suppose. 
And one of the things I like to remind people is that we used to have letters that were 
sent on horseback. So, a lot of our relationships were based on the people who were 
close to us, where we lived geographically. And even when I was a child, we had main 
landline phones. You had to check no one was connected to the dial-up internet 
because that was a thing in my day. And quite often we weren't allowed to use them 
because it was expensive. So, you'd see people at school. If you were lucky, you 
bumped into them at the playground in the evenings or on the weekends and you played 
together until the streetlights came on and you had to go home because that was also a 
thing. So, I really like gaming because... What if you're geographically close to people, 
but you don't get along with them? What if you're going to the same school as people, 
but they don't understand you because you have different hobbies or interests? Or 
maybe you're neurodiverse and you don't click, right? Or you have quite a niche hobby 
or thing you enjoy. And online, the online world and forums and Discord groups and, 
you know, online gaming can help you find your people. and can really help you feel like 
you belong and can really encourage you to grow up with quite healthy mentality, 
actually, that you're not different from everyone else. You're not that one child who's 
alone in the playground all day. Your friends are just in different places and that's okay. 
And I think that can actually be really healthy rather than people being glued to screens 
all of the time. There's a lot of lovely conversations and learning and cultural exchange 
you can have from people who are all over the globe. Which is great. 

Exactly. And also thinking about neurodivergent children and gaming, it is a way for 
them to connect with those people around them. I used to work with a young man who 
was in a secondary school. He was autistic, he was in a mainstream secondary school, 
and he found it challenging to socialise in person with his peers. but he would go home, 
and he would play video games, and he'd be chatting with those who he was sat in the 
classroom with. And he found it tricky to talk to them in the classroom, but in the 
evening, he could go home and chat to them via the game. So, it was a really positive 
way of him socialising and connecting with people around him. 

And also I think it's demand-based as well. I think if you're in a classroom or you're in an 
office, there are certain obligations and pressures that you have. You know, by being in 
your gaming space, in your bedroom, maybe suddenly it's okay for you to be chatting 
and maybe there's also, your teacher's not around so you can talk how you want to talk 
rather than maybe in a slightly more formal way that is required of you in a school or a 
workplace. 



Following on from, you know, thinking about social skills and if games can help or 
hinder, I guess another question parents quite often have is if those fast-paced games, 
is that going to affect a child's attention span? Is that going to make it harder for them to 
focus on a slower paced task such as, you know, following the teacher in a classroom 
or doing jobs around the house? Is that going to have a negative impact if they're doing 
these fast-paced, action-packed games a lot of the time? 

It's a good question. I wonder if people would ask the same question about fast-paced 
sports as well. Mmm. I don't know. Yeah, it's an interesting one. I think there are perks 
and pitfalls to it. I think if you look at Brain Training, which was a game that came out 
2019, it was gamifying education, it was gamifying the sudokus and the crosswords that 
you get in the papers, keeping people healthy by keeping them using their brains. And 
you see this a lot in studies of the elderly, people who are living in care homes. There's a 
lot of work put into stimulating them mentally to make sure that they stay kind of up to 
speed. And I think it If you stop moving your body, you slow down and it's hard to speed 
up. And when you're elderly, if you stop using your brain, it's the same process. 

Sometimes fast games can be a really great way to give a child a kind of mental break 
from what they're doing. And it's a very short snapshot of 5 minutes of gaming and then 
on to the next thing. It's a transition activity for my son, but for a lot of children, it can 
give you a bit of a brain break and you switch your head off and you're not processing 
what you've just learned or thinking about it or overthinking it or worrying. And it helps 
you then move on to the next thing because you're not up in your head. It's kind of a 
mental health break. It can help you process a lot of things you may have to do in life as 
well. I think some professions, if you work as a train signaller, for example, there are 
very fast trains moving about the country and you may have to make decisions quite 
quickly for a safety reason or an air traffic controller or a doctor. So there are lots of 
benefits to fast-paced scenarios and why they exist. And again, it's that balance. I think 
it's that having that in your life, but having other things as well. And what is its purpose? 
What is it doing for you? And we have this with my son where he'll play some games on 
the tablet. And they cause a lot of frustration, actually, either because the game doesn't 
work well or it glitches or he struggles with the difficulty of it. And we go, maybe this 
game is not for you. Or maybe it was something you're enjoying and you're not anymore.  

It's the same with gambling as well. There's a lot of studies and laws and regulations in 
place around healthy gambling as well. And when the fun stops, stop, I believe is the 
phrase. So, I don't think it can impact people focusing on slower paced tasks. I think 
it's, again, a worldview, a balance of things. And there are cognitive, you know, benefits 
to that as well. Talking about this kind of brain training mentality, reaction speeds can 
be a really important thing to have. One of the biggest purchasers of video game 
software actually is the US Army, and they use gaming and simulations to train their 
soldiers. So, there must be something positive about that experience because it's 



something that they use to train people. You have flight simulators that exist before 
pilots get into actual planes to fly them. The same with trains as well. It can help you 
learn the environment you'll be working in. in a safe, pretend environment. So, if you 
accidentally derail your train, it's okay, because it's a digital train, it's not a real train. 

The thing that comes to mind for me is linking to my son. Because he's autistic, social 
rules don't come naturally to him. He doesn't pick up nuances in society that I think a 
lot of us just kind of, oh yeah, that's how we behave. And it varies so much 
geographically as well. Japan has a respecting your elders. style of culture. So, games 
for him emulate things like turn taking and things like team building. If you're on a team, 
you support other people and you think ahead of what they might need. For example, a 
medipack if their health is a bit low and you support them. And so, from a kind of social 
perspective, that's a huge thing that's being gamified, and replicated for him in this 
digital space, even, offline in trivial pursuit, we will gang up on my husband. And as long 
as one of us out of the four of us beats him, we are happy.  

So that, you know, there's these social skills, there's the cognitive side we've talked 
about with practicing brain training, learning how to read, learning to grow your 
vocabulary, to write. And we have a kind of a format in schools where children are 
taught to write with pens and with paper. And I don't write with pens and paper at work. I 
do everything on my laptop. Everything is digital. I can record meetings verbally and get 
AI to dictate it for me now, and I can come back to it later. And it means that the AI can 
summarise the meeting. It will tell me a list of things that I need to do, what's urgent, or 
maybe this task is blocked because this person raised this. So, if I don't know 
someone's name, because it's a huge meeting, it will capture all of that for me, which is 
great. So, you know, it can be a platform for people to learn to write in a functional way 
that is an employable skill, a soft skill that they maybe otherwise wouldn't be able to 
write at all.  

It can help people, you know, verbally dictate things if maybe they have a physical 
disability and they can't type either. It's like the cars we have now where they have one 
little knob on the wheel and you turn the wheel with just one hand. Because maybe you 
don't have another hand. It really makes it functional. And then it kind of then slips to 
me into kind of the core skills, right? So, my understanding of the national curriculum is 
the kind of three English, Science, Maths. These are like the core foundational pillars. 
And then, you know, you can go into PE or languages or the arts or computer science 
and gaming benefits and is linked to all of these core skills.  

So, one of the franchises I love for this is the Assassin's Creed games. They are based 
all over the world. They have a Greek version. They have a version in Asia. They look at 
Africa and ancient cultures. And their teams will travel to these locations in person and 
go and see what the building stones are made of, how old the cobblestones are and 
how they were laid. They'll talk to historians. They will talk to people who live there. They 



will look at things like, if you think about railroad tracks are all the same width because 
it's the same width as Roman chariots. So, there's a huge historical context there that 
then applies to games. So, cognitively, that is such a fascinating aspect that people 
research and spend a lot of time turning these bits of knowledge into game design. And 
people will really notice it in games as well if you don't make things that work. So, a lot 
of realism, a lot of real-world contexts really do apply in the games we make. Assassin's 
Creed is also a very mathematical physics heavy game. So, for people who don't know 
the game, you are a character who almost like parkour essentially. You traverse the 
world by climbing, by running, by jumping, by hanging off things and swinging. You can 
shoot projectile weapons; you can grappling hook onto things. There is a lot of physics 
and maths involved in the programming side of a character like that to make them 
function, to make it feel really smooth and really good and really satisfying. If you're 
wondering about it, go and just do a little Google for some of the Assassin's Creed 
games. Just watch how the character flows and how smooth they are. And if they're not 
smooth, players, we will notice. We are very noisy, when things don't work. And we say 
that our best computer scientists, the best programmers we have, are mathematicians, 
are computer science students, not game development students, because they have 
the maths, the logical mindset, these soft skills behind the kind of practical maths 
they're doing to make these calculations and to problem solve when our programmes 
don't work, which is very, very often.  

So, there's history there, there's maths there, there's physics there. There might be 
science as well. So, you might have different weapons from different periods of time. 
And iron weapons will snap bronze weapons because iron is stronger than bronze. So, 
we're looking at these scientific chemical elements that exist in our periodic table. And 
they matter. They make the game realistic. They make them function. So, you know, 
we've got maths, we've got science, we've got a bit of physics. We have a lot of narrative 
in those games. We have a lot of writing. We have a lot of character speaking. It's like 
novels. We want characters that feel real. We want them to have depth. We want to 
maybe root for the underdog, or we want to really hate the bad guy. There's nothing 
better than having someone to hate in a game. We're very passionate about hating 
people. So, there is a lot of care that goes into researching human beings, researching 
things like psychopaths and villains and good people and how people, we're not really 
black and white. Everyone's a bit grey and everyone has motivations or things that push 
us to make decisions or choose side or be in the middle or change the side that we're 
on. Maths, English, Science. 

A lot of parents and teachers and professionals working with young people are thinking, 
how can we help these young people to strike a healthy balance when it comes to 
gaming? 



We have lovely ratings in this country. So, we have IARC ratings and we have PEGI 
ratings. And so going and reading up on what those ratings are is a really great way to 
temper the content your child's accessing. If they want to play online games, look at 
ways you can do online co-op in closed forums. So, Minecraft will let you host 
something called a server, and a server is basically a world that exists and it's locked. 
So only people with the password, kind of like entering an online meeting, the only 
people with the password can enter. So, you can control the environment while 
enabling the play, which I think are really healthy, great ways or have a play date and do 
co-op games offline at home. So, you're enabling it rather than kind of banning it. And 
there've been a lot of studies about things like sexual health education is preventative, 
teaching people about the dangers of alcohol is preventative. It's the same process, it's 
that balance, it's that making it controlled and healthy. Going and seeking the 
information, ask questions, ask your IT technician at school. There's lovely newsletters 
that come out from schools, there's government policies. So there's a lot of information 
out there and just taking a bit of time to read up on it will really enable you to do that 
and play with your child yourself and bond with them and maybe make that family time 
to play together, which, it's just a lovely, it's a lovely thing, it's something we should do. 

You mentioned that parents can educate themselves, can look up ratings and more 
information about the games that young people are potentially playing. Do you have 
anywhere that you suggest is a good place to kind of start, any websites or kind of 
general places that we can signpost parents and carers and professionals to help to 
educate themselves on this? 

The NSPCC have created a lot of things that you can show your children and talk 
through with your children, as well as educating yourself about it. There are quizzes you 
can do. So, there's lots of different formats for the information, which again, if you're 
neurodiverse yourself as a parent, it can help you kind of break down the, where do I 
even begin with this? I mean, Lego has a page actually, raising digitally smart families. is 
a great way to empower children online. And they have some really cool free work 
sheets as well on Lego. And the BBC and I love the Bitesize and the CBB style 
approaches as well. Again, they're very interactive and they help you go through it with 
your children and explore it in a visually enticing way that helps that communication 
just for everyone. 

Thank you. And I will make sure we include links to all of these websites in the show 
notes. Thank you so much for coming and chatting to me today, Steph. If our listeners 
want to find out more about you and your work, where can they find you online? 

I am on LinkedIn, but I also have my own website, which is stephdarrah.co.uk 

Brilliant. Thank you. And again, we will pop all of Steph's links in the show notes. And 
thank you again for coming on and chatting to us, Steph. 



Thank you for having me. 

Again, a big thanks to Steph for joining me on today's episode of Let's TALK, a podcast 
from the TALK Centre. As mentioned, websites we discussed today will be included in 
the show notes, as well as where you can find Steph online and learn more about her 
work. If you haven't already, please subscribe to the TALK Centre newsletter via the 
TALK Centre website, so you'll be first to know when we release a new episode of the 
podcast. Thanks for listening. 


