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ABSTRACT Research studies reported that playing games in the classroom does not solve all educational challenges
but games and simulations are useful tools to actively involve students in their learning. This study explores the
educational value of economics games on student learning in economics education. A quota sampling of fourteen
Economics education students were identified and selected for the semi-structured interviews. An interview schedule
was used to obtain data. Findings revealed those students’ viewed in-class simulated games as a valuable tool which
contributed to their learning which implies that student achievements were enhanced by the in-class structured
activities. Economics games enhanced their academic performances, interpersonal relationships and linked to real-
life experiences on how markets operate. They acquired and improved their social skills and gained confidence in
their  ability to apply the skills effectively during the games in the classroom. Lastly, the economics games
motivated students to take responsibility for their own learning.

INTRODUCTION

One particular teaching strategy which per-
haps is seldom used is the simulated games in
teaching and learning situations. To encourage
this development, learning activities become
important. As an example of one approach, this
study investigated the advantages of using sim-
ulation games as an experiential teaching strate-
gy to encourage, create interest, develop critical
thinking and reflective skills in economics edu-
cation. Simulations and games are a formidable
combination. Simulated micro-teaching and ex-
perimental teaching sessions used   to train stu-
dent teachers in our faculty immediately spring
to mind. The researcher favoured simulated ex-
periments because it places students directly
into real economics situations where they will
be required to make choices based on specific
incentives. These experiments provide a power-
ful link between economics theory and direct
experience. The researcher argues for the sake
of the quality of teaching and learning, we need
to design and use more effective teaching strat-
egies to enhance student learning in the sub-
ject. We can empower students in these partici-
pative teaching methods to develop and empow-
ering students’ cognitive, psychomotor and af-
fective learning skills especially during teach-
ing practice sessions. Incidentally, these stu-
dent teachers are now obliged to teach the un-

derlying principles of the new national curricu-
lum for South African schools. Economics teach-
ers are expected to comply with policies that call
for effective and efficient teaching strategies.
The next paragraph explains the conceptualiza-
tion of social interdependence theory.

Social Interdependence: A Theoretical
Framework

 A theoretical framework is a collection of
interrelated concepts, like a theory but not nec-
essarily so well worked-out. A theoretical frame-
work guides your research, determining what
will be measured and what statistical relation-
ships will be sought (Costello and Osborne 2005).
Theorizing on social interdependence began in
the early 1900s. Kurt Lewin did substantial re-
search work on Koffka’s notions of social inter-
dependence theory. Lewin states that (1) the
essence of a group is the interdependence among
members creating by common goals, which re-
sults in the group being a “dynamic whole”. He
further argues that a change in the state of any
member or subgroup members changes the state
of any other member or subgroup social depen-
dence. Furthermore Lewin posit that an intrinsic
state of tension within group members motivates
the group to move toward the accomplishment
of the desired common goal. In the late 1940s,
one of Lewin’s graduate students, Morton Deut-
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sch, extended Lewin’s reasoning about social
interdependence and formulated a theory of co-
operation and competition. Deutsch’s theory
was extended and applied to education by the
authors at the University of Minnesota (Johnson
and Johnson 1992). The latter authors’ work has
been extended and applied to business and in-
dustry (Tjosvold 1986). Social interdependence
exists when individuals share common goals and
each individual’s outcomes are affected by the
actions of the others (Johnson and Johnson
1994; Johnson et al. 1998). The rational for using
stimulated-based games as an experiential teach-
ing approach in Economics education stems from
the fact that it is a widely used and broadly ap-
plied teaching strategy in both Social Sciences
and Economics and Management Science. In re-
cently published studies, the simulated-based
experimental (SBE) approach was used for a va-
riety of applications, including an in-class sim-

ulation game to assess student learning (Klas-
sen and Willoughby 2003). Another study re-
ported that students’ learning and instructors’
teaching performances were enhanced by intro-
ducing experimental games in the finance edu-
cation (Cabula and Toma 2002). The researcher
contend that a simulated-based experimental ap-
proach is effective, relevant and applicable for
this study which investigates the advantages
of using simulated games as an experiential teach-
ing approach in economics education. In recent
years, several attempts have been made to en-
hance student learning experiences by increas-
ing their motivation, by attempting to focus their
attention, and by helping them to construct mean-
ingful and permanent records of their learning in
economics education (Van Wyk 2007). Seven
simulated economics games were played during
the contact sessions (see Table 1).

Table 1: In-class simulated games played during the contact sessions

Games played Outcomes of the game Time Participants Gains or
allocation rewards

Baseball cap Students demonstrate the ability to use the 15 minutes Students Highest
  auction   decision-making model for allocating a scarce per contact highest bidder for

  resource. PACE teaching strategy. session bidding cap auction
process

The quality Students understand the supply chain and 55 minutes Small groups CASS-marks
  book factory   through specialization of scare resources how per contact of five total # books

  to produce a quality product. Produce a quality session X 3 members produced in
  book through one pierce of A4-paper+paper rounds (3  set time + M
  clip+ ruler +pen hours/ 15min) and M ‘s

Dairy farmers Students participate in a simulation and 55 minutes All students Individual
  versus food   demonstrate how the forces of supply and per contact participate  score cards.
  retailers   demand determine price and how changes in session X 3 as buyers CASS-marks

  the price of a product and service affect the rounds (3 and sellers
  quantities demanded and supplied. Example hours/
  of consumers/producers 15min)

The market Then they predict the effects of changes in 55 minutes Individual CASS-marks
  never stands still   demand and supply on market prices and quantities  per contact  students (grades

  traded.  session  scores) + M
X 2 rounds and M’s
 (2 hours /
20min)

Markets interact Students analyze how changes in determinants 55 minutes All students: Individual
  of supply or demand affect market prices  of  one Individual score cards.
  and quantities exchanged.Students analyze  period accounta-  CASS-marks
  how changes in one market affect other  bility + Cert
  markets.

Economics quizzes Students participate in Economics quizzes of 50 minutes Randomly Group CASS-
(Van Wyk 2008)   25 questions of 2 sessions each covering  x 3 rounds select small marks

  learning units 1-4 of the module. One member groups of (grades)
  pastes answer to correct number on economics  four members +Certificate
  score card  + Pen set

Fiscal policy; A Students understand the effects of expansionary 110 minutes Group Group CASS-
Two –Act play   and contractionary fiscal policy of the playing marks

  Reserve bank different  (grades)
roles

* Continuous Assessment (CASS)-marks: counts for 50% of final mark for promotion in the course work
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 Emanating from the above, the research
question is: Do simulated games as an experi-
ential teaching strategy result in benefits
(gains) for student teachers in economics edu-
cation?

RESEARCH  METHODOLOGY

Research Paradigm

A phenomenographic approach was applied
for this research which explores PGCE Econom-
ics education students’ views of simulated
games as a teaching strategy. Marton (1994)
defined phenomenography as “the empirical
study of the differing ways in which people ex-
perience, perceive, apprehend, understand and
conceptualise various phenomena in any as-
pects of the world around us”. The goal is to
adopt an unbiased approach in order to be able
to observe patterns and consistencies that may
be emerging from students’ experience, and un-
derstand, by describing various phenomena in
the students’ experiences of in-class economics
games.

Sampling

PGCE Economics education student teach-
ers participated in the study.  Only one hundred
and twenty nine PGCE students who were regis-
tered for the module, were selected as the pro-
portional stratified sample for the study. Eighty
one percent (81%) of the sample size was made
up of female students (N=9) and 19% were males
(N=5). Both groups were taught by the researcher
during contact sessions of 55 minutes per week
for the first semester.

The Setting and Procedure for
Playing the Games

Seven simulated games were played in rela-
tively large lecturer rooms. The instruction ses-
sions were conducted in both Afrikaans and
English. Ninety Afrikaans speaking and 39 En-
glish speaking students played the seven games.
The classrooms were large enough and provid-
ed suitable space in which to accommodate all
the students who participated in the games.
Dates for economics quizzes were diarized in the
study guide. Students were randomly selected
and divided into small groups to play the three

quizzes. Other simulation games such as The
Quality Book Factory on productivity and Mar-
kets Interact were explained and demonstrated
by the lecturer in the classroom and then played
by the students. Rules, criteria and outcomes of
each simulated game were clearly communicat-
ed to students. Students were compelled to ad-
here to the rules and criteria of each game. They
were penalized when failing to do so. The times
allocated for the respective games varied be-
tween fifty-five minutes (55 min) and three hours
and fifteen minutes (3 hours and 15 min) per
game. Specific continuous assessment marks
(grades) were allocated to each game as part of
the final mark for the module (see table 1). The
researcher acted as instructor (lecturer), observ-
er, judge and quality controller during contact
sessions.

Research Instruments

A quota sampling of ten percent (N=14) was
identified and randomly selected for the inter-
views by using student numbers. Open-ended
questions were designed to obtain data. Semi-
structured interviews (N=14) were conducted
and the responses recorded. The interviewees
accepted the official invitations and 20 minute
interview session were conducted directly at the
end of the twelve week period of the semester
module.

Data Analysis Procedure

For the qualitative data, the content analy-
sis method was used, as explained by Leedy
and Ormod (2001). The data was coded, themes
were analyzed, and the data organized and de-
fined according to the codes and themes. Then,
interpretations were made of these themes. This
particular process is described by Miles and Hu-
berman (1994) as “data reduction,” “data dis-
play,” and “conclusion drawing and verification”.

  RESULTS

The results from the interview responses of
the quota sampling (N=14) were recorded, ana-
lyzed and reported. Interviews were conducted
on a face-to-face basis. From the analyses of
participants’ responses, four themes emerged.
An analysis and discussion of interviewees’ re-
sponses are outlined below:
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Lecturer’s Professionalism Enhance Student
Motivation to Participate in Economics Games

Students were positive, motivated and allud-
ed to the lecturer’s professionalism with regard
to Economics lessons preparations and plan-
ning, presentations of simulation games, facili-
tation and the use of relevant assessment activ-
ities during class sessions (Van Wyk 2009).
Moreover Durkin and Barber (2002) conducted
a study by using computer games as a peda-
gogical tool to support students’ adolescent de-
velopmental skills. Another study conducted by
Butler et al. (2001) reported that through simu-
lated games active learning within a lecture in-
creased the impact of short, in-class writing ex-
ercises. In this study some respondents were of
the opinion that economics simulation games
were well planned, designed and professionally
presented to give students ample opportunities
to learn and practice during contact sessions.
Students also indicated that their personal rela-
tionships improved and that they developed
professionally in terms of interdependence and
personal interaction. There was an improvement
in their socialization with fellow students
through support during the classes. Some of
the key extracts from the interview-transcripts
are:

Two students alluded how professional the
lecturer acted: Our lecturer was highly motivat-
ed when presenting the games. I was also moti-
vated to participate. Further, we were impressed
by how the lecturer executed his roles and re-
sponsibilities during our sessions. He was ab-
solutely professional in his lesson planning,
always on time to present a lesson. He was re-
ally helpful and gave us support.

One respondent mentioned: We gained valu-
able and constructive criticism after our simu-
lation game. It was an excellent way to reflect
on one’s own teaching practice. The more we
practiced, the more our professional confidence
grew. Our lecturer was accessible and avail-
able and we were able to consult with him if we
struggled with parts of our assignments.

Another student replied: I was really im-
pressed with how motivated the lecturer was
and the highly practical skills he demonstrat-
ed when using the Economics simulation games.
The Economics quizzes were value-added ex-
periences for us.

Pertaining to socialization, one female stu-
dent noted: The group I was in for the simula-
tion of The Book factory on productivity which
was diverse group. We had to be sensitive when
using examples concerning specific career op-
portunities. We made provision for differences
and accommodated other group members in
our simulation game. By the way we became
good friends!!.

Empowers Students to Execute Business
Management Competency and Ethics Skills

A particular study that was conducted
proved that economic games are effective in
positively changing students’ perceptions of
ethics in business (Glass and Bonnici 1997).  The
seven games played in this study have a set of
rules, criteria and codes of conduct. Students
must adhere to rules such as honesty, comple-
tion of tasks on time, how to conduct a fair deal
as a business person otherwise being eliminat-
ed from the game and forfeiting CASS marks
(Keys and Wolfe 1990; Van Wyk 2008). Students
received constructive feedback from the lectur-
er as well from fellow classmates on how to im-
prove on their specific task. These feedback ses-
sions help them to understand and change their
attitudes positively in dealing with how markets
operated in terms of the simulated game theory.
Research studies done with market and busi-
ness games generally included business ethics
skills activities and these games had positive
effects on student learning (Gredler 1996; Coyne
2003). In this study interviewees indicted that
business ethics in Economics games enabled
them to practice decision making skills that called
for ethical standards and their consequences in
the classroom.  They believed that through these
experiences of in-class games an awareness of
and appreciation for the complexity of ethical
decision making during their teaching practice.

A male student noted about in-class games:
I refer to ‘The Book Factory” game. It enhanced
my understanding of how productivity impact
the economy.   In practice one takes decisions
that  have serious consequences on one’s ac-
tions. You must play the game in accordance
with ethical business rules.  You must be honest
in dealing with other role players in the mar-
ket otherwise you will be caught for dealing
unethically. I like the lecturer role which acted
as market referee controlling business opera-
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tions, like government inspectors.   On the oth-
er hand male student responded:  I appreciated
the way the lecturer acted as an instructor, ob-
server, referee and judge during our games. I
believe there must be “checks and balances”
in the markets or there must be government in-
volvement. Otherwise, markets will collapse. I
must take full responsibility for my decisions in
terms of ethical considerations when dealing
with business contracts.

Developing Social Skills and
Collaborative Learning

The effectiveness of the games enabled stu-
dents to acquire and improve their social skills.
These social skills were interpreted as interper-
sonal situations such as the abilities to bargain,
persuade, collect and categorize information in
a manner that facilitated decision making, prob-
lem solving, competition, cooperation and com-
mand. Research studies reported that positive
effects such as positive interdependence, face-
to-face interaction, sharing, caring and support
developed among students when they played
together (Strasburger and Donnerstein 1999;
Prensky 2001; Durkin and Barber 2002; Rosas et
al. 2003). Interviewees expressed positive senti-
ments regarding the application and effective-
ness of teaching with economics simulation
games. They indicated that this teaching tool
enhanced their ability to master the application
of the strategy for effective teaching. A positive
comment expressed by a female student in this
regard set out the gains of such a teaching tool.
This female student reflected on the economics
games played as follows:  The games we played
enhanced my knowledge of the application of
the economics simulation games in the Deci-
sion-making: Baseball cap auction game. I pre-
ferred this experiential strategy because it en-
hanced my confidence in understanding eco-
nomics concepts and content, for example the
Fiscal Policy: A Two–Act play. I enjoyed the
role play through collaborative learning. We
helped and supported each other in the Book
Factory activity. If you cheated in the produc-
tion process, the team would forfeit valuable
continuous assessment marks for the module.

Three respondents mentioned that a specif-
ic method namely the Think-Pair-and-Share tech-
nique used by the lecturer enhanced their abili-
ty to grasp the teaching tool, Economics con-

tent and concepts positively: Every third class
session, we moved to a different group for the
economics quizzes. We learned from each other,
we learned about diversity. We work together
to solve our different tasks and make decisions
on mutual agreement. In doing so we shared,
cared and supported members working on each
task.  This in turn improved my social interde-
pendence skills such as communication, effec-
tive debating of economics issues and defend-
ing our position in: “Market in Wheat Trading,
How Markets Interact and The Market Never
Stands Still.

Providing Opportunities for Students’
Collective and Contextualized Learning

Research studies conducted revealed in-
creased contextualized learning that improved
the “spatial representation,” “iconic skills,” and
“visual attention” of students (Greenfield et al.
1994; Subrahmanyam et al. 2001). The games
played in this study provided opportunities for
students to explore how in-class economic
games as a social laboratory providing opportu-
nities to contextualized learning experiences. In-
terviewees experienced that they through their
own actions and observed reactions of other
participants in the in-class games help them to
learning collectively by advancing their econom-
ic knowledge and skills. All the information
gained through in-class games support and test
principles, theories, and business-, economics-,
and financial relationships during contact ses-
sions played. These games exposed students
with relatively simple inside games scenarios
compared to those in the real world economic
activities. Respondents noted that the applica-
tion of relevant and contextually used econom-
ics simulation games must be brought in line
with the realities of the South African situation:
The examples used in the study guide must be
representative of our country. Some students
were using examples which were not relevant
to South Africa economics issues. One student
used economic data from the United States and
Botswana instead of South Africa’s economy
which is more applicable when explaining the
markets of your simulation game.

Students indicated that more opportunities
for practical sessions for students during con-
tact sessions should be provided.  One respon-
dent noted: I proposed more sessions per stu-
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dent for presentation in our classes. I believed
more practical sessions will strengthen our
teaching skills.

The effectiveness of applying simulation
games depends on the availability and relevance
of specific topics pertaining to new concepts
and content within the students’ frame of refer-
ence. Knowledge and skills then have to be ap-
plied to relevant simulation game situations
which in turn will add value to their personal
and professional development in the subject
(Van Wyk 2009).

 DISCUSSION

The results of this study are encouraging
and add to the body of information of other re-
search studies in this regard for introducing sim-
ulated games as an experimental teaching strat-
egy (Cebula and Toma 2002; Klassen and Wil-
loughby 2003; Kumar and Lightner 2007; Ka-
plan 2007; Tsigaris 2008; Van Wyk 2009). The
researcher contends that the use of simulations
and games for economics education was an ap-
propriate experimental approach utilized in ex-
ploring the gains for students’ learning for this
particular study.  One study conducted by Tsi-
garis (2008) reported on a number of benefits
that accrued to the instructor for using simula-
tion games in economics education that offer
further support for previous findings of similar
research studies that applied an experiential ap-
proach. Brauer and Delemeester (2001) point to
a number benefits that accrue to the students
from using experimental classroom games such
as a break from routine, motivation, fun and rep-
etition of Economics. From the interviews it be-
came clear that students were positive, motivat-
ed and alluded to the lecturer’s professionalism
with regard to Economics lessons preparations
and planning, presentations of simulation games,
facilitation and the use of applicable assessment
activities during class sessions. Lastly, the as-
sessment instruments used for the seven games
were transparent, fair and reliable.  Cole (1996)
reported that playing games had a positive ef-
fect on students’ learning on the long run (Sub-
rahmanyam et al. 2001). Another study conduct-
ed by Rieber (1996) on students’ learning re-
vealed that critical thinking and problem solv-
ing skills were enhanced by using simulations
and games in the blending of micro-worlds. Rie-
ber (1996) reported that, through debriefing and

feedback, learning by doing, learning form mis-
takes and cooperation contributed to student
learning after each game. The seven simulated
games (see Table 1) played helped students to
have fun and enjoy themselves in the classroom.
The effectiveness of these simulated games pro-
moted engagement, interactivity, and active par-
ticipation of students in the economics educa-
tion classroom. The researcher argues that the
simulated economics games provide a great deal
of highly interactive feedback, which is crucial
to learning. Economics games also provided the
students with a variety of decision making situ-
ations which are frequently encountered in the
real world. Some students gave other students
first hand advice since they had been confront-
ed with identify problems and were able to con-
struct real life solutions to these problems while
playing these games. According to Rieber (1996),
simulated games elements are linked to enjoy-
able activities that promote effective learning of
students. Thus, gaming activities have the po-
tential to engross the student into a state of
flow and consequently cause better learning
through focus and pleasant rewards. Gredler
(1996) states that intellectual skills and ‘cogni-
tive strategies” are acquired during academic
games. On the other hand, Subrahmanyam et al.
(2001) confirmed that games have cognitive de-
velopment effects on visual skills including ‘spa-
tial representation’, ‘iconic skills’ and ‘visual
attention’. Students have the opportunity to use
decision making, problem solving and commu-
nication skills previously learned and refine them
into marketable skills. Students experienced real
life forces via cooperation and collaboration
learning while developing problem solving skills
in teams. Practice being honest while playing
the game and making a transaction with other
role players in the market.  Dishonesty and break-
ing the rules will result in getting caught for un-
ethical and unfair business practices. The eco-
nomics games became a bridge that linked stu-
dents to real-life market operation experiences.
The simulated games used during the contacted
sessions motivated students and increased stu-
dents’ conceptual and concentration levels (Rie-
ber 1996). Malone (1980) and Malone and Lep-
per (1987) mentioned four characteristics of
games that increase motivation and eagerness
for learning. These are challenge, fantasy, curi-
osity, and control. This allowed the students to
explore new concepts and ideas without fear of
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repercussions. Students demonstrated their in-
dividual abilities in an environment different from
the traditional lecture room setting. The games
effectively enabled students to acquire factual
and conceptual knowledge and retain the knowl-
edge and acquired skills. The experimental games
enable students to acquire and improved social
skills and gained confidence in their ability to
employ those skills effectively during the games
in the classroom. The value of teamwork was
not overlooked. Students learned the importance
of working together and of cooperative learn-
ing.

CONCLUSION

This paper presented evidence about the
educational value accrued to students’ learning
as a result of playing different simulation-based
economics games. Findings revealed those stu-
dents’ viewed in-class simulated games as a valu-
able tool which contributed to their learning
which implies that student achievements were
enhanced by the in-class structured activities.
Economics games enhanced their academic per-
formances, interpersonal relationships and linked
to real-life experiences on how markets operate.
They acquired and improved their social skills
and gained confidence in their ability to apply
the skills effectively during the games in the
classroom. Lastly, the economics games moti-
vated students to take responsibility for their
own learning. Most of the literature reviews at-
tempt to measure the effect of experimental
games that accrue only to student learning in
terms of academic performances. Student teach-
ers were exposed to the simulated games which
enhanced students’ motivation by supporting
and caring about their learning in enabling envi-
ronment. The games played during the sessions
were provided opportunities for students’ col-
lective and contextualized learning. It would
seem that these games enhanced the teaching
and learning capacity of those who presented
and participated in the experimental games. De-
spite the positive results in support of these
seven experimental games to enhance active
learning of students, only a few studies con-
ducted in teaching economics education exist-
ed currently. In conclusion, the simulated in-
class economic games increased academic per-
formance, social skills and reflective skills of the
student teachers.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Despite the positive results in support of
these seven experimental games, only a few stud-
ies were conducted in teaching economics edu-
cation at universities of faculties of education
exist. Further research needs to be conducted
by employing more experimental games in teach-
ing and learning environments. Research needs
to be conducted by employing more experimen-
tal games in teaching and learning environments
amongst diverse student populations which will
ultimately reveal different results. The applica-
tion of in-class economics games on students’
decision making, problem solving and commu-
nication skills as a means to cultivate critical
and creative skills should be explored.
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