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Origins of Simulation Games in Education

In Military Education

In 1820s Prussian army introduces 
simulation games for officer training.

In Business Education 

Since 1932 Soviet Institute of Economics 
developed business simulations.

In USA, McKinsey Consulting developed 
first business simulations in 1957.
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In Universities

Since 1970s, simulation games are used 
in all disciplines… but only by a few 

Only 15% of 

universities use it 

90% of business 

schools use it 

Mary Birshtein: “Mother 

of simulation gaming”



Three Issues of Debate (1)

1. Learning in simulation games

Though there is support for simulation games in learning and 
training for complex tasks, there is also fierce debate:

“Not enough evidence to 

claim that simulation 

games produce 

meaningful results” 
(Gosen, 2004:41)

“Measuring if „the learner 

learned what the teacher 

taught‟ leads to think of 

creativity as error”
(Ruben, 2009: 499)
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2. Role of teaching staff 

On the role of teaching staff in a simulation game, opinions 
are sharply opposed between „interventionist‟ and „hands-off‟: 

“When I notice a mis-

interpretation, I nip it in 

the bud” (Wheeler: 2006:332) 

“Staff should not disrupt 

students‟ learning 

process” (Hsu: 1989:420) 

Three Issues of Debate (2)
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3. Assessment of performance 

Analysis of 15 simulation games in universities reveals 
„traditional‟ – i.e. individual – assessments are used:

In professional life, 

good performance results 

mostly from team effort

In university life, 

good performance results 

only from individual effort

research task, material, journal, essay, attendance, exam

Three Issues of Debate (3)
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The Tiers Monde Simulation Game (1)
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• A postgraduate course on Development Policy 2008 - …

• Course structure:

- Introductory classes on background (3 weeks) 

- Three phases of the simulation game (9 weeks)

- Each with a review/reflection then a restart

• A fictional country setting



The Tiers Monde Simulation Game (2)
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• A policy environment: education SWAp 

• The players, in six teams:

- Development partners (donors) 

- Ministry of Finance

- Ministry of Education

- District Department of Education

- Research and Advocacy Organisation

- Local NGO

• Aprox 30 individual characters



Learning in the Tiers Monde Simulation 
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• Learning by doing/ playing

• Experimentation and error

• Realism

• Fun

Role of staff in Tiers Monde Simulation 

• Selecting teams and characters

• Providing a structural shell

• Providing materials

• But overall: hands-off



Assessment  in the Tiers Monde Simulation 
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Four assessment tools:

1. An individual CV (20%)

2. Group presentation (20%)

3. Peer assessment (letters of reference) (20%)

4. Individual critical reflective essay (40%)

The players 

getting into the shoes of 

development professionals



Concluding Remarks
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Development policy is…

• Learning by doing/playing

• Experimentation and error

• Realism

• Iterative, uncertain and intensely political

• Conditioned by power, personalities, negotiation 

and compromise 

• Can‟t be taught „by the book‟

So our pedagogy should reflect this.


