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Submitted by: (Reprinted with permission from Speilbound.org)

Happy Summer, readers of Spielbound.org! | hope that all of the teachers in the audience are
recharging their batteries for next school year. But, if we're honest, many teachers are spending at
least part of their summer making enhancements to their curricula. I'm no exception.

This summer I'm spending several weeks designing, writing, and building a game for my
classroom. Why do this from scratch? | have several reasons that | want to share.

The beauty of incorporating gameplay into a classroom is that there is no one "right" way to do it,
so long as a teacher has an educative rationale. Maybe you'll use a game purchased at a discount
through Spielbound to help students keep their math proficiency sharp. Maybe you need a
historical game to really help students do some deep thinking about the expansion of railroads
during the Industrial Revolution or help them think about city planning. If a pre-existing game fits
your objectives, go for it! Unfortunately, there aren't always games that fit all objectives, and this is
where | am taking matters into my own hands. This helps me target the exact ideas that | need to
make good use of my curricular time, and also gives me the freedom to write the game with the
needs of my own students in mind.

| have a few objectives in my science classroom that I'm trying to help students meet and exceed.
The topic is global climate change, a set of required Nebraska State Standards for my science
class. Students need to understand the wide body of evidence and ethical dilemmas surrounding
the study of this scientific fact. | also want to use this as an opportunity to practice rich thinking in
cooperation with their peers. Students can use those interactions to develop breadth and depth in
their construction of understanding. Those are big goals, to be sure, but calculated risks are what
drive really rich learning. I've already put about ten days in. So where did | start?

The basic structure of the game needs to have a few elements that will help students to think
within and beyond their own experience. One of my very first decisions was to make the game
cooperative. This not only has the benefit of getting students to work together with ideas, but it also
may prevent them from seeing global climate change as a mutual threat to all. One of the big
downsides of group work is that certain personalities can tend to dominate the conversations. One
of the most powerful tools in our toolbox for this, as teachers, is to define roles for students that
both encourage and limit the extent to which students are part of a conversation. | want students to
have a concrete focus for sharing their ideas, yet | don't want a student to drown out the voices of
others. The roles | chose that are related to this particular concept are Education, Government,
Industry, Public, and Research. Each role has aspects of the game that they are "in charge

of," each has a discussion focus to help encourage students to find their voice, and each has a
"Special Action" unique to them that logically follows what these real life "entities" have on global
climate change. They will "win" or "lose" the game together and the more cooperation that
happens the more likely victory can be achieved.
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To take a page from a journalist’s playbook, telling one person’s story can make the audience care
about an issue. A good article opens with one person’s story and then steps back to show the
broader view of an issue, using statistics and other data to show scope and impact. We trainers
can use this technique to help our audience care about an issue and motivate them to learn more.
Whether the topic is sales, product features, or workplace safety, we can tell someone’s story to
make our listeners care.

When | was invited to make a presentation to the annual meeting of the Nebraska Bar Association,
on ‘Making Your Presentations More Effective, Engaging, and Enjoyable,” | knew one of the points |
wanted to make was how to use humor in a presentation. Humor can connect us with an audience,
lighten them up and make them amenable to learning, but humor can also divide and alienate. So |
told my participants a story about a workshop I'd attended on becoming an entrepreneur. The
presenter started strong, told a couple of jokes that got everyone laughing, and presented some
interesting material. But about halfway through, he disclosed that he had been a buyer for Sears,
ordering women’s swimsuits, and that's when he made his fatal misstep. “And | can tell you, there
is nothing regular about women.”

| looked at him, and then | looked around at the workshop attendees—a mix of ages, race, and
gender—and my brain kicked in with an angry sputter. "Nothing regular about women? Are you
kidding me? Most women are a mixture of sizes. Well there are a few women who are a perfect 8
or 10 and they model for the garment industry, but they are not typical. And if you have ever
shopped for a swimsuit, first of all unless they are sold separately they never fit both top and
bottom. Second, the lighting in the dressing rooms is horrible. And men are not regular either!! But
they have the option of choosing pants with a waist size and an inseam size. Unlike the options for
women. And even then, if a man’s inseam is 31, he has to choose between a 30 or 32 inseam."

Well, the moral of that story is he completely lost me mid-presentation and never got me back. So |
told that story to a group of lawyers, and it made my point exactly. Know your audience; use humor
judicially; take care not to offend any particular group.

When a client hires me to develop an assessment center (complicated job simulations that
measure candidates’ supervisory and management skills), one of the phases of the project is to
train a group of assessors to evaluate candidates’ performance using pre-established behavioral
benchmarks. My assessors are command-level public safety professionals, accustomed to
command, but often new to the demands of being an assessor. As the administrator, | am
responsible for ensuring that they are trained and ready to perform as an assessor. The success
of the project relies on their performance. So while | set a relaxed tone for training, it is critical that
they perform correctly.

In order to prevent them from making some of the mistakes assessors have made in the past, | tell
them stories. “And once | had an assessor who was conducting an interview with a candidate, and

mid-way through, said ‘What do you have there?’ The candidate said, ‘My notes.” And the assessor
said, ‘Give me those!” And this was after a full day of training, during which | told the assessors that
candidates had the questions ahead of time, they had time to prepare their answers, and they



were allowed to use their notes during the interview. So the candidate filed a grievance, and we
were forced to surgically remove the last two questions from every candidate’s interview when we
compiled the scores—all because of that one assessor. So don’t do that!!” My assessors laugh, but
they also realize there is a potential consequence if they don’t follow procedures exactly. The story
makes them more compliant. They don’t want to be the bad assessor.

Storytelling is a powerful communication technique: stories can connect us, illuminate

commonalities, inspire and teach us. With a little preparation and practice, you can harness the
power of storytelling in your next training.
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