Building Political Engagement Through Simulation

Donald Jansiewicz, Professor of Political Science

Carroll Community College
Simulation has tremendous potential for building effective citizens.  It does so by harnessing the power of the human mind and having participants come to grips with their own beliefs as well as a very complex world.  Simulation can inform us about political life, but it can also change lives in the process.

Engagement, Motivation and Comprehension

The simulation teaching method works so well because students become much more engaged with the subject matter than through more conventional approaches to teaching (lecturing, debates, discussion, videos, etc.).  By contrast, these other methods place students in a passive role or in a rather rigid experience.  In the case of lectures and videos, the student is a passive consumer of prepackaged information, and activity is limited to taking notes or asking questions.  Debates and discussions are a little more action-oriented, but even these approaches are rather rigid, producing more “heat” than “light.”

Simulations are generally more open-ended and can move in many different directions.  Students must think on their feet, and are constantly responding to changes that are taking place all around them.

This high level of engagement occurs because student motivation and comprehension are linked in such a way that these mental activities “feed” off of each other and accelerate, as well as expand, the overall learning process.

In the traditional classroom, motivation is a variable that often results in different levels of student success.  Generally, students import their motivation levels into the classroom from their prior lives and academic experiences.  As instructors, we can try to manipulate motivation through coercive measures.  However, it is rare that we can raise the underlying motivation level on its own.

Comprehension of the course material is another variable that students normally import into the classroom in the form of their natural intellectual gifts or the relative richness of their life experiences.  Ordinarily, students “get it,” or have those “ah ha” experiences when the subject matter comes together for them.  Some students are quite adept at comprehending complex course content  (e.g. the intricacies of the legislative process) and others never really seem to understand.

In a simulation, the motivation level is normally increased because the interactive experience is so new and different.  Comprehension is also augmented because the simulation student develops a very personal relationship with the abstractions.

The true beauty of simulation, however, is the interaction of motivation and comprehension.  As students get deeper into the simulation and the alternate reality becomes their reality, they become more invested in the experience and their motivation level rises.  And, as their motivation level rises, participants come to understand more and more of the subject matter.  In fact, comprehension starts growing exponentially, resulting in even higher levels of motivation.  Thus, motivation and comprehension become fuel for each other, and students become more engaged in the learning experience.

Participants literally use more of their gray matter when involved in simulation activities.  When we engage in new learning that includes a high level of relevant context (such as simulation), there is a greater likelihood that this information will be deeply encoded in memory.  When information is deeply encoded, it is more easily activated in the brain – leading to better memory for the information and a greater likelihood that it will be recalled.  Also, high context learning creates a network of associations in the brain, which leads to a greater possibility that future learning will be related to the rich associative network.

In a simulation, students create connections within their brains that can rarely, if ever, be accomplished through conventional teaching techniques.  Consequently, the learning has a greater impact, plus the new knowledge and skills are retained much longer. 

Participant Response

In two research studies conducted at two different points in time, simulation students did just as well on quizzes and examinations over the same material as non-simulation students.  One study was conducted in the early 1970s regarding the impact of a state and local government simulation.  The other study was conducted in the1990s on an early version of a national government simulation that later became The Game of Politics(.  The results cleared up an issue that had been of great concern to me.  I didn’t want to use simulations that were quite compelling for students if it meant they would actually be learning less course material.


Research of The Game of Politics( simulation took place in 1993 and 1994.  In this study, I analyzed fall semester American government courses.  These courses were offered during the same days of the week and during the same time slot.  The Fall1993 course, the control class, was taught with the lecture and discussion method, and students were evaluated according to multiple choice and essay exams as well as term papers.  The Fall 1994 experimental class (which included the same multiple choice/essay exams and term papers), had abbreviated lectures to accommodate The Game of Politics( simulation during the last month of the semester.   A different final exam was used in the two classes.


At the conclusion of the two American Government courses, the two classes were compared according to results on the same conventional measures of learning.  Participation grades for the simulation in the experimental class were not included in the analysis to keep the focus on conventional learning.

	
	Control Class
	Experimental Class

	Class Size
	41 students
	40 students

	A (range 720-800)
	2
	3

	B (range 640-719)
	8
	9

	C (range 560-639)
	21
	20

	D (range 480-559)
	7
	5

	F (range 0-479)
	3
	3

	Class Average
	589.58
	598.35


The data from those completing or attempting to complete the courses showed that both classes performed the same (a “C” average with a similar grade distribution) on the examinations and term paper assignments.  Once more, results showed that the time devoted to the simulation did not reduce content learning.  Again, the students built upon their content learning base and acquired new information about the political process from the simulation.  In addition, indirect indicators (student satisfaction in the current semester and increased enrollment in later semesters) also improved.


Another interesting finding emerged when looking at the final examination essays of the class that used the simulation in 1994.  Student essays were of a higher quality (5% higher) compared to the average essay grades in the earlier part of the course.  In fact, in later semesters, the essay examinations on the simulation got even better.  By contrast, the final examination results in the 1993 control class were consistent with the performance on earlier exams.  It is my guess that the simulation students wrote better essays because they were more engaged in the learning process.  They were writing about concepts that they had experienced through the simulation.

When comparing student evaluation data in the 1990s, the students in simulation classes reported learning more from the course than their non-simulation counterparts.  In the Fall semester that the control American Government class was taught, students reported learning that was slightly “above average” compared to their other courses.  Students who participated in the American Government simulation class a year later tended to evaluate the course closer to ”well above average” compared to their other courses.

It is my view that these student evaluations really reflect their involvement in the learning process.  When I presented a full lecture course, students evaluated me as a better than average instructor/entertainer.  Yet, when lecturing was reduced to make room for simulation, students became highly engaged in the learning process and they liked what they saw.  They were learning more because they were using more of their mental apparatus and they were more in control of their own learning.  In effect, they were really evaluating themselves and that was fine with me.

In addition to content learning, students in The Game of Politics( simulations note that they have a new appreciation for the task of governing.  Students often tell me during the simulation that they “really didn’t know it was so complicated” to make public policy.  Last fall, the President in the simulation, and an extremely able and highly motivated student, told me “this is really hard.”

These exercises in civic engagement encourage participants to become politically involved in the future as active citizens or leaders.  Participants in the simulation report that they are able to see that public policies are related to involvement and that absence of participation practically guarantees exclusion from the decision-making process.

For example, one participant stated, “This simulation is the next best thing to an actual internship, and in some ways better, because the entire class experiences the political drama together, generating interesting discussions long after the game and class have ended.”  Another participant regarded the simulation as “my most useful academic experience” and attested to the simulation’s “realism, educational value and its ability to engage students in an active learning process.”  One former President in the simulation summed it up when he wrote, “After participating in the simulation, I became more active in the game known as American politics.”   All of these students are well on their way to becoming lifetime and informed participants in the political system.

At the same time, participants are more realistic about what can be accomplished.  A former Majority Leader in the simulation put it effectively when she said, “No matter how right a choice was, there was someone with an opposing view that you had to persuade to your side or give up something to get the agreement that you wanted.”  Or consider another former President in the simulation who wrote, “The important thing is to implement policy.  Without compromise, that is virtually impossible.”

Simulation Design

There are two categories of simulations that are part of The Game of Politics(.  One type of simulation is the macro simulation that encompasses all three branches of government operating simultaneously.  The second type of simulation is the micro simulation.  There are five different micro simulations that take “slices” of the larger simulation.


All of these simulations are specifically designed to engage students on two different levels of human experience.  This two-level approach is deliberately designed to give participants a more comprehensive and realistic exposure to the task of governing.

At the first and most obvious level, students are engaged through direct involvement in the routines of government, that is, lawmaking and budgeting.  These routines are extremely demanding and provide a backdrop for the other forces that are brought in from the political environment.

At the second level, the one that is the most intriguing for me, participants confront a variety of Story Lines.  Some of them revolve around the very bills and budgetary matters that they are debating.  In addition, there are constituency service issues that seem to come out of nowhere.  Other Story Lines bring in new domestic as well as foreign/military issues.  On top of all this, there are wildcards for both legislative and executive players.  Then, to really complicate things, there are other Story Lines that are simply distractions, but attention-getting nonetheless.  

In essence, participants in the macro and micro simulations are pulled in two entirely different directions.  First, they are trying to do a good job with the routine-focused part of their tasks.  Second, they are pulled away from the routines by all this other stuff.

Students from high school through graduate school have been playing The Game of Politics( for the last two years from coast to coast and north to south.  And, the numbers of lives that are touched by the experience has been growing for over a decade.

One can get a sense of how these simulations work by going to the www.gameofpolitics.com website to see these up-to-date, flexible and affordable exercises.  At that site, one can read evaluations, take a test drive, get answers to frequently asked questions, as well as find other information.  Yet, the very best way to examine this simulation is by going through the experience.
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