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Abstract 
The paper presents qualitative research in creating and using board games as educational media 

in history teaching. The research was conducted during a course of the History of Schooling in Serbia 

(Belgrade University), with 58 pedagogy students divided into two groups (13 game-designers and 45 

evaluators) and a subject teacher. Students were engaged in project-based learning with the assignment 

to create, play and evaluate board games. Following these activities, students presented their views on 

the possibilities of board games application in history teaching within focus groups. Students-designers 

pointed out that creating a board game was a challenge that required sophisticated intellectual and 

emotional engagement and that they had acquired knowledge of history through problem-solving. They 

perceived the teacher as an initiator and facilitator in the learning process. Student-evaluators argued 

that the games had helped them in acquiring and revising the knowledge from a new and unusual 

perspective. 
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Introduction 
When talking about board games in the context of learning and education, it can be said that a 

board game is more than just a game of strategy played by moving pieces on a board. The term “board 

game” surely implies action (a specific kind of activity), but it also encompasses the experience of play – 

the unique modality of human experience (Botturi & Loh, 2008). It is a carefully constructed system 

designed to create a gameplay experience (Hunsucker, 2016), as well as to make certain content, 

problems or materials more clear, more personal and closer to the players; it is a sort of autotelic 

experience in which a person is completely involved engaging his or her full operational capacities 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1999). 

The focus of this research was on examining students’ perspectives on the possibilities of using 

board games as educational media in history teaching. Games were used in two ways – first creating and 

then playing the created board games. Through focus group sessions we aimed to understand these 

processes, the difficulties and advantages, as well as students’ reflections on both creating and playing 

the created games. 

Theoretical framework 
Theoretical considerations on the educational use of games and learning through play are not a 

novelty, but in recent decades these took a central place within the educational sciences. Various 

relevant concepts referring to interrelations between learning, education, games, and play emerged due 

to the significant scientific efforts launched in different parts of the world recently. The concept of 

gamification is one of these. The origins of gamification can be traced to the end of the 19th century, 

while the rapid development of this concept took place over the last two decades of the 20th century. It 

can be said that today, conceptually and practically, gamification has been utilized worldwide and in 

almost every domain of learning and level of education. Gamification in learning and education is 

described as a set of activities and processes aimed at solving problems related to learning and education 

by using or applying the game mechanics (Kim et al., 2018, p.29). Such a view on gamification is not the 

only one, though it explains the very essence of its conceptual and practical fundamentals. Having that 

in mind, we find it worth mentioning some authors’ statements according to which “what exactly is meant 

by gamification varies widely, but one of its defining qualities is that it involves the use of game elements, 

such as incentive systems, to motivate players to engage in a task they otherwise would not find 
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attractive” (Plass, Homer & Kinzer, 2015, p.259). Obviously, these arguments imply a particular value of 

gamification in the context of learning and education which is reflected in the possibilities of increasing 

students’ engagement, participation, and motivation during classes. 

Gamification is interrelated with the concept and practical application of serious games. 

Understanding the differences between those two is very important in the context of learning and 

education. Serious games observed in a broad sense are educational games, and this becomes evident in 

at least two domains. First, serious games presume proper and intensive educational preparations aimed 

towards developing the competencies needed for their adequate use (Kačavenda-Radić, Nikolić-Maksić 

& Ljujić, 2011b). Second, serious games are specified as those games intentionally designed to be 

primarily, even exclusively, used in educational and learning purposes within which educational goals, 

objectives, and functions are explicitly presented (Brathwaite & Schreiber, 2009; Michael & Chen, 2006). 

With those elements in mind, the distinction between gamification and serious games seems 

obvious in the context of learning and education and it can be observed relying on various criteria. One 

of these is something we highlighted as game stats criterion. Gamification in learning and education does 

not exclusively presume the application of educational games in a broader sense. Gamification is also 

related to the use of casual games – games that are observed as the opposite to serious games that don’t 

require exclusive educational preparation to be engaged within it, the main purpose of which is to provide 

fun, relaxation, rest and recovery (Brathwaite & Schreiber, 2009; Michael & Chen, 2006). On the other 

hand, serious games are always educational games, both in the sense of a means of preparation and their 

highlighted and dominant purpose. 

Another criterion for distinguishing gamification and serious games is something we named real-

life criterion. While gamification refers dominantly on games application in the process of learning and 

education as a means of achieving learning and educational goals and objectives in the real world (it is 

observed as an additional element supporting learning and education that happens in the real world), 

serious games are related to achieving learning and educational goals and objectives through the process 

of play that encompasses the problems or situations from the real world (Kim et al., 2018, p.30). In other 

words, gamification presumes inserting games into the real-world to create environments that support 

learning and education. On the other hand, serious games incorporate problems and situations from the 

real world into the game, and the learning is happening during the playing process. 
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It seems important to mention another concept that is very present in recent decades within 

theoretical and practical educational affairs – the concept of “Game-Based Learning - GBL” (Kim et al., 

2018; Plass, Homer & Kinzer, 2015; Yien et al., 2011; Demirbilek, 2009; 2010; Sauvé, 2010; Whitton, 

2007; 2009; 2010; Tang, Hanneghan & El Rhalibi, 2009; Gee, 2003; 2008; Pivec & Kearney, 2007; Kiili, 

2005). From our perspective, the importance of GBL lies in its positioning as the unifying factor of 

gamification and serious games. In a certain way, GBL assumes and upholds both gamification and serious 

games in the context of learning and education. It summons significant characteristics of the 

aforementioned concepts constituting by that qualitatively quite new, unique and holistic educational 

concept. As stated in some previously conducted research (Kačavenda-Radić, Nikolić-Maksić & Ljujić, 

2011a), it is evident that GBL represent the whole alternative approach to learning and education, 

individually or institutionally driven, aimed towards acquisition of knowledge, skills, attitudes and 

personality development in variety of different domains, within specially designed playing and simulating 

environments. Besides the fact that GBL is often observed in the context of educational use of digital 

games in the contemporary world, it is not always the case (Plass, Homer & Kinzer, 2015, p.259). GBL is 

associated with educational use of games in general. 

The aforementioned description of GBL becomes more understandable when we take into 

consideration the detailed specification of characteristics of GBL that Tang, Hanneghan & El Rhalibi 

(2009) identified in their research. According to mentioned authors GBL possess great motivational 

potential and it provokes active engagement in the process of acquiring knowledge and skills 

development; GBL requires active participation in learning, education and playing; GBL presumes 

precisely defined objectives of learning and education that are skillfully embedded into a playing scenario 

and the narration is the main method of educational/playing content delivery; GBL incorporates 

reflective game scenarios and it supports experiential transfer from the real world into a virtual world of 

playing; GBL guarantees free action within the game (the freedom is relativized by the game rules); GBL 

provides clear and understandable feedback about actions carried out (both in sense of respecting game 

rules and in sense of achieved goals and objectives of learning and education); GBL supports the 

processes of evaluation of learning and educational outcomes; GBL is adjustable to individual mental 

capacities, learning habits and learning styles of participants; GBL is applicable in relatively large learning 

and educational groups. Considering all mentioned aspects and relying on some previous research results 



International Association for Research on Textbooks and Educational Media IARTEM E-Journal 
Volume 11 Number 2   DOI: 10.21344/iartem.v11i2.582 
 

5 
 

(Kačavenda-Radić, Nikolić-Maksić & Ljujić, 2011a; Michael & Chen, 2006), it becomes clear that GBL 

represents a complex, holistic and brand-new learning style that encompasses active learning, experiential 

learning, situational learning, and just-in-time learning. 

There is a variety of articles and research dealing with the use of board games in teaching. Some 

authors discuss the advantages of using board games in history teaching (Abramson et al., 2009; Gonzalo, 

2016), in the construction of cultural memory (Begy, 2015), or as a platform for collaborative learning 

(Hunsucker, 2016). Play does not only result from cultural and societal events. It also represents the 

source of cultural and societal values (Huizinga, 1944; Kajoa, 1979). Having all that in mind, it is not 

surprising that some authors state that games use their potential to actively involve the players in the 

construction of meaning and in the understanding of the historical event (Gonzalo, 2016). Our intention 

was to comprehend the possibilities of the use of board games in history teaching by taking an “inside” 

look into that process from two aspects – from the perspective of students as game-designers engaged 

in the process of game designing as a form of project-based learning; and from the perspective of 

students who play the game as a finished product – for these students playing a game is a form of 

learning. 

In order to observe both perspectives of the process, it was necessary to engage students in 

project-based learning – PBL, which we observe as a significant constituent of each concept previously 

described (gamification, serious games, and Game-Based Learning). Projects are complex tasks based on 

challenging questions. According to Thomas (2000), in this type of learning students are involved in 

design, problem-solving, decision making or investigative activities; while given the opportunity to work 

relatively autonomously over extended periods of time, which usually culminates in realistic products or 

presentations. Some of the defining features of PBL include authentic content, authentic assessment, 

teacher facilitation (but not direction), explicit educational goals, cooperative learning, and reflection. All 

of these features were implemented in this research since they imply educational interaction among 

equal participants in joint learning experience within which play and improvisation came to the fore, as 

acknowledged in previous research (Nikolić-Maksić & Ljujić, 2012). 

Research methodology 
The aim of this research was to explore the potential of board games and to comprehend how 

their use affects the processes of teaching, learning and acquiring knowledge of history. It is not easy to 
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link experiential learning with the acquisition of knowledge from the past. How can it be possible to 

experience events that happened a long time ago? In this research, we have attempted to examine the 

possibilities provided by board games on this subject matter. This aim led us to the research objective of 

exploring students’ perceptions regarding the use of board games in history teaching from two aspects. 

Our intention was to take an “inside” look at the process from the perspective of those who create the 

game and from the perspective of those who play the game as a finished product. In order to get a better 

understanding of the students’ perspective on the use of board games and how they affect the processes 

of teaching and learning, we selected the qualitative methodology using a focus group method. Abramson 

et al. (2009) conducted similar research in a university context for the history of psychology teaching. 

The mentioned research differs from this one in using the existing commercial board games with simple 

mechanisms and adapting them to the content of the course. Taspinar, Shmidt & Schuhbauer (2016) 

explored students' thinking about the game that they, with their teachers, had created for the purpose 

of the course they were taking. 

Participants 

The research was conducted with third-year pedagogy students, during a single semester course 

on the History of Schooling in Serbia, at Belgrade University. The studies of Pedagogy at the Faculty of 

Philosophy, University of Belgrade, offer a variety of courses in general and specific pedagogy, for the 

purpose of educating pedagogues as educational professionals. A pedagogue is a broad profile of 

educational professional, with deep knowledge of the main pedagogical disciplines, combined with the 

knowledge and competences relevant for specific fields and areas of education and variety of target 

groups and topics. The sample included 58 pedagogy students who attended the course The History of 

Schooling in Serbia during the 2016/2017 academic year. Participants were divided into two groups (13 

game-designers and 45 evaluators). These are the students who have already acquired some pedagogical 

and psychological knowledge on the concepts of education, teaching, and play, as well as on the 

processes of teaching and learning. Therefore, this makes the research sample more sensitive in 

observing the particularities of teaching and learning with the use of board games. On the other hand, 

students did not have previous experience in board games design, while their experience in playing board 

games was mostly related to playing simple games for younger children. A group of 13 students was 

engaged in project-based learning with the objective of creating board games – further in the text we 
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will refer to them as game-designers. The other students – 45 of them, at the end of the semester were 

invited to play the games that their colleagues designed. 

Procedure and Data Collection 

The project was organized through three phases: (1) preparation (introduction to the topic of the 

board games application in the classroom; familiarization with the basic principles of board games design; 

playing and discussing board games); (2) planning and realization (intensive study of the topics to be 

presented through the games; designing board games on the topics obtained from the course literature; 

testing the demo versions of the games by the designers); (3) implementation (students-evaluators playing 

the designed board games; all students presenting their views on the possibilities of board games 

application in history teaching). 

In the end, through focus group sessions, students’ perspectives on the process of learning 

through creating and playing board games for the purpose of acquiring knowledge of history were 

examined. Based on the data obtained during the focus group discussions, a thematic analysis of the 

content was made, which resulted in an overview of various aspects and possibilities of creating and 

using board games for the purposes of history teaching. 

Results and Data Discussion 
In this paper, we will present one segment of the research with the focus on the activities that 

took place during the project, through three phases – preparation, realization, and evaluation; and the 

students’ reflections on the activities, the learning process (acquired knowledge and skills), and the 

position of the teacher through all stages of the research. 

The Preparation Phase of the Project 

This phase, in which students were given the assignments, lasted for two weeks. At the beginning 

of the phase, the teacher presented the assignment and the basic principles of board game design. After 

that, students brainstormed about board games in an educational context, using their previously acquired 

knowledge of pedagogy and psychology. Students’ discussion, instead of providing some answers, 

opened even more dilemmas about the given topic. 

One of the questions referred to the distinction between educational and non-educational, 

casual board games, designed to be relaxing or soothing instead of energizing, exciting or mentally 

requiring (Brathwaite & Schreiber, 2009; Carlisle, 2009; Fletcher Nettleton, 2008). The starting point was 
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Abt's conclusion that educational games are serious games with an explicit and carefully thought-out 

educational purpose, which are not intended to be played primarily for amusement (as cited in Koehler, 

Greenhalgh & Boltz, 2016) and it all led to discussion about educational games’ potential to affect the 

processes of teaching and learning in terms of motivation and atmosphere in the classroom. 

Another important topic related to board games is that it is a system that contains multiple 

components, which works according to clearly defined rules. The question has also been raised about 

goals: the educational goal of playing a board game and the board games’ goals as such. Having in mind 

the above mentioned, students were given the opportunity to play and analyze board games on historical 

topics – Timeline Challenge (2015), The Grizzled (2015), Freedom: The Underground Railroad (2012), as well 

as the game Agricola (2007). Along with that, students searched the literature on the subject, observed 

game sessions and looked through the video reviews of these games and some of them even decided to 

visit the local board game club. 

One of the problems they discovered referred to rule books for these games. In fact, they 

encountered difficulties in learning the rules from the written text attached to the game – they needed 

additional help to comprehend and learn how to play the game. In this regard, they pointed out the 

importance of the pedagogical approach in writing the rule book and gave themselves the task of 

ensuring that the rules of their games would be satisfactory in that sense. At this point, we would like to 

add that that this problem has already been discussed by some authors (Sato & de Haan, 2016). 

Besides getting to know and playing different board games, students also reviewed the literature 

that was planned for the History of Schooling course, based on which they needed to define the themes 

for their games. 

The Project Planning and Realization Phase 

The second phase designated for planning and realization of the process of creating the games 

lasted for six weeks. Activities of this phase can be seen through several steps. 

Defining the Educational Goals of the Games 

The first step students made towards designing a game was defining the educational goals of 

their future games. At the end of this phase, students decided to work in 3 teams and one student worked 

individually, to create 4 games with different educational goals: knowledge revision, development of 

strategic thinking, historical empathy. 
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Defining the Topics of the Games 

The second step was to define the topics of the games. This was the time for students to 

familiarize themselves with the contents of the provided literature. All of them, at the beginning of the 

project, started with making an insight into the whole of the material. Now, they intensively studied the 

topics they would present through the games, by approaching the materials in different ways. Afterward, 

during the focus group, students commented on the specifics of acquiring knowledge in the context of 

creative problem-solving. 

For example, the team who, inspired by the game Agricola (2007), decided to make a strategy 

game focused on understanding the factors that the school’s development depends on. In order to make 

a strategy game, it was not enough just to identify and recognize those factors in the materials they read, 

but rather to put them in interrelations. A group inspired by The Grizzled (2015), opting for a game based 

on historical empathy had a different approach. In the provided literature, they only found the topic and 

key contextual information – the life of the civilian population in occupied Serbia during WWI. After 

reading the material, this group focused attention on the search for additional resources. Here's how one 

student summed it up: 

“I only think that in fact, it's a very different approach to the material because none of us 
have taken all the material to read the data in order to memorize the information, but we 
were thinking about how to put them in the function of the game, and that learning was 
flowing spontaneously… We have to think about the material so much more than when we 
just want to memorize it, but then again, we did not try to do that.” (game designer – team 2, 
member 1) 

Developing Mechanisms and Creating Components for the Games 

Students, by thinking about this problem, have come to the realization that the educational 

potential of their games depends on the quality of the mechanism. These are some examples of how the 

students who created a strategy game, were thinking about this problem: 

“… we tried to find some of the key aspects that led to the development of the school, such 
as legislation, textbooks, teachers, and so on, so we listed all that, and then we looked for 
those pieces of information about the development for each school….” (game designer – team 
3, member 3) 
 
“…we had enough of statistics and mathematics...since our game is based on scoring points – 
and those resources, the number of resources – whether there are too many resources of one 
kind, or too few of the other, whether scoring is done evenly, that was really a problem… and 
we are not sure if it's all right now.” (game designer – team 3, member 1) 
 
“…how will we develop the mechanism itself so that it functions, because at some point we 
thought that in our game no one can lose...” (game designer – team 3, member 4) 
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As for the students who created a game based on historical empathy, their strategy for 

developing mechanisms of the game was slightly different: 

“…how this game would actually trigger empathy… and we came up with the solution to put 
players in certain situations, so then it was necessary to decide what these situations would 
be, what they would do in these situations and in general all this mechanism...” (game designer 
– team 2, member 4) 

Students were faced with the problem of how to construct a mechanism that will simulate real 

historical situations and events. The term simulation is crucial to understanding those board games that 

are not using historical content only as a decoration. If a game is an exact reproduction of the system it 

represents, then it would cease to be a game and become a strict simulation without its ludic dimension. 

Gonzalo (2016) states that two things become necessary in order to make a ludofictional world. First, it 

is important to establish certain limits related to the way in which we want to represent the reference 

world (characters, places and specific characteristics of that world). Second, it is necessary to allow an 

amount of modification within those limits in order to make the possible world and to allow players to be 

active in the possible world, to be involved in the game and reproduce significant aspects of the events. 

This is the way the player becomes a part of that world. 

When being asked, during the focus group, to present their project strategy, students pointed 

out that they did not have or had not worked out a strategy for the realization of activities because the 

creative process is difficult to plan, even though they tried. In fact, they didn’t have much to say about 

the strategy, which can be seen in the following answers: 

“…very often ideas emerged in transportation, on the bus, while we were going back home, 
etc., so these were the key moments. This way when we meet then we say all those ideas that 
we came through during some day-to-day activities, at least I think so.” (game designer – 
team 2, member 1) 
 
“In my case, the realization of the final game was not a stable and uninterrupted process, for 
a while I devoted my time only to the game. For two or three days in a row, I was just making 
maps or designing something, and then for two or three days I had completely different 
obligations, and then I returned to the game to see what I did and if I wanted to change 
something I continued to work.” (game designer – team 4, member 1) 
 
“In fact, I think that that day we realized what our game would be was happy for everyone. I 
think that we were all glowing those days and that it was so important to us that we came up 
with it and that we came up with an idea, finally, some specific and settled idea that it was 
wonderful to watch.” (game designer – team 1, member 2) 

During the realization of the activities, two ways of finding inspiration for designing the game 

were identified among students’ responses – 1) starting from the content and the studying of literature, 
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and 2) starting from the games – playing already familiar and getting to know the rules and mechanisms 

of new games. 

At the end of this process, the designers also evaluated the created games, by playing the games 

of the other teams. The purpose of this game testing was to give a general impression of the created 

games, as well as to identify the possible malfunctions in game mechanisms and to prepare the final 

versions of the games to be played by another group of students. 

Project results – four different board games. 

The planning and realization phase resulted in the creation of four different board games. Each 

of them will be presented briefly. 

A group of students designed a knowledge revision game called From Mystery to History (Figure 

1). It is a competitive game for four players in which the players should, based on the given information, 

determine which school the given information relates to. Players draw cards according to colour and 

enter card data on their notepaper. By entering information, they receive an overview and the possibility 

to organize and easily memorize the collected information. 

 

Figure 1: From Mystery to History 
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Identity (Figure2) is a game for three players, with historical empathy as an objective. This game 

is inspired by the game The Grizzled (2015). The story of Identity is about the life of civilians in Serbia 

during WWI when the civilian population was exposed to various measures of repression. The game is 

cooperative, players are in the role of high school students facing several situations in which they must 

make decisions that may result in a loss of dignity, danger, growth of dignity or safety. They can provide 

support to each other, which is limited. The victory has two levels. The first level is to preserve life, while 

the second level is to preserve identity. 

The game Nastavlenije (Figure 3) was inspired by the game Agricola (2007). Nastavlenije is the 

term used in the 19th century, meaning instructions for practical work in schools prescribed by the 

Ministry of Education. This is a strategy game for four players, in which the players are in the role of the 

founders of various types of schools that existed in Serbia in the 19th century. In order for one school to 

develop, it is necessary to satisfy a number of conditions and strategically manage the available 

resources. One of the goals is to understand the conditions in which the school system in Serbia had 

 
Figure 2:  Identity 

 
Figure 3: Nastavlenije 
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developed. For example, it is necessary to ensure finances, students, teachers, textbooks, etc. This game 

enables students to experience and explore the complexity of school organization and management. 

Such experience is the basis for later discussion and analysis of the facts from the schooling history. 

Danilo’s game (Figure 4), is a fantasy role play card game for one player led by a game master. 

A game master needs to be well familiar with the possible scenarios of the game in order to 

communicate with a player who is in the role of an ordinary man in Serbia at the end of the 19th and early 

20th century. He will find himself in a number of different situations, in most situations he should make 

decisions that determine his life path. 

The Implementation Phase 

The final versions of the games were included in the process of project implementation, while 

students-evaluators were supposed to play the games and reflect on the possibilities of using board 

games in history teaching. 

In the third phase, the implementation phase of the project, two game sessions were organized. 

At the beginning of this phase, the games were played by the 45 students who did not participate in 

designing the games. After that, through focus groups (one with students who played games, and the 

other with students-designers), students presented their views on the possibilities of the use of board 

games in history teaching. Using thematic analysis of the content obtained through focus group 

discussions, the following topics related to particular aspects of the use of board games in teaching were 

identified: Games application in the classroom; determining the content and the purpose of the game; 

components and the aesthetics of the game; social relationships in a group, a positive and supportive 

 

Figure 4: Danilo’s game 
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atmosphere; game as a basis for discussion; the relationship between the game, the content, and learning; 

long-lasting concentration and perseverance. 

Application in the classroom. Students pointed out that the games could be used as an 

introduction to a certain topic, or after the completion of a specific thematic unit, for the purpose of 

learning something new, better understanding (of the context, for example), revising, evaluation, and 

individualized approach (e.g. for students with weaker performance). With reference to that is a reminder 

that board game should not be used too often. 

Content and Purpose. The content and purpose of the game depend on the educational goal 

that is sought through the game, as well as the types of learning and the type of knowledge that are 

presented throughout the game. Kilgore (2001) identified similar relativity and variability in his study on 

play and education and pointed out that there are no such phenomena as a single learning goal, a single 

learning style or a universal learning environment. 

Components and Aesthetics of the Game. Students recognized the commitment with which 

their colleagues approached the design and aesthetics of the games. 

Social relationships in a group, a positive and supportive atmosphere, regardless of the fact 

whether the game is competitive or cooperative. Game-designers pointed out that in such an atmosphere 

it was all right to be criticized, that they were very open to hearing comments evaluating their work, their 

products. It seems that a change in the field of relationship with other people happened which Božović 

(2010) also noticed in his observations of the developmental role of games and play in human life. 

A game as a basis for discussion. The discussion starts spontaneously, through action and during 

the game. The themes that open up depend on the content of the game. Players discuss ethics in war, 

decisions, and existence – these are important and difficult ethical issues. A discussion takes place during 

the strategy game as well. Players discuss decisions that are related to the decisions of other players, the 

cause-and-effect relationships, etc. These discussions, and the speech in general while playing the games, 

are valuable material for further research. Therefore, we come to the conclusion once more that 

gameplay is about interactive communication and not so much about transactional communication and 

that fact should be taken into account when launching efforts towards implementing gameplay into the 

processes of teaching and learning. 
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The game,  content, and learning. The “lived” (experienced) content is revived content. Students 

have pointed out that the game should not include all the material and content from a thematic unit, and 

that it should not be burdened with information, it should rather provide an experience. The experience 

is what changes an attitude towards the content, what facilitates understanding and knowledge 

acquisition. 

“When I learn history, I do not have the feeling that these things really happened, it seems too far 

away, it looks like they are from a story, and here we are really faced something that showed us that 

these people existed and that something really happened to them, and then it's a quite different 

learning because you… identify … I started to think about how it would be for me if someone wanted 

to take everything that I own, if someone wanted to take my name and my language and words… And 

this has ... made me think about how many of these things actually define us and how much they mean 

to us.” (game evaluator – student 7) 

The question of the durability of knowledge was also raised through focus group sessions – what 

remains after the game. In a strategy game and a game that pursues empathy, the duration is focused on 

the experience – in the first case of problem situations (making decisions, overcoming and observing 

causal relationships, etc.); and in the second case an emotional trace. When describing their emotional 

engagement in the game, students refer to it as “being part of a story”, “being dragged into the context”. 

From the perspective of Dewey's teaching, the above could be described as a moment in which everyday 

experience gains enduring substance (Dewey, 1916, 2001, p. 216). In this sense, board games can be 

considered as valuable educational media. 

Long-lasting Concentration and Perseverance. Game sessions, on players’ demand, lasted much 

longer than predicted. Even though they had been given the possibility to leave the game session at any 

time, the students would not leave, they would either play or observe and patiently wait for the free 

place at the game table while participating in the discussions and asking questions. As an illustration of 

the level of concentration during game sessions, students pointed out that they did not even look at the 

time or check their mobile devices for texting, etc. In terms Csikszentmihalyi (1990) uses, students as 

players may be inclined to reach and spend some time in the state of flow and be confident about their 

abilities to participate in play activity, directed by a concrete goal and rules, intensively concentrating 
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without any attention directed toward irrelevant issues, lost in time in some way and absolutely 

dedicated to play for its own sake. 

Designing Board Games in Project-based Teaching: Students’ Perspective 

Students pointed out the following as their first impression about the assignment: they were 

afraid that the task was complicated but challenging. They were enthusiastic for being given the 

opportunity to do something different, interesting and exciting. Although some of them were thinking of 

giving up, no one did, and most of them were ready for a challenge. The following is one student’s 

observation about the assignment: 

“I think that, in general, within the limitations, we all saw many positive things... all that we thought 

would cause us a problem actually turned into a big plus for everything.” (game designer – team 1, 

member 3) 

Game-designers indicated that creating a board game was a challenge that required 

sophisticated intellectual and emotional engagement and that they had acquired knowledge of history 

with understanding and through problem-solving while developing social and organizational skills, as well 

as skills and abilities to present the knowledge, information or given content through a board game which 

is a completely new educational medium for them. They noticed that this kind of project requires time, 

creativity and dedication as well as knowledge of the basic principles of teaching and learning. They 

recognized the advantages of learning through creating board games in terms of affecting the quality of 

knowledge (acquiring more permanent and applicable knowledge), improving the process of learning 

(different and interesting approach to learning, more spontaneous, through identification, through play 

and emotions), encouraging engagement and motivation for further learning and improving atmosphere 

and social relations among students, and between students and a teacher. 

Their impressions about game sessions were mostly positive. They played and enjoyed it. It 

seems that they experienced the final joy after engaging in unpredictable and pleasantly tense activity, 

as Huizinga (1944) describes gameplay. They were very proud of the games they had made and the 

feedback from the players, and they characterized this activity as a real exchange with their colleagues. 

According to students’ opinion, the use of board games for acquiring knowledge in this way 

greatly depends on the willingness and open-mindedness of the teacher – his/her motivation, readiness 

to give support, trust in students’ abilities and awareness of his/her students’ personalities. 
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The Teacher’s Role and Students’ Position 

At first glance, one would say that the role of the teacher in the preparation phase was closest 

to the traditional understanding of a teacher’s position in the process of teaching. Along with giving 

instructions and explaining the assignment, the teacher defined deadlines for each of the project phases, 

but without giving the lecture or overwhelming students with information. She encouraged students’ 

discussion and brainstorming and inspired them to participate in this project. Students were given the 

opportunity to work relatively autonomously with the freedom to define the educational goals and 

objectives of their games, to choose the theme, type, and mechanism for their games. 

During the planning and realization phase, the teacher’s role shifted towards becoming support 

and facilitator while the students (the designers) took up the leading role in the process. The teacher 

provided students with additional literature and resources; organized and provided space for meetings; 

helped students to structure and argument their ideas and partially enabled the technical realization of 

the games. The teacher also actively participated both in students’ discussions (mostly by asking 

questions) and in the game sessions. 

As the most significant feature of the student's position in this learning process, students pointed 

out the freedom to be creative, choose the content and plan and organize themselves as they like. We 

observe this as a confirmation of a statement according to which play supports creativity and productivity 

during the entire lifespan (Lobman & O’Neil, 2011). This is how one student explains her personal 

educational significance of the project she participated in: 

“… this freedom is very important because you (teacher) did initiate this project, but we had ... we were 

active in the whole sense, we were the creators. We had the freedom to choose the content ourselves, 

which further motivated us to choose how we will and when we are going to work. We were able to 

negotiate with you about these terms, so it was a partnership going on between us, and there was not 

a possibility for us to feel subordinated to you, but it just meant a lot to me that I had the feeling that 

you recognized that what we were doing was something valuable. That it is not just a seminar work 

which I will write and which you will evaluate, and it will end there, but that this is something that is 

new and something that is significant, unexplored and that as students we can contribute to it.” (game 

designer – team 2, member 1) 
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Conclusion 
Based on the research results and students’ reflections, it can be concluded that creating and 

playing board games have great potentials and should be represented more in history teaching. Students-

designers have participated in the process of knowledge acquiring through project and research. Within 

that process, the acquiring of pedagogical and new knowledge of history (content knowledge) is 

interrelated. For these students, the knowledge of history (content knowledge) became an instrument 

for creatively resolving a didactical problem. They were presented with the problem of how to represent 

the given content through the given medium – a board game, and how to achieve certain educational 

outcomes which contribute to specific educational goals. 

Mayer & Harris (2009) have shown that board games could be classified according to Bloom’s 

taxonomy of educational objectives. In this research, students-evaluators had the opportunity to acquire 

knowledge of history (content knowledge) through board games playing. These students pointed out 

different possibilities of the use of board games as media for acquiring knowledge in different phases of 

teaching and learning. They also considered possible limitations as well as conditions that are needed to 

be met in order for the board game application in teaching and learning to be successful. Considering 

that they have had the opportunity to test and evaluate four games with different educational goals, 

mechanisms, and contents, students have recognized the interrelation of these determinants: variability 

of the board games design is determined by the variability of educational and learning settings. It can be 

said that multiple outcomes were achieved through these activities: students have acquired certain 

knowledge about the content that was presented through board games, but they have also recognized 

social interaction and emotional engagement through gameplay, which is in accordance with the 

following conclusions. Being unpredictable and multiply determined by group dynamics, the (learning) 

outcomes of gameplay are important for all participants, not only for particular individuals (Henricks, 

2011). By experiencing freedom while playing, participants (free players) can develop self-consciousness, 

awareness of the social environment and other people within it as well as relationships they engage in 

with others (Božović, 2010). Some authors point out that the use of games in teaching positively affects 

the motivation, engagement, and atmosphere in the classroom (Koehler, Greenhalgh & Boltz, 2016). It is 

also worth mentioning that this project has motivated some students to continue this research, which 

resulted in three master theses. 
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We recognize the similarity between our findings and the results of some previous researches 

indicating that playing games lead to the creation of something new, intangible, but certainly noticeable. 

At this moment we want to point out the development of self-awareness, familiarity with the social 

environment, relationships with other people, acquisition of social values and roles, creation of cultural 

and personal identity (Nikolić-Maksić & Ljujić, 2012). Also, if we compare the formal education and 

learning with board games and improvisation, where all the participants are "performers" who develop, 

teach and learn as a community, students in correspondence with teachers actively participate in the 

processes of teaching and learning, contributing to the growth and the development of the group in 

which all of them are learners. 

Such a playful approach to education gives freedom to all actors in the processes of teaching 

and learning. Freedom is particularly noticeable in the context of understanding, encouraging and 

creating new learning and teaching potentials through a collective, collaborative and creative work based 

on the application of board games. If this freedom is to be productive in terms of development, both 

students and teachers need to learn about games and play, so these could be appropriately used for 

learning purposes. Thus, learning about games and play is a precondition of learning through games and 

play, which also comes out as an implication of our research. 
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