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Games are inherently engaging – children, adults, kittens and chimps, all play to learn and have 
fun – and they have been a part of human culture throughout history. Philosophers like Aristotle, 
Socrates and Dewey have spoken of experience-based learning and how it creates an 
environment where students thrive by interacting with the curriculum in a meaningful way. 
Simulations, games, role-plays, case studies, scenarios, multi-media presentations, encounter 
groups are examples of this learning style (Cameron, 2008). Children of the new millennium are 
growing up in a world of accelerating technology, full of smart-phones, laptops, IPods and a 
seemingly endless stream of information on the internet. It is not unusual for tech-savvy kids to 
multi-task their homework, social media and music. The comment is often made that screen-
based media have created a cohort of learners not easily engaged by traditional methods and 
teachers are looking for new ways to engage students. Young people are looking for meaningful 
ways of relating to what they are learning, no longer content with traditional ‘book learning’. 

Social and emotional learning
At the same time, social competence and emotional resilience are critical in a changing world 
that relies increasingly on collaborative approaches to learning and the workplace. Children and 
young people with these skills tend to be resilient to the ups and downs of life. Those with poor 
social skills and emotional difficulties need a safe and engaging forum in which to learn. 
Establishing rapport can be tricky when young clients are oppositional and do not want the extra 
attention they are attracting. However playing a boardgame together quickly disarms resistance, 
especially if they are with a small group of peers. Before they know it, they are having fun, 
talking about the issues and learning new skills. 

Experience-Based Learning:  A New Paradigm
Until the late 1960’s the dominant paradigm for teaching and learning involved information 
transfer from experts to learners using teaching tools like books, lectures and articles, with 
success measured by written examination. While these methods are still common in schools 
today, pedagogy has moved on to broader understandings of the teaching and learning process. 
People who think about thinking, like Vygotsky (1978), Gardner (1999) and Goleman (1996), 
talk about the social and emotional environment and its impact on learning. Intelligence is now 
seen as a multi-facetted concept with emotional intelligence emerging as a pivotal factor. This 
diverse view calls for more complex approaches such as those provided by ‘experience-based 
learning’. Rubens (1999) sees experience-based learning as having potential to address some 
of the limitations of traditional paradigms. 

TRADITIONAL PARADIGM EXPERIENCE-BASED LEARNING
Teaching and learning = stimulus 
and response

Learning mediated by socio-emotional 
and physical environments

Passive, memory-based learning Active, collaborative, critical thinking, 
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analysis, problem solving, evaluation
Learner watches and listens to 
’expert’ teacher

Learner interacts and collaborates 
with adults and peers

Learning viewed predominately in 
the cognitive domain

Learning linked to cognitive, affective 
and behavior domains

Learners learn what teachers teach 
Standardization leads to mediocrity 

Diverse learners and environments 
lead to creativity

Knowledge often assessed by 
written examination

Knowledge assessed through 
application – projects, presentations 

Predictable, static, unchallenging = 
boring

Fun, challenging, relevant, multi-
media = engaging

Books, articles, lectures, 
examinations

Simulations, games, role-plays, case 
studies, encounter groups, multi-
media

Experience-based learning strategies are finding a place in modern classrooms as teachers use 
multimedia presentations, role-plays, games, drama, group work and interactive technologies. 
Schools are not alone in embracing these approaches. Simulations and games are making an 
impact on how business, ecology, society and dental technology, for example, are taught.

Therapeutic boardgames
Essentially games are a social experience. They provide a semi-naturalistic space, resembling 
life in many ways and herein lies the potential for boardgames to impact on socio-emotional 
learning. Boardgames are played face-to-face games with a board, cards, dice and a small 
group of players. Therapeutic board-games are an excellent vehicle for teaching socio-
emotional skills and can be designed to explore a range of issues like friendship, teasing, anger 
management, resilience, anxiety, in fact just about anything can be taught through a game. 
Players are able to rehearse social skills and talk about feelings in a safe environment, while 
laughing and having fun. 

Game leaders and facilitation
Unpredictable things happen during the ‘mini chaos’ of a game and a skilled game-leader 
(facilitator) is crucial to getting the best from games-based learning experiences and making 
sure everyone is safe. As referees, they make sure games proceed in a fair and orderly manner. 
As teachers they look for teachable moments to ‘scaffold’ or support learning. As mentors they 
debrief what happens during the game to expand understanding and ensure psychological 
safety. 

While the focus here is on board-games, other experience-based learning strategies also 
benefit from effective facilitation. There are many effective screen-based digital learning 
experiences in schools and homes with a valuable role to play. In this emerging age of the ‘e-
world’, accessed largely through screens, it is becoming increasingly important for facilitators to 
maintain a presence, looking for teachable moments but also, alerting players to the potential 
dangers of excessive screen-time and the importance of monitoring the physical, psychological 
and social wellbeing of players and to value face-to-face social contact.



3

Safety issues in digital, screen-based gaming
The ‘digital natives’ in our schools and homes will grow up with all the benefits that digital 
screen-based technologies have delivered over the past twenty years and into the future. 
Interactive whiteboards, computers, social media, the internet, online learning represent new 
ways of connecting with all types of learners in the classroom, preparing them for futures their 
parents cannot imagine. While most young people are able to play with and use these new 
technologies responsibly, maintaining active lives, friendships and success at school, there is a 
small percent who experience significant social, emotional, physical, and behavioral problems 
associated with excessive screen-based game time (Vorderer & Bryant, 2006). Withdrawn, 
uncommitted individuals who experience failure at school or work, loss of relationships, 
deterioration in health and wellbeing and compulsively play for long periods are at risk of 
problematic internet, screen-based use. For some players it is a simple lack of discipline and 
time management skills, however for 5 to 10 percent of gamers they will be experiencing a 
serious disability, often oblivious to the problem. Facilitators and parents need to be aware of 
these potentially serious issues emerging in the wake of a rapid increase in the amount of time 
children and young people are spending in front of screens. 

Teaching about the potential risks and actions that may mitigate against them is an important 
role for the facilitator. Facilitators, parents and young people should be alerted to the dangers 
and encouraged to manage gaming exposure, for example:

• Ask about the games young people are playing, how long do they play, do they have 
good posture, take breaks, and look into the distance. Keep a diary of play-time if 
needed

• Keep computers in common areas while children are young so parents or teachers can 
monitor content and play-time

• Negotiate and enforce play-time limits

• Monitor social interactions, school performance, health and wellbeing

• Seek help if the young person is showing signs of social withdrawal, reduced 
performance at school or other physical symptoms.

REFERENCES

Cameron, B. H. (2008). Experience-Based Learning. In L. A. Tomei (Ed) Encyclopedia of 
Information Technology Curriculum Integration (pp. 308-315). IGI-Global Publishing.

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and Education. New York: Collier.

Gardner, H. (1999). Intelligence Reformed:  Multiple Intelligences for the 21st Century, New York, 
NY:  Basic Books.

Goleman, D. (1996). Emotional intelligence: Why it can matter more than IQ. London: 
Bloomsbury.

Hromek, R., & Roffey, S. (2009). Promoting social and emotional learning with games: “It’s fun 
and we learn things”. Simulation & Gaming, 40, 626-644.



4

Ruben, B. D. (1999). Simulation, games, and experience-based learning: The Quest for a new 
paradigm for teaching and learning. Simulation & Gaming, 30, 498-505.

Vorderer, P., & Bryant, J. (Eds.) (2006). Playing video games: motives, responses, and 
consequences. Mahwah, New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc. Publisher.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1976) ‘Play and its Role in the Mental Development of the Child’. In J. S. 
Bruner, A. Jolly, and K. Sylvia (Eds.), Play – Its role in development and evolution (pp 537-554). 
New York:  Basic Books.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1986) Thought and Language. Cambridge, MA:  MIT Press. (Original work 
published 1934).


