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So when Game-Based Learning (GBL) 
and Gamification are touted as new and 
innovative ways to teach, it is not a  
surprise when they are not instantly  
embraced—indeed, they have not yet 
taken hold. This is made even more  
complicated by the fact that there  
are many models within the umbrella  
of Games for Learning. 

In the Games for Learning 
topic, there are sub-topics 
that are all viable in the 
classroom. One, Game-
Based Learning (GBL) is de-
fined as a branch of serious 
games that deals with ap-
plications that have defined 
learning outcomes. Generally, 
they are designed in order 
to balance the subject mat-
ter with the gameplay and 
the ability of the player to 
retain and apply said subject 
matter to the real world. 
Serious games, by relation, 
are games designed for a purpose other 
than pure entertainment. So what does 
this look like in the classroom? This 
is where things get a bit complicated, 
because it is all about contextualization.

First, a teacher might actually be 
designing the game itself for the learn-
ing. The teacher would make sure that 
through effective design, the gameplay 
is balanced with learning content.  

The game would require learning 
content in order to succeed. The game 
could target several learning objectives, 
or maybe just one. The game is teacher-
created, but ultimately students are 
playing the game. The scope of learning 
is more narrow and focused. This re-
quires know-how in game design itself. 
While teachers are excellent designers 

of simulations and activities, they may 
run into difficulties in this area, as a 
well-designed game has very specific 
requirements and protocols. 

Second, the teacher might be pairing 
more traditional instruction with a 
related game. This game might actually 
be a serious game itself, such as iCivics, 
which has many games where students 
must learn civics content in order to 

be successful. Like the first option of 
implementation, the targeted learning 
is narrow and focused too. This option 
only requires the teacher to find the 
game, explore it so s/he understands its 
workings, and create effective paired 
instruction and assessment. 

Another option in pairing games 
with instruction is not picking a serious 

game. The game itself 
doesn’t necessarily require 
learning, but explores 
content or skills related 
to the instruction and 
intended learning out-
comes. Students may be 
asked to connect the game 
to content learned before 
or after playing the game 
(such as delving into levels 
of Bloom’s Taxonomy of 
Learning Domains). The 
teacher might pair the 
playing of Civilization 
with a unit on economy or 

government. Here students would learn 
about these important concepts and 
connect them to how they manifest in 
the game. A teacher might pair World 
of Warcraft with a novel like The Hobbit 
to explore similar themes of journey 
and heroism. Or, a teacher might pair 
a game on Microsoft’s Kinect with a 
unit on health, as the Kinect engages 
students in “active” gaming. Again, the 
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possibilities for this are as numerous 
as the options in consoles and games 
themselves. Here the critical knowl-
edge is on choosing the right game, and 
having the instructional capacity to 
pair a seemingly disconnected game to 
academic content. 

Third, the teacher might take the 
elements of game design and apply them 
to the entire classroom unit and instruc-
tion. In essence, this is the gamification 
of the classroom. Rather than using 
games as a critical partner to the instruc-
tion, the instruction itself becomes a 
game. Gamification is the process of 
using game thinking and game mechan-
ics to solve problems and engage users. 
Some of the essential elements of gami-
fication are incentives, timely feedback, 
leadership boards, an engaging scenario 
or setup, mini-quests, boss levels, and 
freedom to fail. In addition, a “gamified” 
unit might target multiple standards in 
many disciplines. The teacher might be 

giving direct instruction to arm students 
for the game, but they are engaging in 
coaching and guiding through the play. 

This process of taking a unit and 
applying all of these elements is chal-
lenging. It requires looking at the full 
package of instruction and changing its 
paradigm. It requires aligning teacher 
best practices to these elements and 
adding new ones. In classroom instruc-
tion, it takes multiple instances, and a 
depth of time, to see the full extent of 
gamification. One visit to a  
“gamified” classroom will not allow you 
to see the entire extent to which 
that class has actually been 
gamified. You might see a 
specific mini quest with 
a formative assessment, 
but not the entire 
pedagogical structure. 
The terms of GBL and 
Gamification here 
overlap in ways. 

If you are transforming your unit of 
instruction into a large-scale game, 
you might argue that you are creating 
a serious game. However, you will see 
that serious games are usually smaller 
in scale, while gamification is larger and 
more comprehensive. 

As you can see, because imple-
mentation takes many forms, 
cost and training can be varied. 
If you choose to invest in 
gamification or the creation 
of serious games, then the cost 
would be focused on the train-
ing of teachers. Gamification and the 
creation of serious games is not hinged 
on technology in the classroom. Pen 
and paper games work just as well as 
intensive technology-based games.  
Technology can enhance the gamifica-
tion and serious game experience, but 
the focus of the implementation should 
be on teacher practice. 

If schools choose to venture down 

this path of instruction, they need to 
consider the level of implementation. 
Will it be a tool to vary instructional 
strategies or will it be more transforma-
tive of instructional practice? This too 
has implications for cost. As an instruc-
tional strategy, some training will be 

needed, but perhaps not as ongoing. 
As an instructional model, inten-

sive training would be required 
as well as ongoing coaching to 
ensure effective, transformative 

implementation. The second  
option of implementation  

has additional levels of cost. More 
tools are needed to pair games with 
instruction. Technology is needed to 
access free games online, or consoles 
are needed to play the games. In addi-
tion, training in this practice would be 
needed so that teachers pick the right 
game and create effective lessons. 

Is Games for Learning financially  
feasible? Yes, and it depends on the 

level of implementation your school 
is looking for. What I appreciate 
about Games for Learning as a general 
concept is that the primary focus is on 
teacher practice and instruction. It is 
not a program that you purchase.  
Even though you might need to invest in  
specific tools, the primary investment 
is in the lives of teachers, arming them 
with either more instructional  
strategies or transformed units of  
instruction. Investing in teacher  
practice, and ultimately student 
achievement, is by far a more prudent 
investment that on a program. 

Andrew K. Miller is an 
avid blogger for a variety 
of organizations including 
edReformer, ASCD,  
Edutopia and the 
education section of the 
Hu!ngton Post. For more 
information, visit  
www.andrewkmiller.com.
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Sue’s school also made the right deci-
sion by following the board treasurer’s 
suggestion to admit the mistake. 

Waiting to hear from the DOL or the 
IRS about late or missing reports 
makes the possibility of fines more 
likely.

The DOL typically sends out letters 
requesting missing information or 
pointing out the late filing. If the 
employer fails to respond, the IRS will 
issue a CP 213 notice. While not a 
bill, the notice includes “proposed” 
penalties. A response that “estab-
lishes reasonable cause,” provides 
the requested information, or shows 
that the DOL or the IRS erred, typi-
cally resolves the matter. No response, 

however, can result in fines. 
The DOL’s Delinquent Filer Voluntary 
Compliance Program (DFVC), 
established in 1995, does limit fines 
for employers who let the department 
know that their filings are late or 
missing. Penalties vary according to 
the size of the plan, but the program 
sets maximum fines at $1,500 to 
$4,000. The DOL offers a “penalty 
calculator” to help delinquent filers 
“easily and accurately compute the 
amount you owe.” (See Resources.)

Heftier fines, however, can befall 
schools whose failure to file is uncov-
ered by the DOL through audits, 
whistle-blowing by plan participants, 
or other sources. Those folks do not 
qualify for the DFVC program. 
 

“The Form 5500 is actually a good 
thing,” says Isabella. “The government 
is making sure people’s pensions are 
being protected. The bottom line? 
Never let them come to you.”

Resources:

! U.S. Department of Labor’s 
Information page on the Form 
5500 (including a sample Form): 
www.dol.gov/ebsa/5500main.
html     

! Frequently Asked Questions:
 www.dol.gov/ebsa/faqs/faq_

dfvc.html

! Penalty Calculator:
 www.dol.gov/ebsa/calcu-

lator/dfvcpmain.html

Supplier Directory

www.nboasupplierdirectory.org
More than 650 suppliers of products and services for independent schools are 
featured in 46 categories in the new NBOA Supplier Directory. NBOA member 
schools can use the directory to instantly find leading suppliers to meet their needs – 
searches can even target local geographic areas.

NBOA Business Partners and other companies can enhance their listings and buy ads 
in the directory for improved visibility.

Check it out at www.nboasupplierdirectory.org or contact Al Rickard at 703-402-9713 
or arickard@associationvision.com.


