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ABSTRACT 
The article describes a role-playing game for sociology majors who study English as a 
foreign language. Drawing on the experience of American and Spanish authors we have 
developed a game that is instrumental in checking students’ knowledge of sociological 
terminology, translation skills and factual material. The rules of the game are easy to 
master even for people who have never played board games and its mechanics can be 
easily adapted to fields other than sociology. Anecdotal evidence from students reveals 
that they were captivated by the role cards, playing fields, the unpredictable nature of 
events, and the atmosphere of competition and cooperation. It can be played both in 
small groups of three to five students, or large ones (ten to fifteen people), in which case 
participants are divided into teams. In the course of the game students learn such 
concepts as social stratification, vertical and horizontal intragenerational mobility, 
ascribed and achieved status, budgeting, and dealing with uncertainties of life. These 
features make it a robust teaching and assessment tool that furthers students’ critical 
thinking skills, develops sociological imagination and raises students’ motivation.  
Keywords: role-playing games, English for special purposes, motivation, educational 
board games, sociology 

INTRODUCTION 
The use of games in foreign language teaching has been widely researched and 
acknowledged as an effective tool that raises students’ motivation and furthers their 
communicative skills. Games promote more natural, goal-oriented communication 
among students.  The choice to combine a board game with a role-playing game and 
elements of a trivia quiz is determined by the ability to incorporate the best from all 
these forms. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Role-playing games and board games have been widely used in the classroom 
environment for decades and their usefulness for teaching has been well researched and 
acknowledged (Simpson, Elias, 2011; Faya Cerqueiro, Chao Castro, 2015). Simpson 
and Elias believe that challenging students to view the world through the eyes of fellow 
citizens with different characteristics enables students to master challenging concepts 
and issues while preserving their own identity (Simpson, Elias, 2011). This chimes in 
with the idea that students should be involved in solving real-life challenges, ideally by 
immersing themselves into the actual working environment, which is essential in 
targeting discourse experience, especially for English for Special Purposes students 
(Belcher, 2014). While this is not always possible in the framework of university 
classes, simulation games may bridge the gap between endlessly re-encoding abstract 
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rules and theoretical tenets in academic discourse and situational approach in the course 
of which students study in situ.  
This acquires special relevance in the case of professional education, where the student 
gains not only factual knowledge, but also assumes a new identity. In the words of Maja 
Pivec, “One might suggest that a medical student is “Playing at being a doctor”. 
In the early stages of the of the educational process, and indeed before the 
process begins formally, this play has a large element of fantasy. This fantasy is 
not viewed negatively, as presumption of self-delusion, but rather positively, as 
high aspiration and worthy ambition. As the educational process proceeds, the 
medical student is increasingly asked to play the role of medical practitioner, and 
in that role-play knowledge and skill are both cultivated and tested. The role-play 
is thus used as a teaching method in medical education and as a method of 
assessment” (Pivec, 2013). 
While it is perfectly possible for students to play the game on their own (if there are no 
more than 5 of them), working in teams (of two or three people) is recommended for 
several reasons. As Benesh observes, the instructor will facilitate emotionally 
supportive collectivist action by having the students sit in a group (Benesh, 2001). 
Smaller groups can facilitate individual responsibility, since each person’s contribution 
becomes more visible to the teacher, thus enabling him/her to identify difficulties (Faya 
Cerqueiro, Chao Castro, 2015). In the context of foreign language learning, promoting 
peer interaction is particularly valuable because it compensates for the lack of authentic 
experience in both language input and output through creating real-life communication. 
(Ning, Hornby, 2010). 
Using board games in education is nothing new under the sun. They have been used 
since 1906 when Maggie Lizzie Phillips famously created ‘The Landlord’s Game’ with 
two sets of rules for her game: an anti-monopolist set in which all were rewarded when 
wealth was created, and a monopolist set in which the goal was to create monopolies 
and to crush opponents. Her dualistic approach was a teaching tool meant to 
demonstrate that the first set of rules was morally superior (Pilon, 2015). Teachers who 
use Monopoly-like games in the classroom cite positive student feedback overall, 
although no large-scale quantitative studies have been conducted to bear out these 
findings (Capehart, Van Vleck, 2018). However, as these authors claim, it is 
“worthwhile to have students play an educational board game during class rather than 
have them surreptitiously play mindless games on their phones or otherwise fail to fully 
engage with a lecture” (Capehart, Van Vleck, 2018). 

ELEMENTS OF THE GAME 
In order to play the game the instructor, usually the teacher, prepares the following 
elements: 

• The playing field 

• A set or role cards depicting characters from different social classes 

• Yellow “work” cards containing questions and tasks 

• Blue “life” cards, representing chance events. 
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• Red “property” and achievement cards. 

• Money cards (“Monopoly” money can be used) 

• A die 

• Chips or tokens to represent each player or team 
The main feature of the game is the board or playing field, which resembles a circle or 
an oval divided into multicoloured squares (Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. The game board or “the circle of life” 
The “circle of life” as it is called is interspersed with squares of different colours, 
representing different kinds of events and locations the players encounter in the course 
of the game. The players choose chips or token characters (like small figurines) and 
move them clockwise passing as many squares as there are points on the die. The 
starting point is the square called “salary” marked with green. By far the most frequent 
field is “work”, coded with yellow or gold. It prompts the player to take a yellow card 
containing a question or task (described below). The blue “life” squares imply that the 
player should draw one of the blue “life” cards describing an event that happens to them 
(detailed description provided below). The red location fields represent properties which 
players can buy and at which something may happen to them (as outlined further on). 
The role cards represent the different social classes and serve to illustrate the social 
structure of society. In order not to overcomplicate the game the following 5 classes 
have been selected: 

• The bourgeoisie (Upper class) 
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• Middle class 

• Working class 

• Underclass 
They each possess a number of ascribed characteristics: Age (all are adults), Gender 
(Male or Female), Assets (the money and property that come with a certain social 
status). If there are talented students in a group, they may agree to draw the cards 
themselves; otherwise the teacher may find images on the Internet and print them on the 
cards. Each of these cards possesses two characteristics: asset and salary (See Figure 2) 

 
Figure 2. Sample role cards 
The number of cards in the game depends on the number of students (or teams) 
participating in it. The teacher must also allow for social mobility: while at the start of 
the game there must be no more than 1 bourgeois, 2 middle class and 3 working class 
characters, as the game progresses some participants might move up or down the social 
ladder, accruing more assets as they do so. Once they have earned enough, they change 
their social class: the old card is removed and the new one is given. Conversely, once a 
character loses the necessary assets to maintain his/her status, they give up their old card 
and get a new one. This serves to illustrate the concept of social mobility and the 
concept of the American dream. At the feedback stage the students will have to opine 
whether it is easy or difficult for them to get on in life. 
Apart from these three classes there are two underclass characters. The “homeless” 
person does not have any assets and may get only 100 roubles at the “work” square by 
doing an “odd job”. He may also marry to maximize the family income. The criminal 
does not need any assets and does not work – but he may rob other characters if he 
chances to be on the same square with them. In that case he takes one salary from them. 
He may also rob a location (except for the park and the prison), in which case he casts a 
die and multiplies the points by 100. However, if there are two players on the “work” 
square or the location is occupied by another player, the criminal is caught, loses his 
money and goes to “prison”. At the next turn he breaks out of it – without paying 
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anything. Following the example of “Choices and Chances” (Simpson, Elias, 2011), we 
have declared characters immortal. 
The yellow “work” cards allow players to earn money based on their salary and 
achievements. However, the players lose money if they answer incorrectly (fail to do 
their job). They may contain one of the following tasks: 

• multiple choice (e.g. The term “sociology was coined by a) Marx b) Weber c) 
Comte d) Durkheim) 

• odd one out (e.g. One of the following is not a caste in India a) Brahmins b) 
Kshatriyas c) Vaishyas d) Shudras d) Dalits) 

• define the term (e.g. hidden curriculum) 

• find a suitable term for the definition (e.g. the process of renovating and 
improving a house or district so that it conforms to middle-class taste) 

• answer the question (e.g. What are the causes of the Industrial Revolution?) 

• translate a sentence from English into Russian 

• translate a sentence from Russian into English 
The blue “life” cards represent various events that happen in life. They have to be 
balanced, i.e. the number of “positive” events must equal the number of “negative” 
ones. The game master must ensure that there are enough “life” cards for them not to be 
recycled too often. Their function is to break the monotony of the game and simulate the 
chaotic or unexpected element in life. However, not all cards are applicable to all 
students. For example, a character who does not own a car cannot get a flat tire. In these 
cases, students must find a student for whom the card is appropriate, give the card to 
that student (the receiving student cannot refuse the card), and redraw. The student who 
received the card must also take his or her turn drawing a card (Simpson and Elias, 
2011). Among the negative events happening to the players are:“Puncture”; 
“Fine”;“You cheated!”; “Late for work”;“Crisis”; “Revolution”; “Fire”; “Burglary”; 
“You’re ill!”; “You’re hungry!”. Positive events include “Promotion”; “Win a lottery”; 
“Birthday”; “Windfall”; “You’re on TV!”; “Inheritance”; “New Year”; “Inquiry”; 
“Concert”; “Second chance”. 
Red cards “Property and achievements” also serve an important function in the game. 
They symbolize getting on in life and are an important measure of the player’s success. 
The game master must ensure that there are enough of them (one for each player). They 
each have their value, which is counted as money at the end of the game. Achievements 
include “Spouse”, “Child”, “Home”, “Car”, “Insurance”, “Diploma”, “Vocational 
qualification”, “Credit”. Location and properties are “Cafe”, “School”, “Clinic”,“Park”, 
“Resort”, “Library”, “Prison”, “Supermarket”, “Toy store”, “University”, “College”, 
“Bank”.  

HOW THE GAME IS PLAYED 
The game incorporates both homework assignments and classroom activities. It is 
recommended to conduct the game at the end of the semester, since it must include a 
variety of theoretical questions based on the curriculum. 
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Stage I: Preparation 
Prior to playing, the students are to write tasks and trivia questions based on the 
theoretical material that they have covered in the course of the semester. This stage is 
extremely important and demands careful supervision by the teacher. Each student is 
given a topic and is asked to write questions and tasks of all types. Depending on the 
number of students and topics each may have to compile from 7 to 10 cards. It is crucial 
that the students, but not the teacher do this, as they will not be able to say later on in 
the game that the questions were too difficult. Besides, it adds to the objectivity of the 
teacher’s assessment of the correction of the answer as there is always one more person 
in the room to corroborate the veracity of the statement. However, the teacher must read 
the questions and tasks very attentively in order to ascertain that the student’s suggested 
answer is correct. It is best if students send their questions by e-mail and the teacher 
checks them, edits, if necessary, and then prints on coloured paper.  
As for the other elements of the game: the “circle of life”, the property and achievement 
cards, the life cards and the role cards, their preparation can be outsourced to the 
students, especially if there are some among them with artistic talents, on the proviso 
that the teacher checks their layout and purges any inconsistencies or mistakes from the 
final version. Obviously, if the students do not volunteer, they should be tasked only 
with writing the questions for “work” cards. That said, drawing a house or car for 
themselves is not a very taxing exercise and is actually fun to do. 
Stage II Play 
The teacher explains the rules and the goal of the game. In order to simplify this task 
he/she may say that the game is loosely based on Monopoly, the objective being the 
same – to earn money, buy property and ascend the social pyramid. He explains that 
there are 5 types or role cards – the upper, middle and working classes, the underclass 
(salary 100 roubles) and the criminal. He does not need to tell them about each of the 
“life” cards as they will read them as they draw them. However he has to tell them about 
the achievements and the opportunity to buy property. Indeed, the teacher often has to 
encourage students to “marry” and buy a house, a car or insurance, by pointing out the 
advantages of such actions. In order to motivate students even more, he may say that the 
winner will get the highest grade, since the simulation is arguably more effective when 
students believe their grades are at stake (Norris, 2013). 
Having understood and agreed with the rules, the students sit down around the playing 
field and choose a chip (small figurine to represent their team on the playing field). 
Then they draw the role cards and the teacher gives them their assets. The bourgeois 
gets a home (1000 roubles), a car (500 roubles) and 500 roubles in cash. Middle-class 
characters get a home (costing 500 roubles) and 500 in cash. Working-class characters 
get 500 in cash and assume that they are renting their flats. 
At this stage some students may complain that it is unfair that they have drawn a low-
income card, while others have a higher income. In that case the teacher must explain 
that social inequality exists at birth as some people are born into rich and others into 
poor families. However, they may progress up the rungs and improve their social status 
through hard work. Furthermore, the bourgeois may also lose their status if they fail 
their business: the risks for them are higher than for the middle- or working class 
people.  
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The game starts with the bourgeoisie character casting the dice and making the first 
move. They move the chip on the corresponding square and perform the necessary 
action (e.g. earn money or buy a property or pay for the meal). Then the next player 
throws the dice and makes the move. The game takes about an hour to play, though the 
time is not limited – it can be more or less depending on the will of the participants. 
Stage III After playing 
At the end of the lesson the teacher asks students (or teams) to add up their assets and 
cash and calculate the amount of money they have. Based on this he awards them the 
first, second, third and fourth (or, possibly, fifth) place. Then they are rewarded with 
grades or additional points at the exam, in which case certificates may be bestowed 
upon students. These are to be prepared in advance with blank lines to write students’ 
names. 

CONCLUSION 
The various aspects of the game empower the students to view society from the 
perspectives of various social classes using their own cultural capital to participate in 
the ‘rat race’ for the first prize. Students give overwhelmingly positive feedback to its 
emotional aspect: “The game is quite enjoyable to play and spurs only positive 
emotions”; “the game serves educational and entertaining purposes which makes it both 
fascinating and challenging” andits mechanics: “The card system of this game is 
flawless as well”; “The questions are well-balanced so that the number of both 
challenging and easy ones is equal”. 
Interestingly, students see it as mostly a means to evaluate their knowledge and skills: 
cf. “Apart from being entertaining and thrilling, it also has the element of 
competitiveness and requires certain knowledge that has to serve as the key to entering 
the pathway to victory”; “Due to the fact that the winner is defined by the number of 
points gathered and earned during the process of the game, the use and presence of 
cognitive abilities of players are assessed as the primary objective”; “It can easily be 
integrated into the process of studying and help teachers to assess the level of student's 
understanding of the material based on the number of their (his or her) correct answers”. 
The result of the game largely coinciding with results of tests conducted in various 
groups where the game has been played validates its usefulness and effectiveness as a 
teaching and testing tool. Interestingly, it was the academically more advanced students 
who chose to “marry” in the course of the game, “have children”, and otherwise use the 
properties and achievements to back up their success. This may be due to their higher 
responsibility levels overall or higher confidence in life. However, this question requires 
further study to be solved. Providing opportunities both for classroom and for individual 
work, the game serves as a handy tool both for the revision and for assessment of 
students’ knowledge, skills and competencies.  
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