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Abstract: 
This paper aims to explore the potentials of introducing game-based learning 
in English for Professional Purposes course at the tertiary level of education. 
It considers the possibilities of integrating an online business game in a task-
based experiential syllabus using simulation as its core technique. Simulations 
are seen as a viable, dynamic, communicative and learner-centered approach 
that enables creating the learning experience that resembles real-world profes-
sional experiences. By integrating language, content and skill development 
in meaningful and purposeful tasks that replicate workplace target tasks, 
simulations create an immersive and stimulating environment that fulfills 
the needs for competence, connectedness and autonomy, thus increasing 
learners’ motivation.

Key words: 
simulation, task-based learning, game-based learning, ICT.

Sinteza 2016
submit your manuscript | www.sinteza.singidunum.ac.rs

DOI: 10.15308/Sinteza-2016-332-339

“People learn a second language more successfully when they use 
the language as a means of acquiring information, rather than as 
an end in itself…
…People learn a second language most successfully when the infor-
mation they are acquiring is perceived as interesting, useful, and 
leading to a desired goal” (Richards and Rodgers, 2001: 207; 209). 

1. INTRODUCTION

The new Conceptual Age (Pink, 2005) requires the possession of complex 
competencies and skills for the integration in the contemporary globalized 
and competitive workplace arena. It asks for a critical consideration of exist-
ing teaching practices and a search for imaginative and innovative solutions 
for preparing students to become functional and successful participants in 
their future professional communities. 

In the field of English for Professional Purposes, the 21st century chal-
lenges necessitate the acquisition and development of complex communica-
tive, language, cognitive, social and affective capabilities relevant in terms 
of workplace requirements. At the same time, there is a pressing need for 
learning to take place in a stimulative, enjoyable and exciting environment, as 
a critical element for awakening the motivation of the new game generation 
digital natives (Prensky, 2001:65).
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One of the emerging trends in general education at all 
levels, including the tertiary level, is game-based learning, an 
innovative, action-based approach, relying on experimenta-
tion, self-discovery and exploration, often advocated as the 
future of education.

The first part of this paper will describe the rationale for 
the use of game-based learning, with simulation at its core, 
in teaching English for Business Purposes. The second part 
will be devoted to the presentation and review of an online 
business simulation and exploration of the pedagogical 
potential for its integration with the existing non-digital 
simulation in a task-based syllabus.

The simulation format has been found to be a viable, 
holistic, learner-centered and meaningful instruction choice, 
well-adapted to the needs of language and professional 
communication in the future workplace (Huhta et al 2013). 

It is believed that such an approach effectively prepares 
students for operating in the professional environment 
and leads to the acquisition of the pertinent jargon, a set of 
professional skills and a repertoire of language skills used 
in everyday informal interactions with colleagues (Gate-
house, 2001). 

Using game-based techniques enables:

a) 	 creating a learning experience that is closer to the 
world and the way digital natives think and act, in-
cluding a strong fun and game element, offering 
excitement, challenges and cooperation; 

b) 	 bringing teaching and learning closer to real-world 
professional experiences, by integrating language, 
content and skills development in meaningful and 
purposeful replicas of target tasks.

There is strong evidence that game-based approaches 
increase motivation and lead to deeper and more compre-
hensive learning results, as will be shown in the next sections.

2. GAME-BASED LEARNING – AN OVERVIEW

It is beyond the scope of this paper to explore the in-
tricate classification of games and the complex relation-
ship between games and simulations. For our purpose, it 
is sufficient to note that simulations have been traditionally 
considered as types of games, that the earliest simulations 
were in fact war games, and their relationship remains close 
to this date (de Freitas, 2006:10). As the author de Freitas 
(de Freitas, 2006:11) observes, through a more general edu-
cational lens, what brings games and simulations together is 
the potential they offer for learning through play, learning 
in immersive micro-worlds. 

Games and simulations have been widespread in the 
field of amusement and entertainment for thousands of 
years, yet their use in education and training appears to be 
of a later date, somewhere at the end of the 18th century, 
primarily in the field of military training. In the 1950s 
they were introduced in management and business educa-
tion, and from then on games and simulations have started 
gaining ground in a range of other disciplines (Ellington, 
Gordon, and Fowlie 2006::ix-x; Gredler, 2004:578; Klabbers, 
2009:xi). Today we are witnesses of the massive develop-
ment in the field of gaming and simulation and the growth 
in the variety of types and range of applications (Crookall 
2010; de Freitas, 2006; Ellington, Gordon, and Fowlie 2006). 
Gaming and simulation is seen as “a promising, and rapidly 
expanding field of study”, improving and evolving, “with 
new trends emerging, and new avenues of thought being 
explored” (USA Information Resources Management As-
sociation 2011: xxiv-xxv). 

The potential of game-based learning is increasingly 
becoming appreciated based on numerous studies showing 
its effectiveness in cognitive development and curricular 
knowledge acquisition in new and innovative ways (de 
Freitas, 2006; Johnson, Smith, Levine & Haywood, 2011: 
2011: 21-22; Whitton & Baek, 2013). Its positive effects 
also include affective and motivational outcomes, the de-
velopment of perceptive as well as soft skills (Connolly et 
al, 2012:667; Wastiau, Kearney & Van den Berghe, 2009). 

Games and simulations enable the creation of an exciting 
learning experience by fostering collaboration, problem-
solving and procedural thinking, key competences for the 
21st century (Johnson, Smith, Levine & Haywood, 2011:5). 
They cultivate creative thinking, experimentation and posi-
tive attitude towards intensive changes in our modern so-
ciety. They are goal oriented, have an interesting story and 
enable learning while socializing (ibid.). At the same time, 
in the spirit of social constructivism, they create a space 
respectful of individual learning styles and strategies and 
multiple intelligences, increasing motivation and leading to 
longer-lasting learning (IGI Global & Felicia, 2011: x-xiii).

In higher education, they enable an integrated approach 
in acquiring content knowledge along with specific skills, 
such as decision-making, innovation, problem-solving 
and leadership (Johnson, Smith, Levine & Haywood, 2011, 
2011:21-22). They offer the transformation of the learning 
process through direct experience in an immersive envi-
ronment. As new generations of learners want interactive 
relationship with materials of different modalities (Prensky, 
2001), the introduction of game-based learning is becoming 
increasingly popular. Finding ways to capture its motiva-
tional force in the field of education and use it to advance the 
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achievement of education goals has become the “holy grail” 
of teachers and practitioners (Garris, Ahlers & Driskell, 
2002:442) 1.

GBL is gaining momentum and is increasingly becom-
ing popular in the field of digital games, including so-called 
serious games, created solely for educational purposes, as 
well as in the area of long existing non-digital games.

In the domain of foreign language learning, games and 
simulations are not a recent fad and have been used since the 
1980s and the emergence of the communicative approach 
(Coleman, 2002). The use of games and simulations in EFL, 
both digital and non-digital, has been widely documented 
(Crookall & Oxford, 1990; Dupuy, 2006; García-Carbonell, 
Andreu-Andrés & Watts, 2014; Levine, 2004; Magge, 2006; 
Naidu, 2007). However, they are coming into vogue again, 
as we are witnessing a rise in interest for using games in 
EFL, including adaptations of existing commercial games 
for the needs of foreign language courses.

Some studies explore the implementation of Alternate 
reality games - ARGs, such as The Tower of Babel, aimed at 
promoting foreign language learning in schools in a joint 
European project involving 300 students in 17 countries 
(Connolly, Stansfied & Hainey, 2011) and the use of interac-
tive fiction in textual adventures (Pereira, 2013). Further-
more, the commercial computer game/simulation, the SIMS, 
which emulates everyday life and activities, has been used 
in several studies that looked into its impact on vocabulary 
acquisition of university students, showing its positive effect 
as a complementary activity in lexical acquisition (Miller & 
Hegelheimer, 2006; Ranalli, 2008). 

In their analysis of vocabulary acquisition and retention 
using lexical games among students of engineering, Yip and 
Kwan (2006) have demonstrated not only increased student 
interest and motivation, but also improved success and 
effectiveness in reaching learning outcomes. At the same 
time, a growing body of research is being done on the use 
of virtual worlds, such as Second Life, There, and similar, 
synthetic immersive environments with possibilities of voice 
chat, which might be quite effective in foreign language 
learning (Ranalli, 2008:453). 

1 However, there are authors who believe that accurate results 
of game-based learning in the cognitive and subject matter 
sense are difficult to determine, as different studies use 
different methodological approaches, different classification 
of competences and skills and diverse terminological solutions. 
Furthermore, instruments for the precise measuring of learning 
outcomes of GBL are still inadequate, as it is much more 
complex than traditional learning (see Wastiau, Kearney & 
Van den Berghe, 2009 for a literature review on games in 
primary and secondary education, and Connolly et al, 2012 
for a comprehensive overview of relevant studies dealing with 
games in higher education).

In the next section we are going to explore simulation 
as a technique, both in its non-digital version and the pos-
sibilities for integrating it with a digital format. 

3. SIMULATIONS – OVERVIEW

Simulations are gaining high status in institutions of 
higher education. The main reason for their rising popular-
ity in the field of foreign language teaching is the fact that 
they integrate both the communicative and the interactional 
aspects of language.

They create a micro-world mirroring and modeling 
multi-dimensional aspects of the real world and offering 
students pathways for discovering its principles and relations 
(Rieber, 1996). Simulations represent a safe ambience for 
learning and trying out different competencies and skills in a 
world that is imaginary, yet with functions that are realistic. 
The scenario-based opportunities encourage various social 
interactions and learning transactions, whereas role play 
and character identification make the learning experience 
in immersive environments effective and stimulating (de 
Freitas, 2006:44). 

In terms of the linguistic methodological approach, they 
belong to the realm of TBLT, which is oriented towards the 
primacy of meaning in the completion of tasks and achieving 
non-linguistic goals related to real-life professional goals. 
Tasks have tangible outcomes, clear purpose and a real 
context (Skehan 1996:38). 

Being a highly versatile and flexible technique, simu-
lations can be easily adapted to the needs of English for 
Professional Purposes and they are particularly suitable 
for intermediate and advanced level students in activat-
ing, consolidating and reinforcing existing competences 
and skills. They create an extremely powerful environment 
for promoting the development of the students’ verbal 
repertoire.

For these reasons simulation as a technique has already 
been implemented in our English for Business Purposes 
course at the Belgrade Business School, enabling us inter-
curricular integration and the parallel development of com-
municative, content, interpersonal, social and cognitive 
competences and skills, while at the same promoting creativ-
ity, cooperation and teamwork as the key elements for pro-
fessional success and performance. In addition, simulation 
as a technique enables the creation of a playful environment 
which results in a highly inspiring and engaging experience 
contributing to successful learning.
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4. THE COMPANY SIMULATION – DESIGN, 
STRUCTURE AND IMPLEMENTATION

The Company Simulation, developed for our first-year 
students, revolves around tasks and subtasks related to 
some of the typical situations and experiences that may 
arise in the professional target culture and future workplace: 
setting up companies, dividing company roles and recruit-
ing personnel, attending a trade fair. It includes different 
business interactions and transactions, such as exchanging 
telephone calls and e-mails, requesting information, mak-
ing quotations, placing orders and socializing with foreign 
guests and associates. 

It is an attempt to recreate a representation of the busi-
ness world reality in which students act out their chosen 
business roles, in line with Jones’(1982:5) definition of simu-
lation as ”a reality of function in a simulated and structured 
environment”.

The Company Simulation has six stages. Each stage of 
the simulation project begins with a briefing, and ends with 
a debriefing session. The briefing session provides an op-
portunity to introduce the tasks, bring attention to specialist 
vocabulary and useful expressions (Bullard, 1990:59-60), and 
to activate students’ content, linguistic and socio-cultural 
background knowledge (Knutson, 2003:56-57).

The debriefing session, which is part of the reflection 
process, is an indispensable pre-requisite for successful expe-
riential learning to take place, the key to the transformation 
of practical experience into knowledge (Kolb 1984:38). It is 
a reconstruction of the learning experience, its success and 
its challenges (Bullard, 1990; Jones, 1982; Knutson, 2003). 
It reinforces learning through meta-reflection and making 
connections between game activities and tasks with those 
performed in the real world and sets the stage for correc-
tive work.

The tasks in the Company Simulation revolve around 
different communicative situations stimulating communi-
cation and information exchange. The tasks have tangible 
outcomes and clear and meaningful purposes that require 
information gathering, decision-making, knowledge sharing 
and negotiating of meaning in bridging information gaps 
and resolving problem-solving situations.

The first stage is devoted to the building of the conceptual 
framework for company set-ups, organizational structure 
and departmental responsibilities. Mixed-ability student 
teams fulfill the task of establishing their virtual companies, 
choosing their names and headquarters, business operations 
and business missions, along with the delegation of appro-
priate roles (general manager, marketing manager, financial 

manager, etc.). This stage ends in short company presenta-
tions aimed at engaging and sustaining student motivation 
in further work, and sets the stage for the phases to come.

Stage two is built around designing CVs and cover let-
ters for the chosen company positions. In order to relax the 
atmosphere, boost creativity and imagination, students are 
allowed to either keep their own identity in the Simulation 
or create a new one, a role which will make them feel secure 
and free to experiment and communicate without feeling 
stress and anxiety.

In phase three students prepare for attending a busi-
ness fair by practicing different business interactions, such 
as booking flights and accommodation, making contacts 
with prospective business associates, conducting formal 
and informal social interactions in establishing rapport 
with colleagues and clients, with the objective of closing 
business deals with other student teams. This is an intro-
duction to phase four were companies exchange e-mails 
and phone calls in the process of developing and finalizing 
the business deal.

The Simulation project closes with oral presentations of 
all the companies, exhibiting all their activities and transac-
tions, and the submittal of a portfolio containing the docu-
ments generated throughout the simulation: CVs, e-mails 
and planners, as well as the students’ journals registering 
their progress in the execution of tasks. 

5. COMPANY SIMULATION REVISITED
 – AN INTRODUCTION TO VIRTONOMICS

The next step in enhancing the learning experience using 
the simulation technique lies in enriching the non-digital 
Company Simulation by integrating it with an online busi-
ness simulation.

We believe that in ESP the biggest promise of GBL lies in 
the use of digital games and simulations originally developed 
for educational purposes in the professional subject areas. 
To be more precise, in teaching English for Professional, 
Business and Computer science Purposes, using business 
and entrepreneurial simulations such as Virtonomics (www.
virtonomics.com) or Entrepreneurship Simulation: The 
Startup Game2 may be most appropriate as complementary 
parts of the existing syllabus. 

As the Virtonomics simulation is available for free use 
over the Internet we have decided to explore its learning 
potential and appropriateness with respect to the acquisition 
of language and content knowledge.

2 https://cb.hbsp.harvard.edu/cbmp/product/WH0001-HTM-ENG
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Virtonomics has managed to combine the educational 
and leisure aspects of game playing and having fun along 
with learning. It is a web-based online business simulator, a 
business strategy game, providing a framework for creating 
and developing a business. It represents a simulated virtual 
economy, based on real world economy and its business 
and managerial principles. It brings together more than 
one million players worldwide, creating a real business-
oriented community with participants coming from all 
walks of life, businessmen, entrepreneurs, university and 
college students.

The aim of the game is to create a profitable and com-
petitive enterprise. At the outset each player receives startup 
capital and is helped out during the initial period with 
different bonuses. However each virtual business owner is 
free in the choice of how to use and spend this money and 
which business goals to pursue.

Being a flexible and creative game, players are not lim-
ited to a single scenario; there are a variety of options to 
explore, each within a different realm, different industry, 
different strategic approach. From the outset, as a player, 
you build and manage your startup in an industry chosen 
among a variety of diverse options, both in terms of field 
of operation and type of enterprise. You can opt for retail 
business, manufacturing, medicine, automotive industry, 
oil refinery, sport equipment production, or something else, 
in Russia, Saudi Arabia, Argentine, you name it. 

The games unifies 17 interconnected main business pro-
cesses, 141 subsidiaries, 5 macro industries, 203 products, 
33 countries, 300 cities. As a non linear environment, it 
allows each player to follow his or her own business path. 
Yet at the same time, he/she is a “part of a rapidly growing 
economy” with all the actions interconnected and created 
by real people, whether it is developing a business, forming 
partnerships, trading, purchasing or selling enterprises 
(virtonomics.com). Although the game is virtual, people 
and their interactions and transactions are real. Just like 
in real life you can try out different scenarios, and depend-
ing on your knowledge, persistence and experience, you 
can prosper or go bankrupt. The success of the business 
relies on your game actions. This involves making strate-
gic and tactical decisions on a daily basis and judging the 
effectiveness of your campaigns, diversification, choice of 
suppliers, field of operations. It asks for constant market 
research, hiring, training and managing employees, invest-
ing in marketing, introducing technological innovations, 
improving the product quality, choosing the right partners, 
providing client satisfaction in order to start making a profit 
and rise to the top, so picking your niche and staying on 
edge is a must. 

6. LEARNING BENEFITS OF VIRTONOMICS

Virtonomics is an excellent online environment for 
developing both hard and soft business skills, for making 
connections and communicating while still having fun.

It is a collaborative community, an environment with 
people willing to share their knowledge, experience and 
business acumen in helping newbies implement business 
strategies and develop their companies. Despite an essen-
tially competitive nature of the game, players are willing 
to help each other out with advice. Furthermore, the game 
provides helpful resources such as forums, wikis- help files, 
guides, videos etc. 

Its learning value lies in the fact that you can see results 
of your business decisions very quickly, much faster than in 
the real world. This enables you to adjust your moves daily 
in the struggle for a bigger market share and higher profit.

However, the important question remains and that is 
whether you can learn to do business by playing a game.

The authors of the game believe you can improve your 
entrepreneurial skills, and that playing a game where you 
can explore the consequences of making pricing, market-
ing and managerial decisions in a realistic environment in 
terms of competition and market conditions in a risk-free 
environment, can contribute in many ways in testing out 
your strategies and improving your business skills. You 
can also improve decision making in complex situations, 
analytical thinking, administrative skills and so on. 

By combining the classroom Company Simulation with 
Virtonomics, where students could set up their companies 
in the virtual business community and follow their enter-
prises’ progress based on managerial decisions and insight, 
we could take this English for Professional Purposes project 
one step further ahead, both in the area of professional 
competences and English competences development.

7. 	CONCLUDING REMARKS: 
	 CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
	 OF GBL

Language-wise, the Simulation leads to the practice, 
development and integration of all language skills through 
negotiation and cooperation in conquering different com-
municative challenges posed by various situations and inter-
actions. The presence of non-linguistic outcomes that take 
the focus away from the language, inspires natural interac-
tions and the use of different communicative strategies in 
overcoming communication barriers and information gaps, 
which has proven to be an effective pedagogical approach.
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Interactional authenticity, relevance and pertinence for 
the future workplace make simulations a method of choice 
in English for Professional purposes. Tasks in simulations 
are contextualized, meaningful and purposeful, mirroring 
real life communicative challenges and they enable devel-
oping and consolidating both linguistic and professional 
competences. In terms of language development, adding 
the business simulation accelerates the lexical acquisition 
process, with important specialist vocabulary acquired in 
context.

Both the classroom and the digital version of the simula-
tion are interactive formats, fostering cooperation and lead-
ing to the development of social and interpersonal skills, as 
well as affective ones. In other words, simulations activate 
analytical and creative, intellectual, social and emotional 
potential of learners (Crookall & Saunders, 1989; Oxford & 
Crookall 1990). Teamwork, collaboration and cooperation, 
tenets of social constructivism (Vygotsky 1978/1997), en-
able peer learning, and a shared experience of discovery and 
exploration (Breen & Candlin 1980:95), in both the digital 
and the non-digital simulation environment. 

The classroom atmosphere in a simulation is safe and 
risk-free, lowering the affection filter and encouraging risk-
taking, an important element in language learning. The 
setting is relaxed and light-hearted, reducing shyness and 
self-consciousness. Fun and excitement, creativity and im-
agination, with all the attention focused on the task and 
complete involvement and immersion in the game world, 
create a sense of flow, the optimal learning experience that 
arises in the delicate zone between boredom and anxiety 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975:35-36). This state, a pre-requisite 
for successful learning (Goleman, 2008:89), is important for 
ESP as well, since, albeit a practical approach, ESP should 
also include elements of “enjoyment, fun, creativity and a 
sense of achievement” (Hutchinson and Waters 1987: 48).

As an active pedagogical approach, the Simulation cul-
tivates learner autonomy and independence, enabling stu-
dents to make their own decisions and take control of their 
learning process. The format respects individual learning 
styles and strategies in planning and evaluating learning, 
thus giving students the sense of responsibility, achieve-
ment, self-efficacy and self-esteem. It raises the students’ 
interest, stake, engagement and investment in their work, 
instills inspiration and motivation, promotes deeper learning 
(Crookall 1990:157), and thus epitomizes many aspects of 
the holistic and humanistic approach in learning.

In a psychological sense, games fulfill the requirements 
for awakening intrinsic motivation, as they satisfy the need 
for competence (the sense of ability), the need for autonomy 
(independent decision-making) and the need for connect-

edness in a social sense (Przybylski et al., 2010:155-157), 
the so called key elements of PENS- player experience of 
need satisfaction. This type of project would enable a) the 
development and application of competences, linguistic and 
specialist; b) the freedom and flexibility in decision-making 
and choice of strategies for reaching the desired goal; c) 
connectedness with other “players” through cooperation 
and competition, with an additional added value, and that 
is immersion into the world of “game”.

In a professional sense, simulations bridge the gap be-
tween theory and practice, knowledge and action which is 
one of the cornerstones of education aimed at preparing stu-
dents for the workplace arena. Using simulations, students 
at the tertiary level of education are given an opportunity 
to practice “the various multi-faceted, work-related skills 
that they will require once they enter employment” (El-
lington, Gordon and Fowlie 2006:107). They practice the 
communicative skills and the professional knowledge and 
skills acquired in economic and business subjects through a 
simulated and accelerated “first-hand experience”, offering 
skill transfer and developing lifelong learning skills.

Yet, still “a key challenge for designers” is how “to get 
the correct balance between delightful play and fulfilling 
specified learning outcomes” (de Freitas, 2006:5), how to 
integrate educational elements in the natural course of the 
game without killing the game, on the hand, and on the other 
hand, how to include the reflective element which would 
lead to a purposeful and learning game, and not just remain 
on the behavioral level where tasks are solved through trial 
and error (Kiili, 2005:14).

In foreign language learning this translates to the fol-
lowing: mirroring successful classroom techniques often 
does not result in an interesting gaming format, and on the 
other hand, a fun and entertaining game with no tutoring 
elements does not lead to effective learning and ends in the 
entertaining experience (Purushotma, Thorne, & Wheatley, 
2008; Whitton & Baeck, 2013: xiii-xiv).

How we learn through play is still an open question, and 
the results of empirical studies and their meta-reviews are 
often inconclusive. The pressing question is what exactly 
is learning and how can learning outcomes be specified 
and measured in a valid and reliable way. As learning in 
immersive environments is complex and sophisticated, 
based on experience, interactions, and interchanges of vari-
ous sorts, the learning outcomes are more wide-ranging 
and cross-disciplinary and much more difficult to assess 
and evaluate using standard procedures. However, at the 
same time they are potentially more rich and applicable to 
real world experiences (de Freitas, 2006:18), and having in 
mind all the potential educational opportunities offered 
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by game-based learning, we strongly believe simulations 
deserve a highly prominent place in teaching English for 
Professional Purposes.
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