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LEARNING ABOUT EUROPE THROUGH EDUCATIONAL 
GAMING 
 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This paper explores the contribution to geography teaching which can be made by 
serious games. We describe the ways in which gaming has progressed from 
‘dissected maps’ and jigsaws through board games, to the range of online games 
which are available today. We describe the development, in conjunction with 
European partner institutions, of a new game, entitled RU EU?, intended to raise 
student awareness of European issues, notably the question of European identity; 
this seems to be both important and topical at the time of Brexit. We describe the 
development and the nature of the game and its launch, and the feedback which we 
have received from students who have played it, and suggest that, while it is not 
necessarily a substitute for traditional lecture-style teaching, games such as this can 
provide an additional tool in the geography lecturer’s armoury. 
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Serious games, board games, online gaming, Europe, identity. 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper explores the value of serious computer games as a tool for student 
learning. We discuss the value of games and the skills they can help to develop, and 
the various aspects of computer-assisted learning, including games, which are 
employed in geography teaching. We then describe a resource which we have been 
developing – a game entitled RU-EU? – which can help students to reflect upon 
various aspects of European studies and assist in developing their understanding of 
wider European issues. 
 
The term ‘serious games’ describes games which are designed both to entertain and 
to educate players, and possibly also to promote behavioural change as a result of 
playing them. Games can be both playful and enjoyable, and constitute a support for 
learning, when traditional teaching methods are considered boring or unexciting. 
They also allow for situational simulations which cannot be reproduced in the 
classroom (such as famine, climate change or natural disasters) and thus explore 
environments which might otherwise be inaccessible (such as remote parts of the 
globe or the ocean floor) (Girard et al 2013). 
 
Serious games can help develop a wide range of skills. As well as basic knowledge 
acquisition, they encourage curiosity, challenge, immersion, critical thinking, 
collaboration, argumentation, and problem solving (Qian and Clark 2016). As well as 
being useful in promoting students’ motivation and engagement, they can also be an 
effective strategy to encourage participation among underachievers (de Freitas 
2006). Immediate feedback also promotes reflection and possible changes in views 
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and behaviours, while some particular games may help players to develop empathy 
and inhabit perspectives different from their own (Boltz et al 2015).  
 
Many computer games will be reasonably familiar. For example, Civilisation 
(developed by Sid Meier) is a game in which the player attempts to build an empire, 
in competition with other civilisations; decisions involve where to build new cities, 
which structures to build in each city, which advances in knowledge to seek and so 
on. SimCity (Maxis) is a popular game in which players construct their own city, while 
games such as Papers Please (Lucas Pope), in which the player takes on the role of 
a border guard, focus on immigration. There are numerous games with a political 
content, such as Peacemaker (Tim Sweeney), which challenges players to resolve 
the Middle East crisis (Blumberg et al 2012). While the range of available games is 
therefore significant, we focus here on those particularly relevant to the learning of 
geography. 
 
The tradition of geographical games 
 
The concept of learning geography through play may have originated with card 
games in 17th century France, while by the late 18th century, Londoner John 
Spilsbury was creating the earliest jigsaw puzzles, or ‘dissected maps’. There are 
references to these dissected maps of Europe in novels such as Jane Austen’s 
Mansfield Park. Many individuals have grown up assembling jigsaws of world maps 
or of British counties. Such puzzles are still used in school teaching, often at primary 
level, to help children to recognise other countries by their shape or their flags, their 
capital cities and so on (Leeder 2006).  
 
There are also a variety of board games with a geographical focus. One of the best 
known is Risk (Hasbro), where players compete for territories in a world map divided 
into regions (da Silva 2015). In Diplomacy (Wizards of the Coast), players, as 
decision makers in the international arena, simulate the international politics of pre-
World War I Europe. There are other games with a European focus, such as 
Eurorails (Mayfair Games) and Ticket to Ride (Alan Moon), which involve plotting 
travel routes across European countries. Some such games have now gained a new 
lease of life as video or digital games (Salter 2011). 
 
The first computer programmes dedicated to teaching geography appeared in the 
1980s, and electronic atlases became common in the 1990s (Pokojski 2017). 
Computers have assisted geography teaching in three ways (Gold et al 1991) – first, 
by acquiring computer literacy in areas of geographical significance; second, by 
learning about geography through applications such as GIS; and third, by critiquing 
the computer technologies from a geographical perspective. Games can be a useful 
tool in this third category, allowing students to learn in a critical manner (Adams 
1988). 
 
With the development of the internet, maps became interactive and computer games 
became increasingly common. One of the most widely known is SimCity, launched in 
1989 by Maxis and frequently used by urban geographers, planners and landscape 
architects. The player develops a city from a patch of undeveloped land, controlling 
where to place development zones, infrastructure like roads and power plants, and 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Zoning
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public services such as schools, parks and hospitals (Adams 1998, Kim and Shin 
2015). Another, less well-known game is Food Force (United Nations) in which 
players tackle issues of global hunger (van der Schee 2006). 
 
Games are, of course, only one way of encouraging students to learn geography 
using new technologies (van der Schee 2006). Remote sensing and Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) are other examples. Indeed, we are increasingly familiar 
with GIS, which presents stored data graphically on a map, through in-car satellite 
navigation systems or SatNav.  
 
Non-digital outdoor geographic games have also become increasingly popular. 
Participation in orienteering developed in the 1960s and 1970s and has been 
adopted by groups such as the Scouts who offer orienteering badges. Essentially 
players attempt to get from Point A to Point B, using maps, a compass or GIS 
software. Another, more recently developed activity is geocaching where GIS 
software assists players to locate objects or ‘treasures’ left at specific locations 
(Olson 2012).  
 
It is clear therefore that the use of games and puzzles in the learning of geography 
has a long history, and new technologies have expanded the possibilities available to 
teachers. We move on to discuss a recent development, which we believe has 
possibilities for the teaching of European geography and, indeed, wider European 
study.  
 
Developing the RU-EU? game 
 
Games have the capacity to tackle ill-defined problems for which there is not one 
unique solution, but many possible approaches and multiple solutions (Jamaludin 
and Hung, 2017). One current prominent, problem is the fluctuating commitment to 
membership of the European Union, highlighted, of course, by Brexit, the decision by 
the UK to leave the EU altogether. The Brexit vote raised various questions about 
European identity, as well as about issues such as migration, borders, freedom of 
movement and so on – all matters of concern to the geographer. Since games can 
support active exploratory learning with ill-defined problems, it seemed that a game-
based approach was ideally suited to helping students to think in more depth about 
European issues at a time of political change.  
 
The RU-EU? game has been developed by partners in Scotland, the Netherlands, 
Greece, Germany, and Croatia. It is available on the project website (https://rueu-
project.eu/) and is essentially a role-playing game with the player acting as a 
freelance research journalist writing for a European newspaper. Their aim is to help 
their readers to gain a better understanding of European issues by carrying out a 
number of assignments, reporting about various current concerns, with which 
readers of the newspaper might be struggling. For each assignment the journalist 
encounters a range of different perspectives and viewpoints and carries out 
activities, such as tracking down material and categorising, selecting, comparing and 
evaluating the material with the overall goal of eventually organising this material into 
a draft magazine article.  
 

https://rueu-project.eu/
https://rueu-project.eu/
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The game aims to increase understanding of the complexity of European issues and 
their importance in different situations and contexts. When the player begins their 
task as a journalist, they are directed to a map of Europe showing the five partner 
countries and each country is linked to one of five scenarios and five related 
assignments. These are:  

• Brexit (UK);  

• Freedom of movement and the rights of EU citizens to work across Europe 
(Netherlands);  

• Immigration, including their rights, particularly rights of asylum (Greece);  

• An exploration of who is European anyway – the differing attitudes towards 
Europe in different nations (Germany);  

• Changes in identification with the EU over time (Croatia). 
 
The game involves selecting statements for each scenario from a variety of 
situations – interviews with individuals, discussions in a pub, breaking news and so 
on – and these are collected in order to draft the magazine article. As in a typical 
interview, there are a number of topics (or themes) that the player might pursue and 
the game has identified a total of 10 themes, based on a review of the academic 
literature conducted as part of the game development (Leith et al 2019). Themes 
include environmental, social, economic, rights, security, political, historic, cultural, 
emotional and geographical issues. This last allows the player to explore, for 
example, ethnicity, nationality and the question of ‘where we come from’ – as this 
has an impact on how we view Europe / European issues.  
 
The learning outcomes seek to engage players’ (students’) understanding of their 
own attitudes and biases (conscious or unconscious) and to increase individual 
awareness and understanding of the complex nature of Europe and the EU, 
emphasising the contrasting, contradictory and frequently conflict-ridden nature of 
different people’s views. Hence, the game includes activities that require players to 
encounter differing views and to engage in tasks requiring higher order thinking 
skills, such as classification, analysis, synthesis, evaluation and judgement in making 
decisions about differing opinions. In terms of the learning mechanics described by 
Arnab et al (2015), it seems that useful activities would include ‘explore’, ‘identify’, 
‘generalisation / discrimination’, ‘participation’ and ‘feedback’. 
 
Evaluating the game 
 
The game launched in October 2019 and we have evaluated it at different points. In 
evaluating serious games, it is not always clear what game attributes support 
learning and how they influence players’ learning outcomes, although Wilson et al 
(2009) suggested that, when informational content combines with the appropriate 
gaming characteristics, the combination of the two elicits a motivated learner. 
 
Early piloting of the initial prototype of the game, with a small number of users, 
allowed us to remedy glitches. Then we undertook more rigorous piloting with larger 
numbers of students to assess the usability and playability of the game and to obtain 
important student feedback. The game was played by 31 Honours level social 
science students at the University of the West of Scotland and they provided us with 
that feedback.  
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A questionnaire explored (a) players’ perceptions of the game tools and activities, (b) 
players’ perceptions of game features, (c) the usability of the game and (d) whether 
the game helped them to find out about European issues, specifically European 
identity. Players responded to these items on a 1-5 Likert scale where 1 meant 
strongly disagree and 5 meant strongly agree.  
 
With respect to players’ perceptions of the game tools and activities, the highest 
ratings were for ‘I liked getting feedback about my choices in the game’ (mean = 
4.08) and ‘I had enough control when playing the game’ (3.85). Players tended to 
agree that the game tools were engaging and they seemed to like the content with 
4.00 for ‘The game content and topics are interesting’, 3.92 for ‘The journalist 
narrative in the game is interesting’ and 3.85 for ‘The graphics in the game are 
appropriate or attractive’. Players seemed reasonably happy with the ease of game 
activities (3.62) and for ‘The game was about the right length’ (3.50). Likewise, in 
terms of ‘The game helped me to learn about important aspects of European identity’ 
(3.62) and ‘The game is suitable for increasing awareness of European identity’ 
(3.92).  
 
After the final version of the game launched, we undertook a large-scale evaluation 
involving students at three partner institutions (Scotland, Greece and Croatia). While 
one set of students played the game, another ‘control’ group received a lecture, 
using the same material and graphics as the game, but in a ‘traditional’ academic 
setting. Students completed questionnaires before and after the lecture or the game 
playing, to assess the extent to which the material had had an impact. We were able 
to analyse 105 responses from the game-players and 94 from the ‘control group’. 
The results showed a number of similarities: 
 

• When asked before and after about the significance of the term ‘European 
identity’, the proportion of those indicating that it did mean something to them 
rose from 68.5% to 72.4% (game group) and from 69.1% to 77.7% (control 
group); 

• When asked if students felt like ‘citizens of Europe’, the figures rose from 
81.9% to 85.7% (game group) and from 72.4% to 84.0% (control group); 

• When asked the extent to which being in the EU had a positive effect on how 
students felt about themselves in day to day life, this changed from 50.4% to 
60.0%(game group) and from 38.3% to 60.7% (control group); 

• A sense of pride in being an EU citizen rose from 69.5% to 71.5% (game 
group) and 71.2% to 73.4% (control group); 

• In terms of how students described themselves, the proportion feeling either 
European only, more or equally European and their own nationality, rose from 
49.6% to 54.3% (game group) but fell slightly from 34.0% to 33.0% (control 
group). 

 
Some representative quotes from students included: 
 

The game encouraged me to reflect on a number of important issues related 
to EU policy and culture. For example, it helped me to a better understanding 
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of anti-EU views. Although I personally disagree with these views, I found it 
interesting to explore and reflect on their rationale. 
 
Μy knowledge about EU identity issues has been very much improved. Τhe 
general design of the game offers a lot of food for thought.  
 
The game helped me to rethink about my identity. 

 
This suggests that learning about Europe gives students a rather more positive 
awareness of the EU and perhaps counters some of the negative perceptions of 
‘Europe’ in sections of society and the media. The fact that, in most cases, these 
changes occurred regardless of whether students played the game or received a 
traditional lecture using the same materials suggests that gaming is not necessarily a 
substitute for more traditional learning. Rather it is a fun alternative to lectures and 
so is thus an additional educational tool.  
 
Conclusions 
 
Geography is the science that studies, analyses and tries to explain the space 
produced by human beings (da Silva 2015). Geography and cartography therefore 
play a key role in making the world understandable for students, and providing 
methods which assist that understanding are essential. We have shown that there is 
a long tradition in using puzzles and games in the teaching and learning of 
geography and that, in recent years, there has been a significant growth in digital 
gaming.  
 
Such games appear to be effective mechanisms to teach, in a fun way, about 
geographical space. If games are fun for the student, then this indicates that they are 
more likely to be able to master the challenges of learning and adopt a problem-
solving mentality. Many university courses now use technology, and learning is 
increasingly ‘blended’ – a mixture of traditional teaching and other, often digital, 
approaches. Knight (2006) shows that incoming first-year geography students are 
particularly open-minded about the application of technology to teaching and 
learning experiences.  
 
Our own, quite positive, student feedback to the RU-EU? game suggests it has 
potential to contribute to the teaching of European geography – and indeed across 
the social sciences. Student reactions showed that gaming was not necessarily a 
substitute for traditional teaching, as both approaches resulted in shifting views on 
European issues. Rather, we suggest that gaming provides an alternative, fun, way 
of exploring topical issues and stimulating thought and discussion. 
 
So, new technology is never a panacea for other forms of learning. Indeed, Ervin and 
Lopez-Carr (2017) suggest that learning outcomes are not necessarily enhanced by 
the use of serious games. Rather, they can play a part in the range of geographical 
teaching and learning. If, as van der Schee (2006) states, geography is the discipline 
that helps students to think critically about their interdependent world, then new 
media can help them to discover it faster and easier than before.  
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