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Preface

For those who read my previous book, A Board Game Education, and for those that are simply curious, you may be asking a fair question: What makes the board games in this book so special as to warrant a new book? The board games discussed in this book are unique in that they develop core educational skills across all disciplines. They are not simply math or logic games, but combine learnings in math, language arts, problem-solving, reasoning, social sciences and communications. They are the super foods of the board game world!

The research and studies published since my last book confirm the importance of developing core educational skills in students at an early age. The dilemma continues to be how to best accomplish this goal, especially for at-risk students and students from challenged families. The board games discussed in this book are not only widely accessible to most families and teachers, but they are the perfect tools to help accomplish the goal of developing these critical educational skills at an early age. What is also really unique about the board games in this book is that they span the ages, from Backgammon invented more than 5,000 years ago to Ticket to Ride published in the last fifteen years. With these games, there is something for everyone.

A final note about what this book is not. It is not a strategy book about how to best play any of these games to win, although by focusing on the educational components of each game players will become quite good at each game. This book is also not an analysis of the best board games created, the most popular board games or the most fun board games to play. There are great internet sites like Board Game Geek for these types of discussions and forums. The board games discussed in this book are included because they are widely popular and therefore generally accessible to most parents and school teachers at reasonable prices. Most importantly they develop critical educational skills and are fun to play!

As with any endeavor there are a number of people to thank for their support. Marie Kimura with MegaHouse Corporation provided invaluable feedback, information, and advice with respect to Othello. Similarly, a big thank you to Kathy Carpano and Hasbro for providing information and images for CONNECT 4. Thank you to the critical studies and behavioral science departments at the University of Cincinnati for their feedback, suggestions, and insights. Finally, thank you again to Linda Drake for her editing and proofreading of the manuscript.


Chapter 1

The Hidden Secret to Academic Success

Board Games!

 

 

“Your Ticket to Ride all the Way to Harvard”

Okay, I will admit that this subtitle might be a bit overstated. Plus, in our house Harvard is known as the Michigan of the East. In any event, research and studies over the past thirty years continue to support the fact that the educational skills developed and practiced through the play of board games unequivocally leads to academic success. Moreover, these very same skills have also been identified as crucial for career success. So how, you might ask, does playing CONNECT 4 lead to the corner office? Read on!

The idea that developing math and reading skills at an early age will prove beneficial is hardly a new or controversial topic. However, utilizing tools that not only develop math and language arts skills, but also develop skills in reasoning, strategic thinking, problem-solving, economics, geography, sociology, history, and communications has been found to create exponential learning achievement. Stated another way, by identifying activities that require students to use and learn multiple skills the students’ development and retention of all the skills are enhanced. And guess what? Some of the best tools to develop these very skills are the board games discussed in this book.

Problem-Solving, Strategic Thinking, and Reasoning Skills

Problem-solving is the foundation of all early education and learning. Strategic thinking and reasoning are two of the main components in problem-solving. Reasoning is the process of drawing conclusions from information. Importantly, the reasoning process always requires going beyond the known information. As students become more comfortable with drawing conclusions or inferences without complete information by drawing on past experiences, their problem-solving abilities increase.

Recent studies researching effective methods for teaching problem-solving in early childhood education found that students who developed problem-solving skills in elementary school were 40 percent more likely to achieve academic success in high school than those students who did not develop problem-solving skills. The ACT Research and Policy Center has found that two of the most important skills for achieving high standardized test scores are problem-solving and strategic thinking.

The importance of problem-solving skills for achieving academic success in high school as well as college was also confirmed by a 2012 Michigan State University study that found students who developed problem-solving skills by high school had greater academic success in high school and were better prepared for college. Indeed, Japan intentionally and publicly shifted its public education policy in 2007 from “memorization-focused education” to “problem-solving-focused education.” Moreover, by developing problem-solving and strategic thinking skills students also develop corresponding academic behaviors, such as persistence, cooperation, teamwork and rule compliance, which have been identified as critical behaviors for work place success. (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Hanson & Borman, 2006).

While the importance of developing problem-solving skills, strategic thinking and reasoning is not really contested, the problematic issue is how to best teach these skills. After all, lectures and books on reasoning, logic, and problem-solving are best saved to cure insomnia. However, teaching these skills through tools which also integrate other core educational skills such as language arts, math, geography, history, and economics engages and empowers students. And it just so happens that the board games discussed in this book do just that!

Math Skills

The importance of developing math skills in students at an early age is well documented. Core math skills include number sense, or understanding the relationship between numbers, as well as computational skills such as addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division. Since advanced math concepts build on core math skills, mastery of the core math skills is critical for future academic success. A review of two math tests given through the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) shows that computation skills in all students have declined in each decade since the 1980s.

Okay, so why is this important? Because studies have consistently shown that the most crucial factor in predicting later academic achievement is whether students develop early math and literacy skills! Breaking it down even further, as between math and literacy skills, Greg Duncan’s widely cited 2007 School Readiness and Later Achievement study of 35,000 preschoolers found that math skills are even more important than literacy skills or behavior skills for academic success. Furthermore, the same study found that students who excel in math in high school do well in the labor market. Put another way, math skills are really a big deal!

As with problem-solving, reasoning, and strategic thinking, core math skills are best developed through tools that integrate and develop other skills at the same time. Indeed, according to a 2002 Position Statement by the National Association of the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), “problem-solving and reasoning are the heart of mathematics.” The NAEYC goes on to identify board games as excellent tools for teachers to promote an understanding of important mathematical concepts through problem-solving, reasoning, and social interaction. Not coincidentally, every board game discussed in this book develops core math skills while, at the same time, integrating and introducing a multitude of other core educational skills.

Language Arts Skills

The subject of language arts is best defined as the vehicle of communication by which we live, work, share, and build ideas of the present, reflect on the past and imagine the future. The components of language arts include reading, comprehension, spelling, vocabulary, oral communication and foreign language skills. Unfortunately, as noted by Donald Hernandez’s recent study, Double Jeopardy: How Third Grade Reading Skills and Poverty Influence High School Graduation, one in six children who do not have proficient language arts skills in third grade will not graduate high school on time.

While the results of Hernandez’s study are certainly a cause for concern, it turns out that the projected success for those students who do acquire core language arts skills is as equally positive. In a comprehensive study performed by James Athansou through the Australian Studies of School Performance he found that early development of language arts skills was an accurate predictor of academic and work place success. According to Athansou, “literacy at
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