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ABSTRACT
Even experienced university instructors can find it challenging to interest human resource
management (HRM) students in the dry historical facts of employment law. This manuscript
presents a visual, high-impact, interactive card game that helps undergraduate students
understand the history of employment law, cases, and executive orders in the United States.
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Teaching highly detailed or technical information can be challenging. This article presents
a customized playing card game that teaches United States employment laws, legal cases, and
executive orders. This competitive classroom game enables learners to understand the evolution
of historical events and social movements within employment law in the United States, with the
intention of an understanding of current workplace policies, practices, and procedures contexts.
As the educational paradigm has evolved from sage on the stage to guide on the side (Kolb &
Kolb, 2009), management instructors have turned to innovative teaching techniques to engage
students (Kolb & Kolb, 2005). We will explore the benefits associated with team-based
gamification strategies and introduce a card game activity that enhances undergraduate
Introduction to Human Resource Management (HRM) students’ learning of employment law.
Teaching with Games (Theoretical Foundation)
According to Experiential Learning Theory (ELT), knowledge comes from experience
(Kolb & Kolb, 2009). The learning cycle (Kolb, 1984) involves four stages: (a) concrete learning,
(b) reflective observation, (c) abstract conceptualization, and (d) active experimentation.
Effective learning occurs when the learner progresses through the cycle. Experiential learning
allows students to blend concrete experience and abstract conceptualization while encouraging
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reflective observation and active experimentation. Kolb and Kolb (2005) assert this educational
recipe may result in tension among learning phases. This formula allows learners to leverage
multiple learning styles in a robust and holistic manner. It places students at the center of the
learning process (McCollum & Barber, 2017). Thus, learning does not occur in a linear manner,
but in a productive and circuitous process to aid students in the utilization of knowledge.
Beattie and Collins (2000), likewise, argue that engagement promotes learning. Instead of
relying (exclusively) on lectures, instructors can use team-based learning methods to engage
students and propel them to the center of the learning ecosystem. McMahon (2018) buttresses the
importance of making the student a starring role in the learning process, through a constructivist
learning model where the student is active in constructing their new knowledge. Games promote
learning from multiple perspectives and support cooperative learning, where students work in
deliberate learning groups to complete tasks collectively leveraging each other’s skills (Johnson
& Johnson, 1990). ELT, along with cooperative learning, supports the use of games in teaching.
The authors of this paper have concluded that when a game was introduced to historically
monotonous course content, students’ feedback was favorable as it pertained to improved learning
outcomes. Although lectures are not without value, educators would do well to encourage learning
by including student-centered activities that engage students.
Games and Gamification as Pedagogical Tools in the College Classroom
Gamification has been defined as the use of game-style features in non-game contexts
(Deterding et al., 2011). Gamification can be applied in a variety of environments and has been
used with success in management and business courses. Board and card games are advantageous
because they are easier to understand versus computer-based games (Zagal, Rick, & Hsi, 2006).
The addition of games to uninteresting course content can encourage student participation and
enjoyment toward learning. Gamifying in the classroom usually includes rules, objectives, goals,
challenges, collaboration, cooperation, and competition, like gaming in non-class contexts. Using
games can be a compelling teaching technique that supports higher-order thinking and complex
problem-solving skills. Games can also be rather social and encourage collaborative and
cooperative learning among students (Kumar & Lightner, 2007).
Research shows that gamification increases student engagement, motivation, performance,
and learning satisfaction (Subhash & Cudney, 2018). Sousa and Rocha (2019) found group
benefits to gameplay such as team cohesion, leadership skills, and team performance improvement.
Games introduce competition into the standard classroom environment (Sánchez-Martín et al.,
2017), thereby potentially increasing student social contact, mastery, acceptance, curiosity,
cooperation, and healthy rivalry between students (Fisher, Beedle, & Rouse, 2014). In short, classbased games can engage students (Zagal, Rick, & Hsi, 2006) and enhance their learning (Sharma,
2015).
The use, acceptance, and influence of games and game-based learning are growing
(Subhash & Cudney, 2018). Board and card games have become increasingly popular (Booth,
2020) and trendy in the management classroom (Gazdula, & Farr, 2019). Games such as
Monopoly®, Bingo, puzzles, and Pandemic® have been used to teach risk and probability
(Gazdula & Farr, 2019), professional ethics (Haywood, McMullen, & Wygal, 2004) and
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organizational structure (McMahon, 2017), self-organizing (McCollum & Barber, 2017) and
leadership skills (Souza, 2019), and management (van Esch & Wiggen, 2020), respectively.
Exercise Instructions
This in-class exercise helps students develop an understanding of the history and sequence
of legislative actions related to human resource management. The exercise is based on the card
game Timeline. Students work in groups of two to eight players. Each group has a deck of cards
that identify human resource management legal elements (laws, acts, executive orders, court cases,
etc.). The year in which the event occurred is on the back of the card. Students create a
chronology/timeline of events. This activity is scalable and can be played in classes of 10-100
students.
Activity Preparation
The objective of the card game is to be the first group to correctly sequence employment
law events. This activity works best in a classroom with movable chairs and desks, so that students
can sit around one table and see each other, the cards in play, and simultaneously interact with
their group. Fixed seating lecture halls do not work as well because some students need to stand
during the game and usually there is not 360-degree seating. Faculty should practice playing the
game themselves so that they are prepared to answer student questions and understand how to
initiate the activity. In class, prior to the activity, the instructor should advise students to prepare
by reading the textbook chapter related to employment law.
The number of card decks needed for this activity is heavily dependent upon how the
groups are structured. If you have students working in teams (where they collaborate as a small
group before paying their card) then plan for one deck for each six to eight students. If students
are playing individually (each student has their own set of cards) you will need one deck for every
four to six students. For example, a class with 50 students would require about eight decks for
team play and 12 decks for individual play. This learning activity is intended for use in an
undergraduate Introduction to Human Resources class, but it also would work for graduate
students or classes focused on legal issues in business.
Learning Objectives
Given United States employment laws, cases, and executive orders, at the end of the activity,
learners will be able to:
•
•
•

Place legislative events in a correct sequence.
Debate and explain the relationship of time and social movements within employment
law in the United States.
Effectively communicate the application of employment law history in relation to current
work policies, practices, and procedures.

Journal of Human Resources Education

21

Volume 15, No. 1, Winter 2021

How to Play
Students should first read the employment law textbook chapter. The first person/team to
correctly determine where each of your event cards goes in the timeline wins. No outside resources
(i.e., cell phones, laptops, textbook, etc.) are permitted. Each player is dealt a starting hand of cards
as indicated below.
Setup:
2-3 players/teams = 6 cards each
4-5 players/teams = 4 cards each
6-8 players/teams = 3 cards each
On each double-sided card is an employment law event. One side, the blue side, contains
just the name and a description of the event. The other side, the green side, has the same
information but also contains the year that the event occurred noted at the bottom. Deal the cards
so players don’t see the year the event happened—blue side up.
One card is then turned over in the center of the table so that the year (green side) is shown.
The groups should us rock, paper, scissors to decide the person who plays first. In turn, players
select a card from their hand and choose where they think it should go in the timeline, then they
flip it over to show the year. Students should not look at dates until the card has been played. Once
they take their hand off the card, it must stay in place. If they are correct, the card it added to the
timeline and the next player takes a turn. If the card is in the wrong place, it is discarded, and the
player takes another card from the draw stack to add to their hand.
During the game, it is possible that a player will play a card with the same date as a card
that has already been played. In this case, the player must play the two cards adjacent to one
another. The order of these two cards does not matter.
The winner is the first player to get rid of all their cards by placing them correctly in order.
If multiple players go out in the same round, then everyone else is eliminated from play and each
of those players is dealt one more card for another round of play. If only one player has no cards
after this bonus round, he or she wins; otherwise, play continues until a single player goes out
alone.
Instructors who are concerned about time or are using larger teams can use a timer, as in
chess, to limit the amount of time a player/team has to take a turn. Cards can be made using the
list of events in Appendix C and printing on cardstock or they can be purchased from a card making
website. The cards used for this activity were created at makeplayingcards.com. Purchasing cards
at this site are at cost. The creator does not receive any payment. For deck-specific details see
https://www.makeplayingcards.com/sell/ManagementCardGames
Estimated Activity Time: 60 minutes
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Debriefing Details
As a group, students should discuss the following questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

How did you choose which event card to play and where to put it in the timeline?
What did you find the most challenging? Why?
What event or date surprised you most? Why?
What was the main takeaway from your experience playing this game?
What are two ways that you will use your knowledge of employment law history
in future HR classes, preparing and taking professional exams, or as an HR
practitioner?
CONCLUSION

One of the most important aspects of using this game is on emphasizing employment law
to aspiring HR practitioners. Both the SHRM and HRCI certification exams contain extensive
employment law content. Playing the employment law timeline game can help students better
grasp detailed, yet important legal events to prepare students for certification exams and
professional responsibilities. Students often do not know the history and background behind
important Human Resource Management laws, cases, and executive orders.
Again, debriefing is an important part of learning and it can be used to assist the faculty
member in making adjustments to the game for future classes. Using a game can check existing
knowledge and reinforce new learning. However, the design and implementation can impact
student success. Instructors should be clear about the pre-work (reading the textbook chapter on
employment law) for the game and the foundational knowledge needed. Students who have
completed the pre-reading find this game appropriately challenging and fun. In contrast, playing
this game with no prior knowledge of employment law can be frustrating and defeating for
learners.
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SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS
Appendix A
Sample Card

Front

Back

Figure A1. The deck includes 54 cards that measure 1.61'' x 2.48'' (41mm x 63mm). There are 49
printed and 5 blank cards. They are printed on 300gsm (smooth) paper.
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Appendix B
Game Instructions

Figure B1. This is the 1-page instruction sheet that accompanies the decks of cards.
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Appendix C
List of Events Used to Make the Playing Cards
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