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Minigames and Microgames For Everyone 
 

by Harold D. Stolovitch 
 
 

I would like you to play a brief free association game with me.  Here are the rules.  I say a word; you 
jot down the first thing that comes into your head.  Ready?  Here goes: 
 
"Game…" 
"Instruction…" 
"Instructional game…" 
 

That’s it.  Now for the scoring.  You gain a point each time I am unable to predict your response to 
one of the words.  I predict that your response to "game" was either fun, laugh, play, conflict, or win.  For 
"instruction," you had one of these: school, learn, trainer, course, or books.  Your free-association work with 
"instructional game" was one of these: long, expensive, complex, a game title of some kind, or serious.  The 
total possible points was three.  How did we do? 
 

This article has a single overall objective.  By the end of it, you should be able to locate a point in 
your instructional setting where you can insert at least one small game.  That is a challenge.  Let us see if 
we can both reach that objective. 
 
What Is a Game? 
 
Thiagarajan and Stolovitch define a game as containing four critical characteristics: 

 
1. Conflict.  There is some element of struggle, either between players (chess), against chance 

(dice), between teams (football), or even against a game manager (Dungeons and Dragons). 
 
2. Control.  There are always rules: simple (tic-tac-toe), complex (stock market), fixed (Scrabble), 

or flexible (they shoot marbles, don’t they?) where the rules may change from round to round. 
 
3. Closure.  Games eventually come to an end - some quickly (rock, paper, scissors), others only 

after days or even weeks of play (some of the war games and whole-course games).  This 
distinguishes a game from play that has no closure rule (baseball versus scrub). 

 
4. Contrivance.  There is an element of artificiality.  A game is not real life - although we use the 

word "game" by way of analogy for some of the strange ways we deal with one another.  In our 
definition, however, even if you drop a bundle of money in Monopoly, you still remain solvent. 
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What Is an Instructional Game? 
 

An instructional game differs from an ordinary game in that another characteristic is added: a 
learning objective is deliberately built into the game.  Spill & Spell, Ghetto (which simulates life in inner city 
ghettos), and Number Bingo (which reinforces number concepts) are examples of instructional games.  
Playing Scrabble to help children spell better or increase their vocabulary is an example of the instructional 
use of a non-instructional game. 
 

Instructional games are generally conceived of as long and often complex.  They are seen as 
requiring large amounts of course time (which is always limited), preparation time (which is even more 
limited) and money to purchase (which is often limited to the point of nonexistence).  Paraphernalia, 
complex programming and special scheduling arrangements are also often associated with instruction 
gaming. 
 

This need not be the case.  A large number of game possibilities exist that can be inserted into a 
regular course schedule, require minimal preparation and paraphernalia and for which the only cost is a bit 
of imagination.  These are the mini-and micro-instructional games. 
 
Minigames 
 

Minigames are instructional games that run anywhere from 10 to 45 minutes (the length of a class 
period).  They contain a limited number of objectives (one to three or four).  There is a heavy emphasis on 
player participation and very little on the stimulus materials.  Most minigames can accommodate any size 
group by subdividing it into teams of two to six players.  Following are some examples of minigames: 
 

Words.  This is a variation of the Slapjack game.  The objective is to spell a given word or group of 
words.  The game is appropriate for grades two to six.  Materials needed are a deck of cards, with 
each card containing a single letter.  The frequency of letters is equal to the frequency of use in the 
English language.  A normal deck can contain 100 cards.  The time required is generally 10 minutes 
per word. 
 
Play of the game: One player deals out all the cards face down.  Players pick up cards but do not 
look at them.  A target word is selected (e.g., apple).  The player to the right of the dealer throws his 
or her top (unseen) card face up in the center.  If the card is the first letter of the target word, players 
try to slap the card.  The first player to slap it takes the card and lays it face up in front of him or her.  
If the card does not contain the first letter, no one slaps.  The second player then throws in his or her 
top card, and so on.  The pace is rapid.  Anyone slapping an incorrect card may not slap for an 
entire round.  Once a player has the first letter, she or he tries for the next letter (e.g., if he has an 
"A" he then looks for a "P").  The other players still try for the first letter.  The player who slaps all the 
letters first and has the whole word spelled out in front of him or her is the winner. 
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This Will Kill You.  This is a consumer health game.  The objective is to name the top killers for 
various age, race, and sex groups.  It is appropriate for use in secondary school (grades 10 to 12).  
Materials needed are an overhead transparency as shown in Figure 1, a group of cutouts of the 
letters "X" and "0" and a copy of the Geller tables on health hazards. Time required is 20 to 25 
minutes. 
 
Play of the game: Two teams are chosen (two to five persons each).  One additional student is the 
judge and has the statistics tables.  The remaining students play vicariously as in a TV game show.  
The game leader turns on the overhead projector with the transparency showing the 4 x 4 matrix.  
Teams take turns (one team is "X", the other "0") selecting the number-one killer in an age, race, 
and sex group of their choice.  If correct, the team may place its marker in the appropriate square.  
Once a team selects its killer, the other team may challenge and suggest a different killer for that 
group.  The team that comes closest to the top (but not necessarily number one) gains the square.  
Three "X" or "0" squares in a row horizontally, vertically, or diagonally wins the game. 

 
Figure 1 
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IDIOTS.  This acronym stands for Instructional Development In Ordinary Teaching Situations.  It is 
appropriate for master's degree instructional design students.  Materials needed are typed issue 
cards (see Figure 2), of which there may be any number.  The time required to go through 10 issues 
plus a debriefing is 45 minutes. 
 
Play of the game: The class is divided up into pairs of players.  Each pair receives a group of issue 
cards (usually 10) containing a potential conflict between an instructional developer (ID) and a 
subject-matter expert (SME).  One player assumes the role of the ID, the other the SME.  They read 
an issue and then secretly select a position from the five choices offered.  When both have selected 
their position, they then reveal their choices.  If there is disagreement, they must discuss the issue.  
At any time, one or the other player may call for another selection on the same issue.  Again, secret 
choices are made and then revealed.  Points are scored by counting the number of moves the 
opponent made from his or her original choice to the final one (e.g., player A moved from position 1 
to 3; player B moved from 4 to 3.  B gains two points, A gains one point).  There must be complete 
agreement on an issue before another is tackled.  After 30 minutes, the pair with the largest number 
of resolved issues wins.  Players total points.  Highest point total in each pair wins.  A 15-minute 
debriefing follows.  
 

Figure 2 
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Microg
ames 
 

Similar to minigames, microgames require very few materials.  The unique feature of the 
microgame is that it is extremely brief, lasting anywhere from 30 seconds to 10 minutes.  It generally has 
one instructional objective.  Often it is used to illustrate one particular instructional point.  Even more than 
minigames, microgames demand total player involvement during their short duration.  Following are three 
examples of microgames for highly divergent target groups. 
 

Root It Out.  This is a calculator game on square roots.  The objective is to estimate the square root 
of a given number to within a few decimal points.  It is appropriate for junior high school (grades 
eight and nine).  Material required is a simple pocket calculator (four functions will be sufficient). 
The time required is three to four minutes. 
 
Play of the game: Two to five players may play with a single calculator.  The first player selects a 
two- or three- digit number at random.  Next player estimates the square root and multiplies that 
estimate by itself while the others watch.  If he or she does not hit the target number so that the first 
place to the right of the decimal point is zero, the third player tries.  The calculator is passed in a 
circle, each watching what the others do.  The first player to get the target number with a zero to the 
right of the decimal point is the winner. 
 

Example: target number is 
51 

  

Player 1 7.1 x 7.1 = 50.41 
Player 2 7.16 x 7.16 = 51.2656 
Player 3 7.13 x 7.13 = 50.8369 
Player 4 7.134 x 7.134 = 50.893956 
Player 1 7.136 x 7.136 = 50.922496 
Player 2 7.1363 x 7.1363 = 50.92677769 
Player 3 7.137 x 7.137 = 50.936769 
Player 4 7.14 x 7.14 = 50.9796 
Player 1 7 15 x 7.15 = 51.1225 
Player 2 7.145 x 7.145 = 51.051025 

 
 
Coalition.  This is a variation of Twelker's 4-2-2-1.  The objective is to form coalitions efficiently to 
gain maximum profit both personally and for the group.  This particular game has been utilized with 
a volunteer group of trainees working with hardcore unemployed.  Materials needed are bits of 
paper with either "4", "2" or "1" on each, hats, and play money.  Time required is 60 seconds per 
round. 

Issue: Specifying instructional objectives to the student. 
 
Positions: 

1.  The student should receive a detailed set of objectives and evaluative criteria at the 
beginning of an instructional package. 

2. The student should receive a brief set of objectives at the beginning of an instructional 
package. 

3. The student need not be supplied with objectives.  A brief introduction that outlines the 
goals of an instructional package is sufficient. 

4. The student need not be given any objectives at the beginning of an instructional 
package. 

5. Instructional objectives should be kept hidden from the student so that his or her test 
performance is valid. 
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Play of the game: A hat with the folded numbers 4, 2, 2, and 1 is passed around each group of four 
players.  Each player draws a number.  A signal starts negotiations.  Each group must form 
coalitions adding to at least five (4+1; 4+2; 2+2+1) in 60 seconds.  Ten dollars in play money is 
allotted to teams that succeed.  The player with the most money from all groups after a randomly 
selected number of rounds wins the game.  Within teams, deals and agreements can be made.  
After several rounds, the 60-second time limit is reduced to 45 seconds, then to 30.  A debriefing 
follows the game to determine optimal strategies for forming coalitions, how to avoid conflict and 
breakdowns, what motivates individuals to join coalitions, how individuals benefit from coalitions, 
and so on. 

 
Monster Massacre.  This is a Slapjack type of game on concept teaching/learning.  The objectives 
are to discriminate between critical and variable attributes of a given concept and to determine 
which critical attributes of a concept are more salient than others.  It is appropriate for special 
education teacher-trainees.  The time required is five minutes.  Materials needed are a naked 
monster deck (52 different monsters, such as shown in Figure 3). 
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Play of the game: Three to six players may play with one deck. One player deals out all the cards 
face down.  The players pick up the cards without looking at them.  A particular monster is selected 
(e.g., a trilidip) containing two critical attributes (e.g., spotted body, antennae).  Players take turns 
throwing cards, face-up, in the center.  If an example of the selected monster appears, the first one 
to slap or massacre it gets the card.  She or he places it face-up in front of her or him.  An incorrect 
slap means placing the slapped card face down in front of the player.  When all cards have been 
played, each player subtracts the number of face-down cards from the number of face-up cards.  
Highest score wins. 
 
The debriefing following play is essential to point out how once the critical characteristics are 
identified, all others fade from view and how practice with examples strengthens concept 
acquisition.  Players also examine errors to determine which critical attributes are more or less 
noticeable (e.g., antennae are less salient than spotted bodies). 
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Conclusion 
 
 This brief article had a single objective: to help you, the reader, insert games somewhere into your 
instructional setting.  Minigames and microgames are powerful instructional tools in the educator's 
repertoire.  Learners enjoy them, participate easily, and - wonder of wonders - learn from them as well.  
Mini- and micro- games are non-threatening.  They are short and require virtually no materials.  Their rules 
can easily be assimilated. 
 

Minigames and microgames are no panacea.  They are simply good, useful instructional devices.  
After all, this article began with a tiny microgame.  If you have read this far, it must have had some effect! 
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