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Wargaming 
in Professional Military Education
Challenges and Solutions

Colonel Eric M. Walters, USMC (Ret) 

Abstract: Given the emphasis to employ wargaming in professional military 
education, how can instructors in the schoolhouses, operating forces, and sup-
porting establishment—particularly those who are not experienced wargamers 
themselves—go about it? This article explains the necessity of crafting desired 
learning outcomes to selected, modified, or in-house designed serious wargames 
with the assistance of accomplished experts. Summarizing relevant recent schol-
arship, it provides foundational terminology and concepts that facilitate collab-
orative conversations, as well as offers advice regarding common but avoidable 
pitfalls of this dynamic and immersive teaching method. 
Keywords: professional military education, PME, serious games, serious warga-
mes, educational games, role-playing games, matrix games, solitaire wargames 

Commercial wargaming was—and arguably still is—a niche hobby for 
those who look at wargaming as more than merely an entertaining diver-
sion; during its history in the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, 

only a relatively small proportion of military members and academics regularly 
played what have been termed as serious wargames.1 In the past, there was insti-
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tutional resistance to the idea of using what some felt to be children’s games in 
professional military education (PME); while that stigma has lessened recently, 
the learning barriers for wargames nevertheless remain high for the uninitiated.2 
The games can be hard to learn and even more difficult to win against a com-
petent opponent.3 Yet, here we are in 2021; military wargaming appears to be 
undergoing a resurrection in PME schools, the operating forces, and even the 
supporting establishment. Commandant of the Marine Corps General David 
H. Berger in his Commandant’s Planning Guidance emphasizes the need for 
practicing military decision making in PME, which is the primary purpose 
of educational wargaming.4 But one fact remains; for those who are interest-
ed in using and designing wargames to teach military judgment, this teaching 
method can seem too difficult to implement effectively.5 The success stories in 
academia involve professors, instructors, and Marine leaders in the operating 
forces who already are wargamers.6 How does someone who is not a wargamer 
but teaches military decision making figure out what wargame to use? How 
does one use it? What are the advantages and limitations of the various games 
available? What are the challenges in integrating wargames and curriculum, and 
how can these be overcome? This article intends to help orient those unfamiliar 
with wargaming and advise on proven best practices in using them when teach-
ing military judgment in decision making.

Overcoming Past Legacies
Even in its modern beginnings in Prussia, wargaming—as it emerged from ab-
stract predecessors into more realistic depictions of combat—was not always a 
very popular teaching method within the military education establishment.7 
While the Prussian chief of staff, General Karl von Müffling, had initially been 
against the idea, he was subsequently won over after witnessing an 1824 krieg-
spiel demonstration by Lieutenant Georg von Reisswitz. “It’s not a game at 
all, it’s training for war. I shall recommend it to the whole army,” the grizzled 
Prussian veteran of the Napoleonic Wars had exclaimed during von Reisswitz’s 
display.8 This young wargaming advocate was nevertheless subsequently os-
tracized by his colleagues and committed suicide three years after his game’s 
endorsement.9 Some officers nevertheless saw the utility of wargaming in ed-
ucation in decision making; one of the earliest adherents was a certain Lieu-
tenant Helmuth von Moltke (later labeled “the Elder”), who advocated using 
Reisswitz’s game just a year later. Once made chief of staff of the Prussian Army, 
von Moltke the Elder mandated wargaming as a part of a candidate officer’s 
academic preparation to become a member of the General Staff.10

Fast forward to 12 April 1997, the date of Marine Corps Order (MCO) 
1500.55, Military Thinking and Decision Making Exercises, signed by then- 
Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Charles C. Krulak.11 While there 
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were some tentative efforts to implement wargaming in the Marine Corps, none 
endured as a favored tool in professional military education for any meaningful 
length of time. There were isolated instances of force-on-force wargaming used 
in education here and there but nothing that was institutionalized across the 
Marine Corps.12 The closest method and the most often employed decision 
game teaching technique was, first and foremost, the tactical decision game 
(TDG). TDGs were easy to implement and well-supported in the pages of 
the Marine Corps Gazette.13 While the Marine Corps Association bookstore in 
Quantico stocked commercial wargames next to the books listed in the Com-
mandant’s Professional Reading List, they eventually dwindled and disappeared 
altogether when the Avalon Hill Game Company and its subsidiary, Victory 
Games Company, went out of business.14 

How Does the Educator Use 
the Game to Teach the Students?
As with selecting any specific teaching method, knowing what the educational 
outcome the wargame is meant to serve at the outset is foundational:

Wargames have . . . educational advantages for the study of 
war, because students must grapple with real strategic and tac-
tical dilemmas as they struggle to beat their colleagues, and be-
cause the games show that the historical outcome of a conflict 
was not bound to occur. . . . As with any teaching method, the 
first priority when deciding to employ a wargame in class is to 
have a clear sense of the educational objective.15 

This looks like a “Master of the Obvious” exhortation, but professional 
wargamers used to translating objectives into game design will say that it is 
not hard to give a wargame user what they want, but much more challenging 
to give them what they really need, especially if the user cannot verbalize the 
latter. It is best to pair the educator with a serious wargame expert to decide 
what kind of game is going to work in meeting the learning outcomes. Fre-
quently, it means the learning objectives—those brief outcome statements that 
describe the measurable observables of knowledge, skills, and attitudes the stu-
dent should exhibit—must be articulated with far more precision. This is also 
true when custom designing a wargame to fit an educational requirement when 
an existing commercial game cannot be found that suffices for the expected 
learning outcome.16 

Of course, if faculty members are not familiar with serious wargames, it is 
hard to know what learning outcomes are best suited for educational wargame 
application. An educator teaching tactics might want their students to know the 
eight ways to gain advantage, per Tactics, Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 
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(MCDP) 1-3.17 But the wargamer-educator is likely to ask if being able to de-
scribe these ways is enough. Might it be better if the student can demonstrate 
at least a proportion of them on a wargame board and provide a rationale that 
manifests a correct understanding of the concepts? The former objective might 
read something like “the student can describe, orally or in writing, all eight ways 
to gain battlefield advantage, in accordance with Tactics, MCDP 1-3.” But if 
the educational intention is that students should develop and practice military 
decision-making skills in applying this knowledge, another learning outcome 
can be added: “Provided a scenario in a tactical-level wargame, the student can 
demonstrate—through his game moves—and justify at least four of the eight 
ways to gain battlefield advantage, in accordance with Tactics, MCDP 1-3.” 
What remains is selecting the game that best supports this latter outcome, given 
the constraints of the facility resources and time available. Given the historical 
cases provided in this particular doctrinal publication, it might be best to select 
a wargame that covers one of them, such as the Gettysburg example, using a 
very simple title by veteran game designer Mark Herman, Gettysburg Deluxe 
Edition.18 

Dr. Philip Sabin, former professor of War Studies at King’s College Lon-
don, who specializes in employing wargaming in military history and theory 
classes, suggests the below categories of learning outcomes best suited for edu-
cational wargaming.19

Understand Relationships between Force, Space, 
and Time in Tactics, Operations, and Strategy
Novices in military judgment at any level of war do not immediately appreciate 
the potentials, implications, and consequences in employing a particular force 
array within a particular battlespace, either for their own side or their adver-
sary.20 In this author’s implementation of the Fort Lee Satellite Campus Com-
mand and General Staff College-developed game, Baltic Reign, student officers 
performing course of action (COA) analysis were surprised by the problems 
involving “the tyranny of distance” in deploying forces and sustainment to East-
ern Europe, particularly when pressured to simultaneously win battles at the 
adversary’s geographical doorstep at the outset of operations.21 Deciding when, 
where, and why to offer battle—and when, where, and why to refuse it—is 
the very essence of operational-level decision making.22 In games, the students 
were usually eager to rush to failure—aiming to win initial battles—but getting 
themselves into an operational-level catastrophe as they could not sustain a 
string of tactical victories for long. Much depends not only on the present ratio 
of forces on the map but also the potential power correlation over time in key 
geographic areas, depending on various assumptions. Forcing the students to 
face such difficult decisions and accommodating the consequences—not only 
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the near-term ones but also the mid-term and long-term—is a large part of 
what they need to learn.

Likewise in the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College elective 
A681 History in Action, the author and the Fort Lee Satellite Campus military 
history professor employed simulation support from the Fort Leavenworth staff 
at the college, running the simple board game Battle for Moscow via a popu-
lar online computer program, VASSAL.23 The overall educational intent of the 
course is to place students into historical situations where they must analyze 
problems and make military decisions. Through this method, they then can 
better understand and evaluate the decisions the historical commanders made. 
The curriculum is completely decision-game centered and employs wargames 
so that students must determine pertinent objectives, develop COAs, and 
evaluate their execution of the COA employed, considering the consequences 
that occurred in the game. Army officer students are directed to assess their 
plan and/or execution through the lens of the nine principles of war.24 Cer-
tain principles, such as mass and economy of force, compel students to eval-
uate how well they balanced the correlation of forces against their formulated  
objectives—to include the enemy’s as well as their own—given the time limit 
of seven turns to win. Both players must judge their performance in applying 
maneuver and achieving surprise or—frequently—how they ended up as the 
target of the same! Timing offensive action, metering the tempo of the advance, 
and knowing when to resist the temptation to attack are also major consider-
ations. However, Battle for Moscow does not support analysis of the principle of 
unity of command, given that there is only one player per side. Despite this, the 
involved staff of the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College think the 
advantages the game offers outweigh its disadvantages.

Even with the preliminary readings describing the course of the campaign, 
students often remark how playing the game better illustrates the difficult de-
cisions regarding sufficient force allocation to accomplish various competing 
geographic objectives, given the tight time constraints that their historical 
counterparts faced. They also learn that while the principles of war can be use-
ful in providing an analytical lens and common lexicon to evaluate their perfor-
mance and the opponent’s performance, they are extremely difficult to employ 
prescriptively in formulating and executing a COA. 

Working through Dilemmas in Decision Making within a 
Realistic “Decision Environment” Simulated in the Wargame 
Dr. James Lacey described how senior field grade officers at Marine Corps War 
College grappled with the issues of formulating and implementing strategy in a 
commercial-off-the-shelf wargame, exposed to thorny problems they never had 
previously experienced at the national strategic level.25 He employed a popular 
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strategic wargame, entitled Tri-
umph and Tragedy, covering the 
later interwar period and continu-
ing on through the entire course 
of World War II in Europe.26 He 
based his selection on the game’s 
portrayal of the economic and 
diplomatic instruments of na-
tional strategic power, not just the 
military instrument. Placing the 
students in the roles of the United 
Kingdom and United States ne-
gotiating teams at the 1943 Casa-
blanca Conference, they had to 
settle disagreements on strategic 
priorities and execute their deci-
sions on the game board, which 
forced them to accept the result-
ing consequences.27 

Experiencing the Interactive Dynamics of Friction, 
Uncertainty, Fluidity, Disorder, and Complexity  
in the Wargame Environment
This accords well with Warfighting, MCDP 1’s characterization in chapter 1 on 
the nature of war and warfare.28 Some games do this better than others as pub-
lished, but any of them can incorporate these factors with minor modification. 
Popular methods include techniques to simulate limited intelligence through 
hidden units for both sides, either using pieces “face down” until revealed by 
scouting or combat, or in a “double-blind” session with an umpire adjudicating 
reconnaissance and surveillance reporting prior to and when in contact. Others 
incorporate variable movement ranges in difficult terrain and/or bad weather, 
delays or outages in unit communications, or random event/SNAFU effects 
using die rolls and/or cards.29 Commercial tactical-level games often include 
ratings for unit and individual leader morale and tactical proficiency to dis-
criminate between elite and conscript formation quality to crudely simulate 
the effect of fear when fighting battles, inexperienced formations either melting 
away more quickly or retreating more frequently.30

The author ran several double-blind wargames using a very complex but 
popular system with his officers, customized in such a way that the situation 
would challenge their initial assumptions about the situation and encourage 
creative adaptation in execution to achieve the overall commander’s intent.31 

Figure 1. Army University’s Battle for Moscow 
online wargaming competition

Source: U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College, courtesy Dr. James Sterrett.
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The author would only teach the minimum of information for the participants 
to make basic decisions; these were then translated into game actions conform-
ing to the rules. This particular game system facilitated not only a great deal of 
uncertainty with its rules for hidden (not seen on the board) units, concealed 
units (location of units seen on the board but not their composition), but also 
very high friction levels as weapons and radios malfunctioned, artillery rounds 
fell short, vehicles bogged down in difficult terrain, inadvertent fires raged given 
the right weather conditions and combustible terrain, stout units unexpectedly 
panicked under fire and green units surprisingly stood fast or rallied quicker 
than normal, units ran out of crucial ammunition when most inconvenient, 
and more. Repeated practice with the game inoculated the participants against 
expectations of perfectly executed plans, teaching them flexibility, adaptability, 
focus, and perseverance.

Exercising Creative and Critical Thinking Preparing for, 
Participating in, and Analyzing the Wargaming Event 
Wargame participants find themselves confronted with their unintentional 
analytical biases in understanding and communicating their estimates, their 
arguments compromised by faulty reasoning most typically through logical fal-
lacies.32 Wargaming quickly spotlights these problems in the public glare of 
examination by one’s colleagues. The incentive to improve both one’s thinking 
and the ability to communicate ideas effectively is irresistible. Dr. Lacey has 

Figure 2. Wargaming Week 2019: student-led wargaming at the Naval Postgraduate 
School

Source: “Student-led Wargaming Offers Insights, Analyses into Future Conflict,” Naval 
Postgraduate School, 5 August 2019.
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written about how often war colleges talk about improving the critical and 
creative thinking skills of their students but rarely give those same students 
practice in them. For him, wargaming is the best environment to remedy this 
deficiency.33

As one example of this in the U.S. Army Command and Staff College 
A681 History in Action elective wargame, Battle for Moscow, students will take 
the initial disposition of German forces as a given and press against the Soviet 
defenses in both the north and the south of the game map, following the same 
concepts the Germans did historically. This example of anchoring bias comes 
naturally to new wargamers, as they are unsure of what to do differently and 
cannot judge the prospects for success given a different concept of operations. 
The problem is that the northern approach—while the shorter road to Mos-
cow—is also the most heavily forested and fortified, enhancing Soviet defenses 
there. Some students decide to make the main effort in the south, where the 
path to victory may be the longest, but the terrain appears more suitable for a 
rapid mechanized advance. In the post-game after action review sessions the 
author facilitates, it is illuminating for the students to compare notes on the 
decision whether to equally weight the northern and southern advances, or to 
put all the mechanized forces in the south. We then compare these judgments 
to those of the historical commanders to understand why they did what they 
did. The additional historical context usually leads to discussions about the 
limitations of the game in replicating the environment. In this case, the se-
vere difficulties the Germans had with sustaining their forces at this point in 
the campaign and the need to attack quickly after liquidating the Kiev pocket 
meant the Germans could not combine their two offensive prongs in the south. 

Students thus get the benefit of practicing both creative thinking (e.g., do-
ing something new that was not done historically) and critical thinking (e.g., 
understanding why that novel concept was not done in reality). These kinds of 
discussions usually lead to observations on what the game simulates well and—
equally important—what it does not. Students then better understand George 
Box’s famous warning, “All models are wrong, some are useful.”34

What Type of Wargame Works Best 
for the Learning Objectives?
Once the learning outcomes that wargaming can support are clearly stated, 
what kinds of games are most suitable for them? As Sebastian Bae and Major 
Ian Brown argue in their “Promise Unfulfilled: A Brief History of Educational 
Wargaming in the Marine Corps,” there can be no single wargame that meets all 
potential academic requirements.35 So educators have to be willing to compro-
mise at some point, and determining just what things are absolutely necessary 
and what things are adjustable is part of the process in selecting a wargame to 
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accomplish the learning objectives.36 Here are descriptions of general types of 
wargames that can help educators decide whether or not a particular title will fit 
their specific learning outcomes and faculty/classroom facilities.

Role-playing Games (RPGs) 
This is the most common way to translate tactical decision game (TDG) partic-
ipant solutions into actual practice, through playing out a selected participant 
tactical order. The selected solution author becomes the overall unit command-
er, with other participants assigned roles as subordinate leaders, key staff, and 
even as partner forces or neutral actors.37 The facilitator takes on the role of the 
adversary and guides the other participants along by describing what they sense 
as the order is executed on a map sketch. It is not uncommon for the facilitator 
to “kill” or otherwise incapacitate role-playing participants to complicate the 
situation, immediately assigning them other roles in the game.38 Experienced 
facilitators have an adversary plan they use to guide their narrative story line; 
this they keep secret from the participants until the end, revealing it in the after- 
action critique. 

The primary advantage to this technique is the relatively small facilitator 
preparation, overhead, and facility requirements compared to other wargaming 
methods. It does a great job allowing for high levels of uncertainty, replicat-
ing disorder and friction, as well as fluidity and complexity, with a minimum 

Figure 3. 3d Marine Division Memoir ’44 wargame competitions

Source: official U.S. Marine Corps photo by Cpl Timothy Hernandez.
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of fuss. This type of game works best to simulate tactical-level scenarios. In-
structors less confident of their ability to adjudicate combats can use various 
methods to generate random outcomes using cards or dice, as often used in 
commercially published role-playing games.

Some might quibble that because there are not two forces involved in free 
play—the facilitator is acting as the adversary instead of another player—that 
RPGs are not representative of a truly force-on-force wargame. There are percep-
tions that this approach is nothing more than the kind of experience Dungeons 
and Dragons (D&D) is, a fantasy game with players acting as an adventuring 
party and the facilitator as the “Dungeon Master.” For those who might be 
dismissive of this particular technique because of these perceptions, it must be 
said that the participant role-playing and game master approach adopted by the 
designer of D&D, Gary Gygax, was inspired by U.S. Army Captain Farrand 
Sayre, who described referee-controlled adversaries in games to test execution of 
tactical plans in the early 1900s.39

Seminar Matrix Games 
This technique, developed by Chris Engle, adapted the RPG idea to exam-
ine strategic challenges in complex environments.40 It also involves a facili-

Figure 4. Naval Postgraduate Students enrolled in the Wargaming Applications 
Course execute strategies designed and developed in their 11-week class

Source: official U.S. Marine Corps photo by Javier Chagoya.
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tator, acting as an umpire or referee. Unlike RPGs, however, the players are  
not necessarily members of the same side executing at the tactical level. In 
matrix games, participants are separately competing (and/or sometimes co-
operating) entities or actors, interacting in different ways depending on the  
circumstances—conflicting with other players on some occasions, standing 
aside in others, or making pacts to defeat a common enemy or working to-
gether to solve a common problem. While this type of wargame can simulate 
a complex tactical situation involving at least two sides (and often more), they 
are most successful simulating strategic and operational-level situations. Par-
ticipants are national leaders, senior commanders, and other high-level influ-
encers; some may oppose each other actively, some more passively, others may 
be neutral at the start.41 

All participants are given a scenario to study and prepare for their decision 
making in the game; once the game begins, player decisions are submitted in a 
series of moves framed as arguments. These arguments propose a claim, speci-
fying an action and outcome, with three reasons why the outcome would occur 
as a result of their action. For every move in the matrix game, each participant 
writes up the argument secretly. Deciding whether or not to share the actual 
claim and reasons (or fake ones) with partners, adversaries, or neutrals before-

Figure 5. Naval Postgraduate School students participate in analytic wargames they 
designed

Source: official U.S. Marine Corps photo by Javier Chagoya.
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hand is part of the game, crudely simulating information operations. All the 
arguments are collected up for that move and then adjudicated by the referee. 
Arguments that contradict each other are negated and the rest adjudicated, 
based on their internal logic in the face of competing lines of reasoning. The 
referee announces the outcome and the next move occurs. As much or as little 
time can be given for the players to interact with each other, to do a little bit 
of research, and to write up their move; it depends on the goals for the game 
and the amount of time needed to achieve them. As with the RPGs, cards or 
dice are frequently used to adjudicate various events when a stochastic element 
is necessary.42

The open-ended nature of these games is their prime advantage; howev-
er, a good deal of effort must be expended by the facilitator in orienting the 
participants to the scenario. After that, the participants will supply the sub-
stantive issues for resolution in their arguments and the facilitator improvises 
based on these. Participants new to matrix games may be uncomfortable in how 
freewheeling gameplay seems to be until they realize how well this allows for 
wide-ranging creative thinking.

Colonel Jerry Hall and Lieutenant Colonel Joseph Chretien of the U.S. 
Army War College’s Strategic Simulations Division praised the effectiveness of 
this method, particularly in exploring current and near-future security challeng-
es compared to historical ones.43 This makes sense as participants in such insti-
tutions are likely to have a better understanding of today’s scenarios of concern 
and can more readily apply the game experience to enhance their understanding 
of those issues.

System Games
System games have more detailed processes and rules, whether they be RPGs, 
Matrix Games, manual board or miniatures wargames, or computer games. 
The more involved titles can provide a richer environment for the participants 
to execute within but can bound actions in undesirable ways if the rules or 
facilitators are too constraining. These games often are the most difficult to 
implement, and—if the games are not very simple—will usually require expert 
help in the form of contractors, outside faculty, and/or assistance from serious 
wargame hobbyists. An advantage of using a team expert facilitating the war-
game system is that this frees the participants from having to learn the rules 
in detail. It can be enough to teach players the most basic features of the rules 
and spend more time on the situation, allowing the expert team to translate the 
player moves into game actions consistent with the rules. In nearly all cases, 
system games feature stochastic adjudication processes to regulate the proba-
bilities and range of possible outcomes in combat. System wargame experts are 
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usually also good at explaining the outcome cause and effect relationships to the 
participants in convincing ways, particularly when those outcomes are not the 
ones players expected.44

System games, by their very nature, provide an illusion of predictability, of 
control, given the nature of their databases, rules, and probabilistic adjudication 
tables. First-time wargame players with a preference for war as a science in the 
true Jominian spirit usually aim to formulate optimized plans. However, most 
system games will introduce an element of luck, often using cards and/or dice.45 
Such a representation forces wargame players to deal with a realistic degree of 
the fog of war and of friction; participants thus must do all they can to calculate 
probabilities of various outcomes and resulting second and third order effects 
for a given course of action. There are those wargamers (and military person-
nel playing wargames) who do not like this as such a greater or lesser degree 
of randomness undermines their perfectly formulated plans.46 This, more than 
anything else, introduces uncertainty into what appears to be a straightforward 
problem-solving exercise.

Solitaire Games 
This is a specific kind of system game or RPG that is explicitly designed for 
a single player, which usually rules out all Matrix Game approaches. A wide 
variety of these kinds of commercial/hobby titles exist for both computerized 

Figure 6. Irregular Warfare wargame at White Sands Missile Range

Source: official U.S. Army photo.
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and board wargames, with more 
and more sophisticated artificial 
intelligence (AI) engines.47 Some 
games designed for two or more 
players contain provisions for  
at least one solitaire system- 
controlled player, affectionately 
termed “the ’bot,” that neverthe-
less can render a good solitaire ex-
perience. The best ones do not feel 
like puzzles that—once solved—
result in the player winning every 
time thereafter. Many come in 
small, easy-to-learn packages and 
some in big, complex, and lengthy 
titles that can take months to fin-
ish the campaign game. For ed-
ucational purposes, the smaller, 
quick-playing ones are going to be the most useful. U.S. Air Force War College 
(nonresident) used solitaire computer games mailed to its students as part of its 
correspondence course curriculum.48 U.S. Army Command and General Staff 
College uses a single-move computer game, The Grand Offensive, to illustrate 
the conundrum of World War I trench warfare to support the H100 Military 
History curriculum.49

Which Situations Are Best to Use—
Historical or Hypothetical Scenarios? 
Regardless of the type of game, the learning outcome might fit best with a 
historical situation that really happened, or a hypothetical one that might 
have occurred in history but did not, or a scenario that represents a current or 
near-future conflict possibility. This is where a division between hobby/commer-
cial conflict simulation and professional wargaming shows itself, as the former 
tends to emphasize historical treatments and the latter demands contemporary 
to near-future ones.50 The historical scenarios work well in letting students try 
out their plans to see if they could have done better than their historical coun-
terparts, allowing some counterfactual options to pursue instead. Taking on 
the role of a historical commander in a well-constructed wargame of any type 
provides insight into the perceptions, pressures, decisions, and corresponding 
rationales. Wargaming breathes life into historical situations through immersive 
decision making. However, history educators do worry that the models cannot 
do justice in replicating the cause-and-effect relationships that solid historical 

Figure 7. Mapsheet for the solitaire war-
game, Fallujah, 2004: City Fighting in Iraq (De-
cision Games, 2016)

Source: Board Geek Games.
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investigation uncovers.51 This requires critical assessment after the game is over, 
much like the A681 History in Action after action review discussions of what 
military history Battle for Moscow simulates well and what it does not.

The hypothetical current or near-future scenarios are often the most tan-
talizing for students as they are free from competing against the performance 
of a historical personage and able to test their mettle against that of their col-
leagues, unconstrained by history. However, while the model and data behind 
such games appear to be as good as that in the historical conflict simulations, 
they generally are not; the question is rather whether these are good enough 
for the purposes they are used for. Sabin warns us that hypothetical wargames 
are akin to forecasting the weather; the further out they attempt to predict the 
future, the less reliable such portrayals are likely to be.52 Still, they may provide 
enough of an alternative future/reality that the range of creative thinking might 
free players from their anchoring biases.

Teaching with Wargames—Challenges and Solutions
Overcoming Design Bias 
Like a book author, a wargame designer has a particular perspective on the 
subject at hand. In the best sense, this desire to use the wargame to provide 
lessons learned can be for a positive good. Often, the designer’s purpose is dif-
ferent enough from the educator’s that the game is not truly useful in achieving 
desired learning outcomes. However, it can happen that the designer’s agenda 
in a wargame that is otherwise seemingly suitable for classroom use is simply 
too confining or even of questionable veracity. Historical wargame designers 
have their pet theories that are reflected in their commercial conflict simula-
tions; Department of Defense (DOD) wargames and/or scenarios can often 
reflect doctrinal imperatives and conventional wisdom about organizational 
and weapon effectiveness.53 This can be a danger when trying to “lift” a system 
or scenario designed for one context (e.g., support to a command post exercise 
or to demonstrate a specific warfighting capability to its training audience) to 
employ it for education. As such—whether employing a historical or a hypo-
thetical scenario in a wargame, whether it is a commercial title or a government 
one—the potential for negative learning is ever-present, particularly given how 
immersive and compelling a wargaming experience is for the participant. Dr. 
Peter P. Perla warns that this must be deliberately countered through the after 
action review:

They [wargame participants and analysts] deserve and should 
demand an explanation of why events run counter to their 
expectations. They must be allowed, indeed encouraged, to 
be wary and skeptical and to question the validity of insights 
derived from the game until the source of those insights is ad-
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equately explained. If the reasons underlying an insight seem 
artificial, the insight may be a false one, and the game system 
may be in need of correction.54 

Challenges of Time and Complexity
Most readily available commercial serious wargames take a long time to learn 
and an even longer time to understand its lessons. This can be mitigated by 
choosing simple games, designed to be easily played with learning outcomes 
clearly evident to the participants, even in a single session. This can often mean 
the instructor must self-design games or heavily customize existing ones. Profes-
sor Sabin found he often had to do this, and we have seen locally designed larger 
wargames at Marine Corps University, such as Assassin’s Mace and FMF.55 As 
mentioned earlier, another alternative when using a more complicated warga-
ming system is to facilitate gameplay by telling wargame players just enough to 
make required decisions, advising them against catastrophically bad judgments 
on the spot, with the facilitators applying detailed rules.

Considerations of Demands on Instructors
#1: Let Go of Convention 
In the twenty-first century, developments in adult learning methods— 
andragogy—have challenged higher education professors to resist defaulting 
to the lecture and instead craft curriculum delivery involving a wide variety of 
techniques. From the “flipped classroom” approach to the palette of Liberating 
Structures creative thinking tools, it takes coaching, some experimentation, and 
plenty of practice to effectively apply them.56 The major difficulty is getting 
instructors to let go of the “sage on the stage” model, which feels the safest 
for those new to teaching. Wargaming, as one of the types of decision gaming 
methods, can easily suffer from an uninformed perception that it is not a seri-
ous learning tool.57 But even if instructors are open to new ideas in delivering 
subject matter, there are still a few hurdles to overcome.

#2: Obtain Relevant Expertise 
Having both domain knowledge depth in a subject to be taught as well as ex-
pertise in teaching it is a challenge, especially for those new to teaching. Add to 
this the perceptions that wargaming is either too loose (RPG and matrix games) 
or too complicated (system wargames), it can be seen as ultimately too trou-
blesome or intimidating to reliably apply in the classroom. This goes double 
for instructors who are not serious wargamers and especially those who might 
not have much more experience in their substantive topics than their students. 
When implementing wargaming into education, the capability and credibility 
of the instructor is central to success—as Johan Elg argues, “without instructor 
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buy-in, any attempt to conduct an educational wargame is likely to result in a 
‘complete failure’.”58 If the educator is not genuinely interested in wargaming’s 
potential, the method will not work.

If this is at issue, there are three ways to overcome the challenge of instruc-
tor buy-in. The most commonplace solution is to team teach with a wargame, 
matching up the wargaming apprentice instructor with an experienced warga-
mer/educator in the classroom. The first way is to use the simplest wargame 
possible with a minimum of rules, or even just let the instructor implement 
their own judgments on movement, combat adjudications, and other outcomes 
resulting from participant decisions. That way the instructor feels in control 
of the game and the class. The second way is to let the experienced wargamer/
educator teach the class with the wargame. Using that approach, much depends 
on personalities and the alignment of goals and methods between the guest 
instructor and the host. When there is such an alignment, the approach can 
be very effective. This takes a significant amount of extra preparation and post-
class team coaching, but it is well worth the investment over the long-term. 
Third, instructors can hide the game from the players in either of the above 
cases, taking inputs from participants and communicating outcomes without 
any reference to the conflict simulation behind the adjudications.59 

Who are the right wargaming experts? Not all wargamers make the best 
partners when implementing serious games into the curriculum. Consider 
those with a track record of consulting, editing, and play-testing serious war-
games for institutions and/or commercial wargame companies. Those with ex-
perience teaching—especially those who have already implemented wargaming 
into their courses—are the most valuable.

#3: Overcome Time Constraints 
The vast majority of wargames—even computerized titles—can take a consid-
erable amount of time to learn them well enough to play, and then even more 
time to learn to play well enough to be able to teach others. Time taken to learn 
the wargame as a student can be reduced by the instructor guiding the class 
through the process of translating decisions into game moves. Students are also 
not expected to learn to play the game well; winning, after all, is not the point, 
although it is certainly a motivation when playing. But for instructors, to know 
the game well enough to explain it in class and know it so well that they can 
improvise in implementing student decisions in the game routines, as well as 
advise the students on what does not work, requires both time and effort. As 
Sabin describes it:

Whereas one can skim quickly through books and articles 
to get the gist of the argument, or highlight only key points 
during a lecture or conference address, this shortcut is not eas-
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ily available with wargames. Enthusiasts and military users are 
often prepared to spend days playing an individual game . . . 
as are some academics. . . . Time is hence at a premium within 
crowded conference schedules or within the standard weekly 
two-hour classes of a taught module.60

There is no easy remedy for this issue; however, the gain in educational 
effectiveness is worth the cost of time invested. The best way to economize on 
the time requirement is to again have an expert wargamer/educator—one who 
knows the game used—to team teach it with an instructor who does not but is 
motivated to learn.

#4: Scope the Decision Environment Requirement 
If wargames are all about decision making, then deciding what roles the par-
ticipants must assume and what decision dilemmas those roles face must be 
explicitly articulated to find the best simulation. It is not uncommon for com-
mercial wargames to put players in a number of roles simultaneously, say as a 
platoon commander as well as a company commander, but the corresponding 
learning objective should be in exercising company-level decision making. The 
best games in such a case might be more abstract ones that confine the player to 
a single role. Older commercial games often tantalized players with the ability 
to command at all levels—a big board or computer wargame on Gettysburg 
allowed players to maneuver individual regiments within a brigade as well as all 
the way up to the Army commander disposing of their corps on the entire bat-
tlefield. While they were attractive for simulating all the historical details and 
generating an illusion of complete control, such titles are much less attractive 
as classroom teaching devices. Recent commercial games—particularly manual 
ones—of limited size, scope, and time to play are far better. However, the war-
game cannot be so abstract that decision making does not seem to correspond 
to player roles well or allows unrealistic behavior.61 Even so, the range of choices 
may not be wide enough and modifications to existing titles or completely cus-
tomized in-house game designs will be preferred.

#5: Match the Right Wargame to the Learning Outcomes 
Even if a particular conflict simulation game replicates the proper role of the 
players and creates a corresponding decision environment, the lessons impart-
ed may not relate to the learning outcomes desired. For example, imagine 
an Enabling Learning Objective that students should be able to describe the 
transportation trade-offs made in extending the operational reach of a Joint 
force.62 The candidate wargame system successfully casts players in the roles 
of the Joint force commander and functional component commanders. So 



99Walters

Vol. 12, No. 2

far, so good. However, it does not replicate decision making regarding air and 
surface lift asset allocation priorities between deployment, unit maneuver in 
employment, and supporting sustainment for both. Whatever the merits of 
the game in portraying other Joint functions to support corresponding learn-
ing objectives, it is not suitable for this one. The way to avoid this problem is 
evaluating specific wargame candidates against learning outcomes; this is fairly 
straightforward:

These wargames should include some form of pre-wargame 
assessment (analysis) to better understand the current educa-
tion/experience level of their players and a post-wargame as-
sessment/analysis to determine if the wargame imparted the 
desired education/experience to the players.63 

#6: Access Wargaming and Wargaming Support Resources 
Even if the other challenges to the instructor applying wargaming in the class-
room are met, just trying to learn about the bewildering variety of wargames 
that might support various learning outcomes, identifying which ones are easily 
available, and obtaining sufficient serviceable copies can be difficult.64 While 
wargame catalog websites cover a vast swath of titles (e.g., Board Game Geek 
as well as wargame company advertising on their sites), these descriptions are 
intended for hobby gamers, not educators. Trying to use advertising-style char-
acterizations to get a sense of the decision environment and whether described 
titles will support learning outcomes is difficult, even though complexity, num-
ber of players, and time to play estimates are usually listed.

One does not usually find a large repository of wargames in university li-
braries or archival collections; ones that exist are usually a small handful of the 
thousands of titles and expansions published.65 According to Sabin, it is hard 
for such institutions to shelve, store, and maintain a comprehensive collection; 
computer wargames rapidly become obsolete as operating systems are updated, 
some of the manual board wargames can be bulky and require inventorying of 
the many pieces and components to ensure completeness.66 Incomplete sets 
require a good bit of work and some expense to either fabricate or purchase 
replacement parts. There are also quite a few wargaming magazines providing 
game analysis and variants, as well as designers’ notes and historical interpreta-
tions, but these are so narrowly specialized that not many academic institutions 
are interested in them. Private collections in the hands of experienced hobby 
and professional wargamers remain the best resources, if one can find them.67 
The Board Game Geek website does allow users to maintain an inventory of 
personal collections useful for that purpose. As time goes by, some hobbyists 
and wargame companies are building and maintaining magazine archives, war-
game replacement component scans, and other resources available online.68 
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Many of the games described are long out of print but some noncollectors’ titles 
are still available at reasonable prices on the secondary market. 

Wargaming Supporting Education 
and Cohesion in Units
There is a natural tendency to want to implement a wargaming culture from 
the top down, but the real challenge is making it sustainable after the initiating 
leadership moves on. There are just too many other competing things to do. It 
may be best instead to leverage those Marines who are already wargaming in 
their off-duty time using games they are currently playing, encouraging them 
to get friends and colleagues involved, and giving them the resources to help 
in this. Once achieving a sufficient density of wargaming and wargamers, in-
troducing serious wargames that are better aligned to education learning out-
comes may then be possible, as well as rewarding Marines who repeatedly play 
them and teach others. These measures will better focus some of the interactive 
learning going on. Then Marine leaders can formalize incentives for particular 
serious wargame titles best supporting learning outcomes through competitions 
with recognition and prizes. Ideally, this will set sufficient examples for others to 
emulate and follow, spreading a Marine Corps wargaming culture.

Decentralize the Effort: Start at the Bottom 
It is best to get Marines playing wargames, first and foremost, whether serious 
games or purely entertainment venues.69 The most effective ambassadors for 
wargaming are other wargamers. Those folks will have their favorite games; 
leaders can let them know the command values wargaming as a hobby and 
wants them to encourage others to play whatever the existing wargamers like. 
These might be wargames on a tablet, on a laptop or desktop, board wargames, 
miniature/model figures and vehicles with rules and dice, role-playing games, 
anything. Because it is about learning how unit members think as well as prac-
ticing making lots of decisions, it does not matter as much what the specific 
games are. What matters is the competitive spirit, getting people used to the 
idea of losing, motivating them to improve, and setting the stage for a personal 
conversion experience for some to embrace serious wargaming as a hobby, if not 
yet a professional pursuit. Nothing works quite like word of mouth to get the 
word around and attract attention.

Incentivize Practice through Competitive Recognition 
Once a significant number of Marines are playing, structuring a unit recogni-
tion and reward system is the next step. Here is also where leaders can leverage 
some of the popular serious wargames in the unit that better fit training and 
educational objectives as well as enhancing unit cohesion. This does not have 
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to involve a lot of time, effort, and expense; indeed, some of the existing war-
gamers likely will volunteer to set up tournaments for their favorite games. 
Rewards can be a unit certificate, a chance to park in a unit leader’s spot for 
a day, recognition in a formation or unit email/newsletter/website, and other 
incentives. PME venues hosting competitive wargame tournaments can award 
prizes not only to individuals but competitive teams representing a school or 
other participating organizations; in this way, they help infuse wargaming cul-
ture into the operating forces and supporting establishment.

Widen the Wargaming Network 
In 1990–91, when Captain Lance Clemens was the officer in charge of the 
Combined Arms Staff Trainer (CAST) at Camp Hansen, Okinawa, he suffered 
a shortage of competent command post exercise (CPX)-driver computer oper-
ators, colloquially labeled “pucksters.”70 Given the continuing churn of Unit 
Deployment Program battalions coming and going on the island, enlisted and 
officer augments to the control cells were eager but inexperienced in serving 
as CPX pucksters. Being a wargame hobbyist, Clemens started a CAST war-
game club on Saturdays, narrowly targeting the “barracks rats” in his advertising 
campaign to come out and play. He got enough participation to materially 
alleviate his problems in finding pucksters who could competently move and 
fight friendly and enemy units in computer simulations or tactile unit icons on 
a terrain board for CAST exercises.71 

When he was the 1st Marine Division special services officer, Captain Don 
Chappell included commercial board and card wargames into unit deployment 
sets in the mid-1980s.72 Marines who played the games became interested in 
the hobby and attended the new Camp Pendleton Conflict Simulations Club 
on base starting in 1984. That same year, Chappell attracted a sizable number 
of Squad Leader players to play-test Advanced Squad Leader for the Avalon Hill 
Game Company, this author included.73 Several of the club members would go 
on to play-test for commercial wargame companies, participate in competitive 
tournaments, and connect other military members to these organizations and 
events.74 

Military society chapters, wargame clubs, PME sessions on Friday after-
noons, wargame demonstration days such as those the Warfighting Lab War-
gaming Division has sponsored at Quantico in the past, informal brown bag 
lunch game demo events like those sponsored by the U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College, U.S. Army War College, and Marine Corps War College, 
as well as online wargame competitions such as the U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College Battle for Moscow VASSAL tournament are all ways to ex-
pose interested Marines to the advantages of serious wargaming, both as a hobby 
as well as a professional education and training venue. One notable example of 
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this is Marine veteran Sebastian J. Bae routinely sponsoring competitive games 
of his Fleet Marine Force (FMF) design online using Steam’s Tabletop Simulator. 
While such “advertising” gets the initial word out, having a follow-up effort 
to take advantage of this—building and maintaining interest and enthusiasm 
within a close-knit wargaming network—is the most important.

Bend the Wargame Scenarios to Meet Educational Needs 
Once the network is strong and sustainable, it is easier not only to inject the 
kind of games that more closely fit overall education and training objectives 
but leaders can also select and tweak wargame scenarios to achieve specific 
learning outcomes. As an example, the author ran one situation that led par-
ticipants to face dilemmas regarding conflicts between their assigned mission 
and the overall commander’s intent. He picked a historical scenario out of  
a commercial game and modified it to achieve this kind of conflict using a 
double-blind umpired method to replicate the fog of war, while the game sys-
tem, Advanced Squad Leader, was renowned for its depiction of the friction of 
war. The players did not have to know the system beyond the very basics of 
moving and initiating combat; the author performed all these functions based 
on participant orders.

In the scenario, both sides were charged with missions securing a mixed 
business and residential complex in an urban environment. The scenario de-
fender started with forces possessing the complex but depended on a line of 
communication (LOC) to their source of reinforcements unloading at docks 
on a river’s edge. Both sides understood that the ultimate goal of the higher 
headquarters was to eliminate their opposition and securing the complex was a 
necessary first step. However, their performance in the game was articulated as 
accomplishing the specific mission. The attacking player, unaware of this adver-
sary’s LOC or reinforcement potential, initially deployed to storm the complex 
directly. When faced with a deadly surface of fortifications and stout automatic 
weapons fire, he first infiltrated past and subsequently maneuvered widely be-
hind it, eventually spotting the oncoming enemy reinforcements. While the 
complex defender perceived this, he did not try to interfere or otherwise react to 
it for fear of weakening his defenses directly opposite the location of the initial 
attack. The player conducting the deep envelopment successfully ambushed the 
enemy reinforcements before they could reach the complex. He then subse-
quently surrounded the defenses, forcing the other player to spread out to hold 
onto everything, which he did not have the forces to do. Through this method, 
the attacking player eliminated the defenses from behind, not only achieving 
victory in his mission but erasing the enemy forces from the map—a decisive 
win by any measure.75 The subsequent after action review was notable in dis-
cussing portrayals of surfaces and gaps, the dilemmas when choosing courses of 
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action between the stated mission and the commander’s intent, and the advan-
tages of ambiguity in maneuvering in the face of the enemy.

What Are the Things to Watch Out For?
Excessive Detail 
When first looking at some of the wargame titles available today, it is easy to 
think these games reflect reality with a high degree of fidelity. Sometimes they 
do to a good enough standard. But even more often, they will not for various 
reasons; it takes a good bit of discrimination to find and fit the best wargame 
for the desired learning outcomes. There are many wargames that attract atten-
tion because they ooze detailed granularity in weapon and equipment perfor-
mance, involved simulation of command and control, and even high logistics 
functioning fidelity and more. Hobbyists with all weekend to play a session 
have different desires than educators with only a few hours to accomplish their 
learning objectives. Other games are simpler, using a great deal of abstraction 
so that they are fast moving and fun. However, they may be abstracting out the 
very things requiring a bit more detail and providing fidelity in things that are 
not relevant to the desired instructional outcomes. 

Excessive Entertainment 
Most wargames designed for civilians are primarily intended to provide en-
tertainment. Ten-minute paintball skirmishes and laser tag battles do not 
approximate a real firefight. Computer games—particularly the arcade style 
shoot-’em-ups (i.e., first-person shooter games)—are also prone to this prob-
lem. Board and computer wargames that emphasize realism can often suffer 
commercially if there is not a high dose of continuing excitement as well. War-
fare, particularly at the tactical level, is often characterized by long periods of 
tedium punctuated with moments of sheer terror. This does not translate well 
into commercially successful wargames. Operational- and strategic-level war-
games do not generally suffer from this problem as they are far more similar to 
what commanders and staffs do in the real world when “making war upon the 
map” (or on a computer display), frequently far from physical danger.

Official Indoctrination 
We have covered the problems of designers’ biases before. But one that is par-
ticularly difficult to resist in the military originates in molding game situations 
and scenarios to reflect official doctrine and/or assessments of weapons effec-
tiveness. Both government and commercial wargame designers can easily fall 
victim to this, and it is hard to spot given all the institutional reinforcement. 
This is perhaps the hardest to overcome in hypothetical wargame scenarios.

Perhaps the most famous example of excessive indoctrination in DOD war-
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gaming was the notorious Millennium Challenge 2002 evolution, sponsored by 
the U.S. Joint Forces Command. This was a concept development exercise, a 
wargame intended as an experiment to try out emerging ideas and technology, 
and not an educational wargame. Unfortunately, it became clear to the Red 
Force/Opposing Force (OPFOR) commander, retired Lieutenant General Paul 
K. Van Riper, that the advertisement of the game as “free play. . . . The OPFOR 
has the ability to win here” was not quite correct. As journalist and red teaming 
expert Micah Zemko termed it, “A concept development exercise that was in-
tended to socialize the military around a leap-ahead, futuristic transformation 
ultimately left precisely the opposite impression.”76 Fortunately, because of the 
negative press about this specific wargame, none of the scenarios used made 
their way into the PME schools or unit exercises to support educational goals.

As a contrasting example, James Dunnigan tells the story of his Firefight 
game, published for the Army in the late 1970s, which was supposed to sim-
ulate company-size mechanized combat in Western Europe.77 He tried to use 
terrain representative of that in West Germany but was told not to. The Army 
doctrine of the day could be summed up in the following phrase: “What can be 
seen can be hit, what can be hit can be killed.” The Army wanted to highlight 
the deadliness of long-range direct gun and missile fire in the game. When pub-
lished, the board looked nearly like open desert with a few small settlements, 
streams, and patches of trees here and there, but the game did reward engaging 
at maximum stand-off distances.78 

Despite Dunnigan’s attempts to impose chaos, units in the published game 

Figure 8. The wargame Firefight: Modern U.S. and Soviet Small Unit Tactics (Simula-
tions Publications, 1976)

Source: Board Geek Games.
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always followed orders. The designer proposed to include microterrain, weather 
effects on visibility, and friction in command and control; all were left out of the 
game at the insistence of the contract sponsor.79 Even if making honest attempts 
to minimize organizational parochialism biases, they can all too frequently still 
creep in and so must be guarded against. 

In the aftermath of the 1990–91 Persian Gulf War, game designers pon-
dered what might happen if the United States had to return to the Middle East 
in force. Twenty years after Operation Iraqi Freedom, such wargames—one 
titled Back to Iraq and published in three different editions—are now judged 
as quaint relics of a bygone age, given their naive assumptions about how such 
a war would be fought.80 None of these games had any DOD sponsorship; 
the designers worked from open-source material freely available but fell victim 
to conventional estimates and warfighting wisdom. Getting it wrong when it 
comes to hypothetical simulation is an equal-opportunity hazard for wargame 
designers, whether they be DOD or commercial.

Ensuring True Expertise 
In the commercial world, hobby consumers are a very discriminating audience 
and poorly designed wargames do not survive long in such a tight market-
place.81 Finding those who are expert in wargame application is a necessary re-
quirement, and these are not often the technologists who are quick to sell their 
particular wargaming “box” or method.82 One of the difficulties within DOD 
in the past has been in growing uniformed servicemembers who not only play 
serious wargames but can design and conduct their own wargame sessions.83 
This shortfall is apparently well understood both inside and outside the halls of 
government, as there are currently initiatives to develop cadres and communi-
ties of professional wargamers.84

Learning the Wrong Things 
Negative learning is the worst thing that can happen in using wargames for ed-
ucational purposes. Fortunately for Millennium Challenge 2002, the high-level 
visibility and controversy led to a widespread understanding of the limitations 
of the assumptions that led ultimately to its result. In this, the wargame served 
its wider purpose. But in Dunnigan’s Firefight game, players usually came away 
believing they would get many opportunities for long-range direct fire against 
Soviet tanks, when this would be rare in the broken and undulating terrain of 
Bavaria. It is fair to ask whether or not this was well understood at the time; 
Dunnigan clearly did not think so.85 When using historical wargames or games 
dealing with fantasy or science fiction topics, one generally will not have as 
much of this problem. One can compare game performance to history in the 
former topical simulations and understand the fictional nature of the latter 
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games. As soon as one tries to model reality as it exists now, a great deal of 
personal bias creeps in. A one-time run through a scenario or situation is par-
ticularly bad. It only reflects one set of variables and—when stochastic resolu-
tion mechanisms are used—a single roll of the dice, no matter what the actual 
probability for a specific event might be. People will have an illusion that the 
one-time game experience will be close to how a similar actual situation will 
unfold.86 Not even several replays of the game would be sufficient to achieve a 
good statistical sample, and—even then—one is beholden to the game design-
er’s interpretation of reality. 

The more realistic the exercise is perceived to be, the more people will want 
to use the experience and results of the wargame to validate their own ideas. 
This always happens implicitly, and we often find it going on explicitly. One 
of the deans of professional analytical wargaming, Dr. Peter Perla, adamantly 
warns:

In wargames, as in any approach to study and analysis, there is 
always a possibility that intentional or unintentional advocacy 
of particular ideas or programs may falsely color the events 
and decisions made in a game and lead to self-fulfilling proph-
ecies. The designer of a game has great power to inform or to 
manipulate.87 

It is not uncommon to see military briefs advocating concepts or acquisi-
tion initiatives citing recent wargame experience as validating these ideas; cer-
tainly, that was the intent with Millennium Challenge 2002 and has been the 
author’s own experience.88 Whatever one thinks about this use, this is not what 
educational wargaming is all about. Educational wargaming cannot validate 
anything. The best thing that comes out of educational wargaming is partici-
pant self-confidence from doing this repeatedly—losing a lot at first but even-
tually winning on occasion, ideally more and more frequently with experience. 
This translates into character and corresponding levels of will, governed by ex-
perience/intellect.89 When playing educational games on contemporary topics, 
experiences and results should always be compared to history to see if we are 
assuming too much in our favor that has little to no historical precedent.90 After 
action reviews must cover not only lessons learned but lessons that should not 
be learned from the experience.

Too Constraining Learning Outcomes 
Employing wargames to promote cohesion in unit PME sessions can also suf-
fer from pitfalls. If bent on achieving very specific training objectives, such as 
practicing a night river crossing for example, this skews the situation, script-
ing the problem in a way that this desired event will happen. Such confining 
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parameters will rob the situation of much of the uncertainty and friction that 
real tactical decision making suffers from. It is akin to always practicing “long 
bomb” passes in football, or short lateral passes, or runs in set scrimmage plays 
where everyone knows what is going to happen. These are fine as rehearsals or 
drills, but they do not provide competitive scenarios in the truest sense. The 
group is not sufficiently put under realistic pressures to adapt when the enemy 
actively facilitates the night river crossing event and is restrained from defeating 
it outright.

Conclusion 
It is an exciting time to be part of wargaming as one of the leading edges of the 
2019 Commandant’s Planning Guidance:

What we need is an information age approach that is focused 
on active, student-centered learning using a problem-posing 
methodology where our students/trainees are challenged with 
problems that they tackle as groups in order to learn by doing 
and also from each other. We have to enable them to think 
critically, recognize when change is needed and inculcate a 
bias for action without waiting to be told what to do. . . . We 
must cease viewing PME as something less strenuous and less 
challenging than other tours of service, and seek to make it as 
competitive and rewarding as possible.91

Injecting wargaming into professional military education, in formal 
schools, and in the units of the operating force—as well as the supporting es-
tablishment—will assist in providing a problem-posing methodology that chal-
lenges students to, as the Commandant says, “think critically, recognize when 
change is needed, and inculcate a bias for action.” This is what educational war-
gaming was historically intended to accomplish.92 The difficulty is that to make 
PME more strenuous and more challenging—comparable to those other tours of 
service—implementing wargaming will make greater demands on instructors. 

Advocates for wargaming in formal school and unit education can be over-
enthusiastic in their claims for the advantages of this teaching method. Like 
other innovative decision game teaching methods, such as TDGs and Decision- 
Forcing Case Method, serious wargames can deliver a lot when experienced 
hands implement them.93 It is a fair question to ask how someone not so expert 
can learn how to use serious wargames in the classroom. For those interested in 
educating military judgment in decision making, it should be clearer what top-
ics might be amenable to this particular technique. This should assist in formu-
lating requirements for wargaming in education and effectively communicating 
with serious game experts who can craft implementation of serious wargames 
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in curriculum. We have seen the major advantages of wargaming that can be 
accrued when deliberately and thoughtfully implemented, but also some of the 
traps and pitfalls as well. Most of all, one can see how important instructor 
“buy-in” is to the effort and to using specific ways to overcome the challenges 
by using others more expert in educational wargame implementation.
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