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Design History 
 

April 11, 2011: Brainstorming 
 I began this project by brainstorming and detailing all of the major powers for 

each branch of government.  I knew right away that I wanted to have some sort of Power 

Card for each branch of government. 

 I collected some physical materials for creating the Power Cards: index cards, 

colored cardstock, and glue, clip art images from the Internet, scissors, and pencil.  I 

began by writing each branch powers on the index cards (cut in half).  I labeled the cards 

Executive Branch, Legislative Branch, Judicial Branch.  I then searched Google images 

for images that might convey each of these powers. 

 Using various educational resources, including our grade level’s History 

curriculum, I drafted a few hypothetical situations that could be used for Situation Cards. 

 

April 12, 2011: Drafting of Rules 

 With the cards roughly made, I wanted to start developing some rules.   

1.  Each player is assigned at random a branch of government to represent during 

game play. 

2. Players choose one Power Card from each branch pile, plus one extra from their 

own branch. 

3. Player 1 chooses a Situation Card to flip over and begin game play. 

4. During a round, players decide if their Power Cards can apply to the given 

situation. 

5. Game play continues with playing, discarding, or trading Power Cards in order to 

resolve given Situation Card. 

 

Version 1.10 

 Version 1.10 includes some tuning and tweaking that I did after making my initial 

pass at the design.  Here is what I changed. 

 

1. I modified the mechanics in order to create a more visual checks and balance system 

throughout game play. 

2. To do this, I added a Checks and Balance Card to the deck.  These cards added an 

“Ability Losses” pattern to the game, which represents governmental checks and 

balance system. 

3. I created 4 more Situation Cards (bringing the total to 9). 

4. I considered adding a “Game Master” pattern so that one player could monitor game 

play for correct responses (this could be a teacher, as well). 

 

Version 2.0 

 Version 2.0 includes a major overhaul of the game that I did after presenting my 

game design to a group of teachers.  The rules were very confusing for them, as was the 

game play.  They also wanted me to make the situations for relevant to current events. 

Here is a basic summary of what I changed. 
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1.  I simplified the game’s mechanics, and modified the What If? Situations to reflect 

actual current events or possible current events. 

2. I detailed what a particular game play round looks like. 

3. I removed the What If? timer as players felt it was unnecessary. 

4. I created my own clip-art illustrations, as I was unable to use my friend’s illustrations.
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Game Overview 

 

Vision Statement 

Using the Constitution to Save the World…One Situation at a Time! 
 

 What if government scientists warn the United States that unidentified flying 

object (UFO) is headed directly for the U.S.? Or if a major natural disaster devastates 

parts of the world? Many people have ideas about how to deal with these potential 

national emergencies.  What can the government do?  

 What If? is a game designed to not only test students’ knowledge of the powers 

held by each branch of the government, but to have students critically analyze how our 

government is structured by how it responds to different hypothetical situations.   

 I believe that What If?  will effectively blend learning about our government with 

fun because it presents decision making in a fast-paced cooperative/competitive game. 

   

Game Play 

 What If? is a card-based game akin to Fluxx; however, there will also be a strong 

element of cooperative negotiation during certain phases of game play.  

 Instead of one player having all the necessary information/resources to solve a 

particular problem or answer a chosen question, ALL players must uses their collective 

resources to win.  Just as our government must work together and hold each branch 

accountable and in check, players will be role-playing in a fast-paced environment. 

 

How to Begin 
 Each player will be randomly assigned a particular branch of the government to 

represent during game play (Legislative, Executive, or Judicial).  Players will then choose 

4 government branch cards (Power Cards) in order to solve, or resolve the main situation 

card (What If?) of a playing round.   Game play will begin with a series of collecting 

and/or discarding of cards, negotiation of cards, and competition in order to resolve the 

dynamic goals placed in front of players during each round of play. 

  

Typical Game Play Session 

 Once players have been assigned a  particular branch of government, and have 

received their Power Cards (one Legislative, Executive, Judicial) plus an extra Power 

Card from their own representative branch, Player 1 (the youngest) flips over a What If? 

Situation Card. 

 Each Situation Card is different and varies in difficulty.   If this is the first time 

playing for everyone, I suggest beginning with What If? Card 1: A UFO has been 

identified orbiting the Earth.  According to scientists, it is headed directly for the United 

States. There are many ideas about how to handle this situation, seen as a national 

emergency.  What can the government do? 

 Player 1 will decide if he/she holds the necessary Power Card, which resolves this 

particular situation.  In this particular case, Power Card 9: Executive Branch is the 

correct card to be played:  



 

 

Power Card #9: Executive Branch 

 

The president can call Congress 

together for a special session.

 If, on the other hand, the player does not feel that any of the cards in his/her hand 

will resolve the situation described, they can either initiate a trade or they can place one 

of their Power Cards in the discard pile and pick up the top Power Card from that 

branch.  After a trade is made, or a discard/pickup is made, that player’s turn is over.  

They cannot play any newly received cards during this turn.   

 Play continues for one full round giving each player a chance to solve the What 

If? AND that the necessary Power Card(s) has been played in the game area.  Checks and 

Balance cards are to be drawn if there is a stalemate after a full round of play. Rounds 

continue until What If? is solved or until a Checks and Balance card forces a new What 

If? Situation Card to be introduced/played. 

 All players need to agree that the What If? has been played out.   

 

Learning Goals 

 List the key powers of the three branches of government created by the 

Constitution. 

 Use these key powers in hypothetical situations. 

 Identify which branch(es) of the government can act in certain situations. 

 Be able to answer this essential question: Why do you think the writers of the 

Constitution created a system of checks and balances? 

 

Game-Based Learning 

 “Games have the capacity to give learners situated embodied understanding of 

complex phenomena” (Squire, 2008). 

 Learning the Constitution mainly involves students memorizing the Bill of Rights, 

and various other aspects of the document.  When introducing the organization of our 

government, it is often presented in the same way: students memorize a list of key powers 

associated with particular branches of government.  Assessments are often a place for 

students to regurgitate these facts.  Very little discussion is had in class and even less 

critical analysis.  What If? is unique because I believe that it takes these facts, and 

incorporates them into a problem-driven activity that will challenge student players to 

build on any schema developed during class lessons.  The game play is not meaningless 

movement across a game board, but instead, a collaborative and sometimes unpredictable 

event.   
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Market Analysis 

 What If? is designed solely for use in a Social Studies classroom.  United States 

History is mainly reserved for 5
th

 Grade curriculum; however, this game can be used to 

supplement any instruction in U.S. government.   

 As such, this game can be easily replicated within a school simply by using index 

cards, colored card stock, and any word processing software.  I believe that teachers will 

need to have sets of this game readily made, if it is to see maximum game play in 

classrooms.  

 If there is a larger demand, I can market this game to various Social Studies 

Education vendors within our school district.  I would propose this game to our school 

district’s Social Studies coordinator to see if there is a possibility for mass replication.   

 

Target Audience: 5
th

 Grade Students studying the Constitution and US Government 

 Fifth Graders are introduced to United States Government in Social Studies.  The 

curriculum states that students be exposed to the Articles of Confederation, the three 

branches of government, and the Bill of Rights.  However, this is considered an exposure, 

and most teachers do not go into much depth. 

 Fifth Graders need to know the key powers of each branch of government.  They 

need to understand how a checks and balance system works to keep one governmental 

branch from becoming too powerful.  Finally, it may help to have been exposed to the 

Bill of Rights and Constitutional Rights violations, but it is not necessary. 

 Teachers will need to understand how each branch of government resolves the 

hypothetical situations, so that if disputes or confusion arises, he/she can resolve any 

differing opinions. 

 

Distribution 

 The main attraction to What If?  is a more interactive and fun way to study and 

review the key powers of each branch of government.  Students need to memorize the 

key powers of each governmental branch, but What If?  allows teachers and students to 

interact with these concepts on a deeper level, and by having much more fun! 

 What If?  is being created for teachers to be able to play immediately with little 

game set-up.  My goal is to create a game that can be played within 5 minutes of opening 

the box and reading the rules.  Also, I want to create a game where multiple groups of 

players (students in class) can play simultaneously.  What If? satisfies these conditions. 

 I want to market What If? to fifth grade teachers in our school district.  I plan on 

getting the game into the hands of my immediate colleagues at my elementary school 

first, so that students and teachers can play and give me valued feedback.  Then, I want to 

present this game to our district’s Social Studies coordinator.   As a liaison, I will be able 

to distribute this game to other fifth grade teachers in the district.  With enough support, I 

feel that the district will be able to fund creating this game as part of the curriculum. 

 There are various professional organizations and educational publishers I can 

pitch this idea to.  For example, http://www.libertyday.org/  works closely with our 

school district supplementing our Social Studies curriculum.  Also, 

http://www.teachtci.com/ supplies most of the elementary schools in the school district 

with their fifth grade social studies text books.  Recently, they have upgraded their 

http://www.libertyday.org/
http://www.teachtci.com/
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organization in order to meet the demands of more interactive white boards in 

classrooms.  Therefore, my hope is to have TCI market this game so that it can be played 

interactively on our SMART board.   
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Detailed Game Description 
  

The Core Idea 

 The men who wrote the Constitution wanted a strong and lasting government. To 

achieve this goal, they designed a system of checks and balances. The Constitution gives 

each branch of government the power to check, or limit, certain actions of the other 

branches. It also balances each branch’s powers with the powers of the other branches.  

What If? is a game designed to not only test students’ knowledge of the powers held by 

each branch of the government, but to have students critically analyze how our 

government is structured by how it responds to different hypothetical situations.   

 

Game Objective 

 The Player with the highest number of points after all What If? Situation Cards 

are played, wins! 

 The main goal for this game is for students to understand this essential question: 

Why do you think the writers of the Constitution created a system of checks and 

balances?  All game play is designed for students to understand how our government’s 

checks and balance system works between the three branches of government.  It is 

important for students to understand why the Constitution was designed this way, so that 

they can fully appreciate how government decisions are made. 

 The game dynamic is for students to HAVE FUN! while still analyzing how 

decisions are made for different hypothetical situations. 

 

Game world 

 What If? is played with 3 players.  Players can play anywhere there is room 

enough for cards to be played. 

 

Game Play 
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Set up 

1. Each player will be randomly assigned one of the three branches of government to 

represent during game play.   

2. Players will then choose one government branch Power Card from each pile 

(Legislative, Executive, and Judicial) in order to solve, or resolve the main Situation 

Card (What If?) of the playing round.    

3. Players receive one extra Power Card for the branch of government they are 

representing.  At the start of the game each player will have four Power Cards: 1 

Legislative, 1 Executive, 1 Judicial, and 1 extra from whichever branch they are 

representing. 

4. Player 1 (youngest player) chooses a What If? Situation Card from the center pile. 

5. Game Play begins with Player 1 and then moves clockwise. 

 

Rule/Mechanics 

1. When it is a player’s turn they read the upturned What If? Situation Card and 

determines if any of the Power Cards in his/her hand will be able to solve the 

situation described.   

2. If they believe so, they can play this card(s) by placing the card(s) in the center of the 

game space and describing how the Power Card would work.  After this play their 

turn is over. 

3. If, on the other hand, the player does not feel that any of the cards in his/her hand will 

resolve the situation described, they can either initiate a trade (i.e.“I would like to 

initiate a trade of one of my Legislative Power Cards.  Would either player be willing 

to trade with me?”) 

a. Trades are made “blind” without knowing what the particular power you are 

receiving.  Trades also have to stay within branches; so, Legislative for 

Legislative, and Executive for Executive, etc.),  

4. Or they can place one of their Power Cards in the discard pile and pick up the top 

Power Card from that branch.  After a trade is made, or a discard/pickup is made, that 

player’s turn is over.  They cannot play any newly received cards during this turn. 

5. Play continues for one full round giving each player a chance to solve the What If? 

AND that the necessary Power Card(s) has been played in the game area.  All players 

need to agree that the solution to the What If? has been played out. 

6. At the start of a new What If?, Player 1 changes to the next player over in a clockwise 

direction.   

7. If one full round has been played and no players feel they can resolve the What If? 

Situation Card or players cannot agree that What If? has been solved by cards played, 

then original player must choose a Checks and Balances card. 

8. Checks and Balances cards will either start a new What If? Situation or shuffle cards 

so that another full round must be played on current What if? Situation Card.  Either 

way, the same rule applies as above: one full round must be played so that each 

player has a chance to solve the situation, and then all players must agree that 

the situation has been solved by a Power Card at play.   
9. When the above terms have been met, the What If? card is flipped to see the correct 

branch or branches of government (and corresponding Power Cards) solve this 

situation. 
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10. When Player successfully plays the correct Power Card, he/she receives 1 point. 

11. If a Power Card played is incorrect for given What If? situation, that player is 

penalized 2 points. 
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Winning 

 The Player with the highest number of points after all What If? Situation Cards 

are played, wins! 

 

Assessing Outcomes 

 Although What If? is a learning game for the U.S. government, my main goal is to 

create a dynamic game for students that is fun!  Therefore, if students are having fun 

playing What If? and there is good conversation and cooperation throughout game play 

(even if not all content is covered or fully understood), then I feel the game’s outcome 

was successful. 

 The best way for me (or any teacher) to assess students on the content knowledge, 

is to watch the game play (formative assessment).  The teacher can note how students 

understand their individual Power Cards and how they respond to a given What If? 

Situation Card.  It will be especially important to note students’ explanations for how 

and/or why certain Power Cards remedy certain What If? Situation Cards. 

 I understand that for some teachers, the What If? Situation Cards could also be 

included on a summative assessment.  A teacher can supplement the end-of-unit test with 

various hypothetical What If? situations.  Students can write how to solve the situation, 

thereby demonstrating that not only have they learned something new, but have 

synthesized their knowledge to a new context. 

 

Other aspects 

 The size of each card in What If? is also very important.  Standard playing cards 

are 2.5 inches by 3.5 inches.  Social card games, such as Fluxx, have playing cards that 

are 2 inches by 3.5 inches.  Most elementary school learning card games that are supplied 

with various curricula offer dimensions within these ranges.  I feel that for fifth graders, 

What If? should have cards that are 2 inches by 3.5 inches.  They should be made of 

durable card stock for anticipated wear from use in classrooms. 

 From my personal experience, standard playing card packaging does not last in a 

classroom setting.  Boxes are often ripped, flattened, etc… Therefore, I feel that What If? 

should have a more durable container.  Although more expensive, a plastic container 

would be best.  It may be more cost prohibitive at first, but if teachers can keep What If? 

in the classroom, they are more likely to purchase more copies for multiple classroom 

use.  Once cards go missing or packaging destroyed, teachers are likely to throw out the 

entire game rather than purchase replacement cards. 
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Prototype/Play test 

 

Prototype #1: April 14, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Michael 

 Using my basic rules as stated above, I built a sample game using index cards and 

markers. I found that I did not have enough Power Cards and Situation Cards, so the 

game did not last very long.  I needed to go back and create more cards. 

 

Prototype #2: April 16, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Michael 
 

 I continued working on the rules by incorporating various gaming patterns.  These 

patterns allowed me to add some more advanced mechanics, such as the Checks and 

Balance Cards.  The second prototype was sturdier (colored cardstock) and more 

attractive.  We also continued brainstorming more hypothetical What If? situations. 

 

Play session #1: April 14, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Ellen, Michael 
 

 We played a complete version of the game and hand-wrote up rules for the 

players. Everyone liked the new illustrations for each of the Power Cards, but the 

situations were not well received.  Particularly, our hypothetical What If? situations were 

viewed as unrealistic.   

 

I decided to speak a college friend who is now a lawyer.  With her help (via Skype), we I 

was able to develop better, more authentic situations.   

 

Play session #2: April 18, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Ellen, Michael 

 

 We played a more complete version of the game.  The rules were typed and all 

new mechanics had been officially added and explained (Checks and Balance Cards). 

 

 Game play was smoother and more fun.  The flow of the game is good, but it still 

seems too short.  I either need to add more What If? Situation Cards, or brainstorm some 

different “Ability Losses” for the game (Checks and Balance Cards).   
 

Play session #3: April 26, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Ellen, Michael 
 

 We played a final version of the game, complete with final rules and game cards.  

The length of game play was good, and the added Checks and Balance Cards improved 

game play greatly.  Players were more engaged because of the chance of being victim to 

a Checks and Balance Card. 
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Play session #4: April 28, 2011 

In Attendance: Adrian, Lynette, Kim, Rhonda 
 

 In an attempt to get an impartial teacher opinion, I solicited the help of 3 non-

Social Studies teachers (in fact, I asked the Science teachers for help).  I wanted to see if 

the rules of What If? made sense to others. 

 Unfortunately, my test players were completely confused by the rules and 

mechanics of the game.  They felt it was too complicated and not very clear.  With their 

help, I revised heavily in order for What If? to make more sense to someone not familiar 

with the Constitution and/or branches of government (see Version 2.00). 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Learning Goals X MDA/Patterns Matrix 

 

Learning Goals 

 

Game 

Mechanics 

Game 

Dynamics 

Game 

Aesthetic 

Game Patterns 

Examine and 

list the key 

powers of the 

three branches 

of government 

created by the 

Constitution. 

Power Cards 

 

Examining 

Power Cards to 

determine 

potential card 

play 

 Ability Losses 

Collecting Cards 

Identify which 

branch (es) of 

the 

government 

can act in 

certain 

situations. 

Power Cards 

Situation 

Cards 

Playing Power 

Cards to solve 

given What If? 

situation 

Players 

discuss Power 

Cards during 

game play 

Anticipation 

Cards 

Closed Economy 

Discard Piles 

Committed Goals 

Competition 

Freedom of Choice 

Illusion of Influence 

Be able to 

answer this 

essential 

question: Why 

do you think 

the writers of 

the 

Constitution 

created a 

system of 

checks and 

balances? 

What If? cards 

must be 

flipped each 

round 

Extra points 

for 

explanation of 

Power Cards 

Changing 

Situation 

Cards during 

game play 

Independent 

player who 

monitors game 

play to 

determine 

winning card 

plays 

Negotiation of 

Power Cards 

between 

players 

Situation is 

resolved  

Players 

discuss Power 

Cards during 

game play 

Cooperative 

Learning 

during 

Negotiation 

phase of game 

play 

Collaborative Actions 

Committed Goals 

Competition 

Dynamic Goal 

Characteristics 

Ephemeral Goals 

Freedom of Choice 

Possible Game 

Master? 

Illusion of Influence 

 



Copyright (C) 2011 Adrian Neibauer  

 

 

 
16 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B:  POWER CARDS-For Teacher Use in Creating Game Cards 

Power Card #1: Legislative Branch 
 

 
 

Congress can write bills, or 

proposals for new laws. 

Power Card #2: Legislative Branch 
 

 
 

 

If the president vetoes a bill, 

Congress can overrule the veto 

with 2/3 majority vote. 

Power Card #3: Legislative Branch 
 

 

 

Congress can declare war. 

Power Card #4: Legislative Branch 

 
The House of Representatives can 

impeach government officials, 

including the president and federal 

judges. 
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Power Card #5: Legislative Branch 
 

 

The Senate must approve the 

president’s choices for Supreme 

Court justices and certain other 

key jobs. 

Power Card #6: Legislative Branch 
 

 
 

2/3 of the Senate must approve any 

treaty between the United States 

and another country. 

 

Power Card #7: Executive Branch 

 

The president must sign or veto all 

bills passed by Congress. 

Power Card #8: Executive Branch 

 

The president can use the State of 

the Union Address to suggest ideas 

for new laws. 
Power Card #9: Executive Branch 

 

The president can call Congress 

together for a special session. 

Power Card #10: Executive Branch 
 

 

 

The president can grant pardons to 

people guilty of federal crimes. 
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Power Card #11: Executive Branch 

 
 

The president can nominate 

Supreme Court justices and other 

important officials. 

Power Card #12: Executive Branch 

 
 

The president can sign treaties with 

other countries. 

 

Power Card #13: Executive Branch 
 

 
 

The president is commander in 

chief of the nation’s armed forces. 

Power Card #14: Judicial Branch 

 
 

 

The judicial branch can reject laws 

that are unconstitutional. 
Power Card #15: Judicial Branch 

 

 
 

The judicial branch can reject 

treaties that are unconstitutional. 

Power Card #16: Judicial Branch 

 

The federal courts can settle 

disagreements about what a law 

means. 
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Power Card #17: Judicial Branch 
 

 

The chief justice acts as the judge 

during an impeachment trial. 
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APPENDIX C: CHECKS AND BALANCE CARD-- For Teacher Use in Creating 

Game Cards 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

All Players change hands with 

Player clockwise. 
 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

Discard current What If? Card 

Play new What If? Card 

Immediately 
 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

All Players change hands with 

Player clockwise. 
 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

Play new What If? Card 

Immediately 
 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

Look at any one Player’s Power 

Cards. 

You may choose to exchange any of 

their Power Cards with one of your 

own Power Card. 
 

 
CHECKS AND BALANCE 

Look at any one Player’s Power 

Cards. 

You may choose to exchange any of 

their Power Cards with one of your 

own Power Card. 
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APPENDIX D: What If? SITUATION CARDS  

 

What If… 
A UFO has been 

identified orbiting the 

Earth.  According to 

scientists, it is headed 

directly for the United 

States. There are many 

ideas about how to 

handle this situation, 

seen as a national 

emergency.  What can 

the government do? 

What If… 
A prominent business 

owner, known for his years 

of work to strengthen his 

community and for his 

extraordinary donations to 

charity, has been convicted 

of insider trading.  Many 

government leaders do not 

want him to go to jail. He 

has already resigned his 

post and paid back the 

money he acquired illegally.  

What can the government 

do? 

What If… 
According to the Bill of 

Rights, US citizens have the 

right to “keep and bear 

arms.”  However, the world 

we live in today is very 

different than the world the 

writer’s of the Constitution 

lived in.  There is great 

dispute over the relevance 

and meaning of this law 

today.  What can the 

government do? 

What If… 
US citizens want to 

know how the 

government plans to 

deal with particular 

national problems in 

the near future.  What 

can the government do? 

What If… 
It has been 

discovered that the 

president has 

committed a serious 

crime.  What can the 

government do? 

What If… 
A Supreme Court 

justice retires and 

must be replaced.  

What can the 

government do? 

What If… 
 

The Middle East has 

attacked our ally, Great 

Britain.  The US needs 

to take some action.  

What can the 

government do? 

What If… 

 
Despite tense relations 

in the past, Korea 

wants to negotiate a 

treaty to be a military 

ally of the US.  What 

can the government do? 

What If… 

 
US Citizens want an 

overhaul of the current 

health care system.  

What can the 

government do? 
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