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Introduction
Students in my French class often appear to be more interested in grades than 
acquiring the target language (L2) and developing their understanding of 
French-speaking cultures. This led me to reflect on ways in which I could bet-
ter frame learning opportunities to remedy this situation. The nascent body of 
research on gaming (e.g., Gee, 2005; Steinkuehler, 2007, 2008; Sykes & Reinhardt, 
2012) and social pedagogies (e.g., Bass & Elmendorf, 2012) offers evidence that 
games could be a means to increase engagement and social interaction centered 
around the L2. Indeed, games offer an opportunity for contextualized, situated, 
goal-driven language use in a culturally relevant environment. Additionally, learn-
ing through games has been shown to lower the consequences of failure (Gee, 
2005), to potentially trigger interest-driven learning, and to foster literacy prac-
tices (Steinkuehler, 2007, 2008).

This project describes action research I conducted in which I created a gam-
ing environment in my French classroom. Anchored in the overarching concept of 
Global Simulation (GS), this learning environment also incorporated an element 
of competition. My background in project-based learning inspired me to use com-
petition as a means of developing engagement among the students. The students 
involved in the project were from a French III class in a high-performing suburban 
high school outside of San Francisco, California.

Pedagogical and Theoretical Frameworks
What Is Global Simulation?
Global Simulation (GS) was developed in France as a pedagogical framework 
for teaching French and was more widely introduced by  Debyser (1996, 1999) 
and researched by  Caré (1993) and Yaiche (1998) within the framework of 

Chapter 13
L’incubateur: Increasing Student  
Engagement through Global Simulation  
and Gaming Pedagogy in the L2 Classroom

Jeanne M. Johnson, El Dorado Middle School

54497_ch13_ptg01_294-305.indd   294 04/10/17   10:53 AM



L’incubateur� 295

L’immeuble, where they simulated a Paris apartment building setting wherein 
the learners assumed imaginary character roles (in L2 education, see Dupuy, 
2006; Mills & Péron, 2009). GS is a communicative approach on one level and 
on another, an immersion activity that encourages students to act out scenarios 
that are related to the curriculum based on characters that they have developed 
themselves (Levine, 2004; Mills, 2009). For example, Mills (2009) had her students 
develop a Guide du routard entry. Students were playing the exploratory trav-
eler going to France to find information about a specific region, which they had to 
write up in that genre. In a related study with Intermediate-level college French 
students, Mills and Péron (2009) explored the influence of GS on the writing 
self-efficacy on 148 students. These students reported higher writing self-concept 
in French and increased confidence in their writing tasks as a result of their rela-
tionships to the characters they had developed.

Educators have used GS in the L2 classroom to reach various pedagogical 
goals. Levine (2004) orchestrated three different GSs in his Intermediate German 
classes and found that GS, when carefully scaffolded, affords students the oppor-
tunity to engage with a nonlinear, culturally rich learning environment that 
provides “varied opportunities for meaningful, task-oriented interaction” (p. 34). 
The simulations ranged from the public to the private spheres. One involved 
organizing a film festival, and another involved setting up a cultural museum that 
reflected the target culture. Levine’s insights and recommendations on how to 
structure a GS curriculum proved to be a very useful source as I developed my 
own methodology.

GS can also focus more in the interpersonal sphere where learners interact 
with one another in social interactions, such as virtually meeting up with friends 
and other social activities. Engaging third-year college students on a semes-
ter-long GS, Dupuy (2006) used the original idea of L’immeuble but with some 
interesting twists. She successfully simulated life in an apartment building in 
Paris and used a novel to move the action of the simulation. In addition to the 
novels, the participants were exposed to authentic video resources in the target 
language and used social media as they interacted as neighbors in the building. 
Participants responded positively, and their feedback and the results of the study 
suggest that the GS increased engagement.

A similar GS study was conducted by Michelson and Dupuy (2014) in a 
fourth-semester French course. This study was also based on L’immeuble 
(Debyser, 1996) and involved an apartment building scenario in the 14th district 
in Paris. The 12 participants, all native English speakers, took on francophone 
identities with the goal developing meaning by taking on a new personality and 
“re-examin[ing] their views on language, culture, and communication” (p. 33). 
The results of the study showed that although several of the students still viewed 
language as a code, by the end of the simulation, they focused more on culture 
and meaning.
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Pedagogical Influences
In addition to the influence of GS, four main areas of research informed the design 
of my curriculum with the purpose of strengthening student engagement: James 
Gee’s (2005) video game design principles, particularly the concept of agency in 
design and just-in-time information access; Mihayli Csikszentmihalyi’s (1997) 
Flow theory and more specifically the notion of high engagement and motivation; 
Henry Jenkins’s (2009) participatory culture and its potential for creative expres-
sion; and Hazel Markus and Paula Nurius’s (1986) possible self theory and how 
students could be guided to envision themselves as being or acting differently in 
various contexts and for various purposes. Thus, the GS model used was a blend of 
many other previously studied GS models, from which ideas were integrated into 
La Halle Freyssinet simulation. The following is a description of the tools used in 
collecting data to measure student engagement.

Objectives
This research sought to evaluate whether (1) GS would increase engagement in 
my high school French III course, (2) participants react positively to GS, and (3) 
students develop a deeper understanding of culture as they learn language skills 
while focusing less on grades and more on the tasks devoted to GS. To answer 
these questions about the impact of GS on student engagement, I used a variety of 
qualitative and quantitative data sources that I collected from both the instructor 
and the participants.

Methodology
Participants
At the time of the study, approximately 2,700 students were enrolled at the high 
school, with that number projected to reach 3,700 over the next five years. The 
ethnic breakdown of students at my school was 59% Asian, 19% Caucasian, 6% 
Hispanic/Latino, 5% Filipino, and 4% African American. Most of the students 
were enrolled in Advanced Placement (AP) courses and were earning university 
credits while still in high school as a result of AP exam scores and attending night 
classes at the local community college.

Fifty-two students (34 females, 18 males), between the ages of 14 and 17, partic
ipated in this study. About 40 of the participants were Asian, 7 White, 2 Hispanic, 
2 Filipino, and 1 African American. Only 7 of the participants reported French as 
their second language; the remaining participants spoke another language at home 
other than English. A few students reported French as their fourth language. In 
addition, over 85% of the participants were enrolled in at least one AP course, with 
50% taking more than two AP courses.
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Of the 94% of the parents who completed a survey, 52% have earned graduate 
degrees. Many of these parents work for locally based multinational companies or 
work in various professions that require high levels of education. This contributed 
to making the high school an environment where educational attainment was 
highly valued. In fact, in my own experience, the ever-increasing attention put on 
earning advanced college units, building a competitive college application through 
extracurricular activities and SAT scores, and having a grade point average beyond 
a 4.0 seemed to be focusing students’ attention on grades instead of enjoying the 
learning process. Engagement and empowerment in learning appeared to be tak-
ing a back seat to the need to have the “right answer.” Consequently, at the start 
of the course (pre-GS), students seemed less engaged and were only focused on 
doing just enough to earn an A.

Data Sources
Before starting the simulation, I administered a survey on participants’ demo-
graphics to be able to correlate these data to the measurement of engagement. 
Additionally, demographic data gave some richer insights into the participants, 
including information about prior language learning experiences and engage-
ment. Data were also collected specifically on students’ prior and current engage-
ment in French class. In order to evaluate how students’ engagement evolved over 
time (on a rating scale of 1–4), the participants completed this survey three dif-
ferent times throughout the simulation: before the start of the GS, after the third 
task, Je me déplace, and then again after the fourth phase called On en profite. 
The questions in the survey were written specifically to measure the enjoyment of 
studying French, specifically how certain aspects of choice and relevance impacted 
students’ engagement. As such, it was a useful tool for me to reflect and possibly 
adjust the simulation according to the participant feedback.

Participants also wrote a final reflection after the final marketing presenta-
tion (described later in the chapter). This final reflection aimed at getting overall 
feedback that would contribute to collecting data about whether the simulation 
increased their engagement in French class. This final paper was a means of prob-
ing for deeper reflection on engagement and was used to supplement the other 
engagement measures. In this final reflection, I coded comments to attempt to 
quantify students’ engagement.

Pedagogical Procedures
In this project, the objectives for students were to imagine themselves as cre-
ators of start-up companies in La Halle Freyssinet and envision specific scenarios 
in which they had to interact in French. For example, students might create a 
product and market it to an audience or develop a business plan and compete for 
investors.
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Introducing the Start-Up Incubator
La Halle Freyssinet is an actual start-up incubator located in the 13th Arrondisse-
ment in Paris. At the onset of this research, the construction of La Halle 
Freyssinet was not complete. The nearly 370,000-square foot former train station 
is being built to house 1,000 start-ups and recently opened in June 2017 under 
the name Station F (https://stationf.co). At the time of the kick-off of the student 
project, there was a website with videos of what the space would look like upon 
completion. I used this website to introduce participants to the idea of a start-up 
incubator. This initial explanation of the project was done in the L1 to ensure that 
students understood what their roles in the experiment would be.

Once the participants were clear on the concept of converting the class-
room into a virtual setting, they began developing their roles in the start-up 
incubator by creating their future selves in the L2. They were given specific 
guidelines about geographical location, including their virtual proximity to La 
Halle Freyssinet in the 13th arrondissement of Paris. They were also required 
to create their résumé as if it were 10 years in the future. This allowed them to 
explore their future identities in the target language. The appropriate vocab-
ulary and grammar structures were provided to the students when needed, 
according to the task in question. Students presented their future selves to their 
peers, which provided valuable information for myself and for other students 
who would be searching for colleagues for their start-up enterprise teams. Par-
ticipants were encouraged to room together in Paris, selecting just the right 
apartment, including furniture and other decorations. Students also presented 
their living spaces to the class, an opportunity to recycle previous vocabulary 
from their first two years of French.

From then on, when students arrived for French class, they were given 
a detailed task in the L2. Some of the tasks, which were designed to encourage 
exploration of their virtual neighborhoods, included planning an evening out with 
friends, seeing a movie on a Saturday night, and other outings involving find-
ing activities and transportation to them. These outings were assigned to the par-
ticipants using a web-based classroom where they could share their experiences 
through blogging, which usually required students to produce new vocabulary 
and specific grammar structures that were supported by short, focused grammar 
reviews and the occasional introduction of a new grammar structure.

After their virtual future selves were established, participants were intro-
duced to La Halle Freyssinet as the venue for start-ups in the 13th arrondisse-
ment in Paris. They explored the website for the venture, which is now called 
Station F. They were encouraged to imagine themselves in this workspace, devel-
oping an enterprise based on their personal interests, prior background knowl-
edge, future aspirations, and a vision of a marketable niche to be filled. Students 
were encouraged to choose colleagues that would reflect their own work ethics 
and about what start-up ideas would interest them. Despite my anxiety about 
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these groups forming organically on the basis of participants’ interests, teams 
materialized without problems.

Start-Ups in Paris as Authentic Texts
In the preliminary stages of the virtual start-up incubator, participants worked on 
authentic texts in the form of news articles, websites, and videos, most of which 
focused on existing start-up enterprises in Paris and environs. In some instances, 
students would be assigned to interact with the start-ups as virtual consumers in 
response to a task. For example, students looked at a text on a rideshare start-up. 
They were provided with materials to facilitate their comprehension of the article 
and related website, including grammar structures that were targeted and that 
would be included in their responses in the task.

Participants were exposed to enterprises in different sectors such as medi-
cal services, fashion, and food-related businesses, to name a few. They were also 
encouraged to investigate sectors in which they were interested on mystarup.
paris.fr, which proved to be a valuable resource. This independent exploration of 
current start-ups located in Paris was engaging for the students because they were 
researching what interested them rather than being assigned texts.

Our research on the start-up scene in Paris brought us into a partnership 
with an actual start-up called Meludia, a web-based music instruction program. 
The founder of this company became interested in our project. Since this com-
pany was in its founding stage and looking for feedback from potential subscrib-
ers, we agreed to use the site and provide feedback to the developer. This led to 
an exciting exchange between the founder of the company and the participants. 
We arranged a video conference call so the students could ask advice about their 
own companies that they were developing in their teams. They prepared ques-
tions in advance in the target language. On the morning of the video conference, 
participants met with the founder of Meludia at an elegant hotel in Paris as he 
had just finished a meeting with a potential investor. Students attempted to ask 
their questions in the L2, but the dialogue quickly transitioned to English, in 
which our colleague in France was fluent. He gave us a lesson on how start-ups 
are funded and encouraged our students in their own virtual start-ups. So the 
pedagogical merits were not the L2 conversation, as initially planned. However, 
student engagement was high during that call, which was one of the objectives. 
There was also a valuable cultural exchange during the call, as students learned 
about business practices that in turn informed their start-up projects. In short, 
the benefits far outweighed the lack of L2 production during the call itself and 
made it a useful building block to the course.

The GS Units
The length of the study was from August to January, an entire academic semester. 
The project progresses in five phases presented in the following table:
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Phase 1 Je me présente. . . September

1.	 Students are introduced to models on how to introduce themselves. They recycle the 
vocabulary needed to talk about themselves, their families and their daily routine, and 
their work life that they learned in the previous year.

2.	 Students begin to produce a profile on Haiku Learning and interact with others that live 
in their neighborhood. Business and business networking vocabulary and grammar are 
essential and are introduced and reinforced through formative and summative assessments.

3.	 Students are assigned correspondents from our partner school in Narbonne, France, 
with the goal of the French students becoming business consultants.

Phase 2 La start-up October

1.	 Students continue to experience business vocabulary in contexts of actual use.
2.	 A series of start-ups are presented to the participants through articles and media such 

as commercials and YouTube videos.
3.	 Students share out, in the L2, their interests and what sort of product or service they 

would like to create.
4.	 Students begin to take on their roles and begin to design and create the marketing plan.
5.	 Students continue to create entries on a daily basis.
6.	 An emphasis is put on the subjunctive tense.
7.	 Students are presented with appropriate vocabulary and grammar structures that enable 

them to increase their ability to express themselves.
8.	 Students are evaluated on a weekly basis, formatively and summatively. Students, now 

working on a team, also have one assessment as a team where they all receive one grade.

Phase 3 Je me déplace. . . November–December

1.	 Students explore the realm of transportation. Vocabulary and grammar conventions 
that support the discussion of “getting around” Paris are presented, including giving 
directions, finding the best restaurants, and traveling outside of Paris and beyond for 
possible business opportunities.

2.	 Students present, as part of an assessment, a tour of their neighborhood and workspace.

Phase 4 On en profite! December

1.	 As the holiday season begins, students explore the various winter holidays that are 
celebrated. Culturally related texts are presented. Students express how they spend the 
holiday season according to what is presented to them during their analysis of texts.

2.	 Since students have been working hard, they must decide on how to take some time to 
honor their efforts so far. Students plan and execute a holiday party to celebrate their 
ongoing efforts.

3.	 Party planning: vocabulary, grammar, and etiquette are presented; students are 
evaluated as a team on their efforts.

4.	 Students make their first formal presentation of an actual start-up in Paris they have 
researched.

5.	 Participants are encouraged to contact the founders of these companies.

Phase 5 Le marketing! January

1.	 After the winter break, it is time to finalize the marketing plan and begin planning the 
final presentation.

2.	 Students are presented with presentational skill-building activities.
3.	 Students are in production mode on their websites.
4.	 Students present their final marketing plan to the class.
5.	 Participants who do not present the plan form a question panel and are assessed on the 

quality and depth of their questions to the presenters.
6.	 Students write a final reflection in their L1, which serves as a data source to include in 

findings.
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Findings
Did GS increase student engagement in my French III classes? The results of 
this study of GS and student engagement were overall positive in the narratives 
but less revealing in the quantitative surveys. This may be due in part to the 
limitations of accurately measuring engagement. Quantifying engagement and 
differentiating it from motivation also becomes a factor. On the one hand, moti-
vation refers to learners and the way in which they approach the material when 
there is a reward, such as a positive grade or evaluation. On the other hand, 
engagement happens when learners are deeply involved in the L2 material, but 
the reward is the enjoyment and intrinsically valuable learning that they experi-
ence from the tasks.

Getting Started
The student feedback narratives in November indicated a slight decrease in 
engagement. It is important to mention that when asked whether they preferred 
the simulation to using the textbook, 38% of the participants said they preferred 
the use of the textbook. They used words such as “structure,” “worksheets,” and 
“easier to understand.” Other participants who preferred the simulation used com-
ments, including the words “freedom to choose,” “more relevant to real life,” and, 
my favorite, “it connects to my radical side.” Instructor journal entries during this 
time were also consistent with the decline in engagement. I noted on five occa-
sions during the month of November when I perceived the students to be off-task 
and six times when they seemed less engaged than usual.

In contrast to the aforementioned data, in November, participants were also 
asked to finish the sentence: “I feel truly engaged in learning when. . .” A pat-
tern emerged out of the participant responses. Out of 46 participant responses, 
41.5% cited something having to do with working with a group of peers as true 
engagement. For example, “I feel truly engaged when you give us a group assign-
ment and we all work on it together.” Another participant said, “I feel truly 
engaged when I can collaborate with my peers.” However, 19.5% of participants 
offered more teacher-centered completions to this sentence, such as, “I feel truly 
engaged when the information is clear and concise” or “. . . when I have been 
given clear directions and explanations.” Others offered responses more related 
to learning modes and how they process or demonstrate what they learned as a 
completion to the sentence like “I feel truly engaged when I am up and doing an 
activity like speaking. . .” Another 11% offered a response that was more related 
to choice. One participant stated, “I feel truly engaged when there is designing 
involved and I am given a very vast amount of options.” An equal 6.5% said either 
something related to project learning or just having fun. One student said, “I feel 
truly engaged when I am allowed to enjoy what I do instead of following a strict 
standard.”
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Adding Structure
In light of these data, I decided to “tighten” up the curriculum. I also took stu-
dents’ age into consideration. Many of the students were responding favorably to 
the simulation and actually showed characteristics of flow and engagement, that 
is to say intense motivation for and absorption in the task at hand at a time when 
the challenge level and the skill level are simultaneously high. A small portion of 
the students, however, were using the simulation as a way to avoid tasks to the 
dismay of their partners. I addressed this situation by bringing back classroom 
procedures that I had previously been neglecting and that students had been used 
to in previous years. I reinstated a verbe du jour activity, regular conversation 
activities in the L2, and consented to include some activities from the textbook. 
The simulation did not lose momentum, and simultaneously the students were 
given what they perceived to be structure. More regular assessments were also 
given to increase accountability (e.g., quizzes).

GS and Engagement
The first question on the survey addressed how much they enjoyed French class, 
in general. Before the GS began, about 55% of the participants agreed that 
French class was one of their favorite places to be during the day, while another 
11% strongly agreed to French class being their favorite. This could be indicative 
of a rather high level of initial engagement. However, about 33% did not agree 
with the statement. Not one student strongly disagreed. The student interviews 
and narratives showed that a very small percentage of students did not respond 
to the GS.

From the surveys, there seemed to be a dip in engagement midway through 
the study, which could be partly due to the semester-length duration of the study. 
While doing the simulation for the first time, an instructor must create materials 
from day to day, which is a tall order. When students were asked if they wished 
they could continue working in French class when the class period ended because 
they were enjoying what they were doing, 10% of participants reported “often” in 
August.  This number dipped slightly in November and then climbed back up to 
11% in January. While only a small percentage of participants reported this, I find 
it to be compelling evidence for this pedagogical approach.

Overall, student engagement increased slightly from the previous years as 
a result of GS. The start-up activity challenged them just enough without being 
too difficult. This was primarily a result of adding an element of choice, as well. 
Although the data show that those who did not previously enjoy French class 
rose by 2%, the overall amount of participants who disagreed with the statement 
that French class was one of their favorite places decreased by 10%. Overall, by 
the end of the simulation, 75% of the participants reported French class as being 
one of their favorite places to be during the day, up from 67% from the beginning 
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of the year. In other words, the data show that student engagement increased 
during the GS.

In interviews, students were asked about the challenges they faced during the 
GS that were an obstacle to their engagement in the material. About 28% of the 
students indicated that the nature of the GS at least one time or more through-
out the semester was an obstacle to their engagement. One student said, “Gen-
erally, this start-up didn’t teach me anything. I don’t learn anything compared 
to just using the traditional teaching with the textbooks.” Another student said, 
“The thing that bothered me is the more focus on building a company than on 
learning French.” On the other hand, 43% of the students stated that there was 
no challenge to their engagement during the GS. One student replied, “I actually 
didn’t experience any challenges in the start-up activity that affected my engage-
ment. Our group is always on task, we are kind, open-minded, responsible, and 
we know that we must win the start-up competition, which motivates us to work 
harder.” Many students said that they didn’t face any challenges that hindered 
their engagement. Another 13% focused on the challenges that group work put on 
their engagement, while 15% offered various responses not related to the nature 
of GS but more issues such as technological difficulties or personal issues related 
to the organization. Finally, one student offered up a fear of public speaking as a 
challenge to engagement.

Finally, an additional insight that emerged from the data concerns the notion 
of future selves. When participants were asked whether or not this simulation 
inspired them to reflect on their future educational and career goals, 57% of the 
participants reported that the start-up simulation inspired a career pathway for 
them. When participants were asked whether the simulation should be repeated 
the following year, only two participants reported that it should not be repeated.

Students showed evidence of language learning in the elaboration of their 
final projects and during their final presentations. Students had been instructed 
not to memorize their lines. Most students delivered genuine presentations, 
whether about Parisian life, their future selves, or even the final funding pitch, 
which was judged by community members. There was very little reading from 
slides, and no cue cards were allowed. The projects students chose to pursue indi-
cated their creativity, their agility with language, and their mindset as a connected 
generation: a social network for foodies (foodbook.com), a blog reporting impar-
tial news (intheloop.com), a car fueled by sea water (dri3ve.com), or a smart con-
tact lens (eyecomp.com).

Conclusion
This study arose out of my frustration and my perception of a preoccupation with 
grades on the part of my students. As an instructor, it is frustrating when students 
are focused more on the grade than being engaged in the content. This experience 
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was rewarding for me as an educator because the students were frequently 
immersed in problem-solving activities, and the collaboration between students 
and with me as the instructor were also engaging.

My first observation regarding the findings of this study is that a focus on 
grades and high engagement in learning French are not mutually exclusive. 
There are cultural reasons that explain students’ preoccupation with grades, 
and while prioritizing their GPAs didn’t change, qualitative and quantitative 
measures of engagement did increase as a result of GS. There remained not 
only frequent questions about grades but also abundant conversations relat-
ing to French language, culture, and other content areas. I also recognized 
and, in a way, came to terms with the cultural background and daily pressures 
for academic success that these students faced. Most importantly, this action 
research project helped me understand how to structure a pedagogical inter-
vention that placed meaning at its center. In turn, it helped students envision 
not only their engagement in French class but also their future selves in and 
with French.
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