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Description
The emphasis on ‘real world’ experience for university graduates has been growing in significance amongst  
employers. However, finding internships and placements in firms that provide students with suitable work experience 
is often a challenge. In recent years that challenge has increased. Employers have cut back on the number of  
internships offered to less experienced university students. This has compelled the course team of the BA Accounting 
and Finance degree to explore ways of ‘bringing the experience to the student’. One project involved the integration 
of a Financial Markets simulation in the level 4 curriculum. Each student assumes the role of a newly qualified trader 
working at an investment bank. The trader has a leverage investment capital of £2 million that is managed through 
investment in stocks, bonds, currencies and commodities. The simulation is accessible online and gives access to 
MetaTrader (MT4) software used by professional traders. The price movements and market conditions are real, in that 
students’ display has the same information that traders in the City use. Students can open and close positions (long or 
short); place limit orders; set stop-loss and take profit levels; conduct carry trades and arbitrage. Except for the fact 
that students do not risk actual money, all other aspects that they experience are the reality of trading. 

Students can access their trading account online both on and off campus. In the first four weeks, they are trained on 
the use of the trading platform and essential techniques/ strategies used in the profession. Tutors are experienced 
traders and they adapt the training programme to the learner needs. The students make unlimited practice trades to 
become accustomed to the task. The trading occurs from the 5th to the 12th week. The learners were permitted to 
open a maximum of five new positions each week and they are required to maintain a log including the research that 
informed each trade. When closing a trade, students complete an 
entry in their reflective log on the reason(s) for the trade being 
profitable or not. This log is used later on as part of an exercise in 
which students evaluate their strategies. Tutors enabled a virtual 
office environment once a week for an hour and assumed each 
seminar group to be a firm of traders. This time was utilised to 
simulate certain non-trading activities and included an evaluation 
of the firms overall performance with exposure to risk. There is 
some of role play involved on the part of the tutor as the firm’s 
chief executive. Traders are put on a three-week rota to give brief 
updates on their portfolio performance.

Approach
The course team were keen to assess the students’ learning experience in the simulation. Tutors employing  
simulations in classroom teaching tend to use Likert-scale questionnaires to assess their learner experience and  
attitude towards the simulation (Faria, 2001). The Likert-scale was used for the following questions containing a mix 
of positive and negative statements in random order:

• I enjoyed having the simulation as part of the course
• The simulation helped me understand the subject better
• I did NOT find the simulation useful in improving my learning experience
• I think the simulation should be REMOVED from the module
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The following questions related to how useful they found the four weeks of training:

• I found the Train to Trade sessions to be useful
• The subject content of the Financial Environment module is important to trading

The questionnaire was administered online in the final learning week. Tutors were interested in the tacit knowledge that 
students may have gained through the simulation experience. This knowledge is commonly known by experienced  
traders; but less well known by the general public. Academic research by O’Creevy et al. (2004) throws some light into 
the unknown ‘world of the trader’. Tutors devised a questionnaire pulling together their industry experience and known 
facts from published research. One fact known by traders is that to make profits consistently they must have a trading 
plan. This is often referred to as ‘plan your trades, trade your plan’. The plans or strategies give a trader an objective 
set of rules based on market signals or indicators that will take some of the guess work out of the decision process. 
However, experienced traders have learnt that a trading strategy devised by another trader (no matter how effective 
it has proven) is not necessarily effectively operable by another. It is better to devise one’s own trading strategy than 
adopt a tested off-the-shelf system.

Traders invest in shorter term horizons and their portfolio value is subject to short-term market fluctuations. Over these 
time horizons, markets are moved by sentiment, macro-economic shifts, investor expectations and developments that 
investors have not discounted. There is a vast body of literature that debates the ‘efficiency’ of markets. Traders learn 
through experience to rely more on technical analysis that can detect these factors. The fundamental analysis that  
evaluates the intrinsic value of the asset may or may not be reflected in the current market price. Technical analysis 
is more reliable in trading decisions than fundamental analysis. In reality, trader discipline is an essential survival skill. 
No matter how knowledgeable a trader is, to cut-it in the real world they have to battle the emotional feedback from 
making gains or losses. Inexperienced traders often underestimate this feedback in the early part of their career. More 
experienced traders are conscious of it and learn to incorporate it into their decisions. Emotional effects of profits/losses 
have to be factored into the decision process.

It is a common misconception among rookie traders that long hours spent pouring over detailed analysis of business 
developments will help make profitable trades. Experienced traders know to work smart, rather than just working hard. 
They know how to access information effectively and rely on the newswire that sends up to the minute ticks that  
sometimes contain a brief paragraph. This gives traders the ability to digest a large number of recent market 
developments. Newswire feeds are more effective than detailed articles. One underestimation for non-traders is the role 
of intuitive judgement in the business. Experienced traders know that after all the research and trading strategies, the 
final decision is down to judgement. Trader intuition plays a large role and is not simply a guess, it results from  
experience. The role of intuition in trading decisions is a relatively new field of academic study. There is  
acknowledgement that this is a credible phenomenon, (Burguer, et. al. 2010). Intuitive judgement is important when 
making trading decisions. The questionnaire was administered 
at the start of the simulation (Week 5) and at the end of 
course in Week 15. It enabled tutors to compare the pre and 
post-simulation responses. The results are discussed below.

Impact
The students who responded to the survey enjoyed having 
the simulation as a feature of the course. They felt that it 
contributed towards understanding the subject and believed 
that the theory and concepts they learnt in the module were 
important to trading. A small percentage of respondents did 
not seem to enjoy the simulation or to find it useful. Students 
with low attendance rates tend to be less engaged with the 
simulation. Comparing the survey in Week 5 and Week 15,  
tutors gained better idea of the tacit knowledge that students gained from the simulation. The sample sizes are  
different. In Week 5, 98 students completed the survey, whilst there were 84 in Week 15. Notably, Q4 concerns  
newswire feeds and increases from a previous rating 3.0 to 4.5 after the simulation. Q1 on trading strategy increases 
from 2.6 in Week 5 to 3.8 at the end of the simulation. The outcomes of the project suggest that students view the 
simulation as having a positive impact on their learning experience. The students seem to have developed certain tacit 
knowledge that is normally gained through experience. The design of online financial market simulation was discussed 
in (Gamlath, 2009) and the early stage of this project was funded by the Centre for Inquiry Based Learning in the Arts 
and Social Sciences (http://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/projects/cilass).

Where next?
The course team will examine strategies to engage learners in the simulation experience and assess the components of 
the simulation exercise. Subject to the availability of funding, future work will focus on the setup of a Simulated Trading 
Room with split screen terminals that will enable a more realistic environment. In the long term, the establishment of 
Student Management Fund can be explored.
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