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Opportunity Cost 
What you give up 

We teach students to quantify not just the hard costs of one option—but 
also the benefits you might have gotten from choosing an alternative 
instead. In class, we put a costs/benefit chart up on the wall and ask 

them to write benefits on green post-its, and costs on red post-its. The 
examples we use are sell drugs vs. get a job, or work fulltime vs. go to 
college, depending on the group. Once it’s on the wall, students can 
visualize this abstract economic decision-making concept. It’s eye-

opening for them, and for us. 

 
Introduction: Game On! 
On January 21, 2009 I showed up at 8:30am at Met West High School for my first 
Game Theory Academy class. I was nervous: so many people had invested their 
faith, time and funds in GTA and here I was facing a group of 17 year olds whose 
response would determine whether or not my vision had legs.  Can teens learn 
business economics basics and apply those tools to decisions they make in their 
everyday lives? The sum of those decisions are what leads to the triumphs or 
troubles that define their futures.  Suddenly it’s a year later. GTA’s lessons on 
how to make good decisions about money, careers and relationships reached 71 
people ages 17-24 in 2009. The students have amazed me. They have been 
challenging, questioning, inquisitive – but always enthusiastic. From the student 
who texted me from her college econ class this fall: “We learned about 
opportunity cost today!” to the youth who asked me to hurry up and develop an 
advanced class so he can take it, to the young woman who recruited her friends 
and cousins to take the class after she did. They are now the people showing me 
where Game Theory Academy must go.  ~Patricia Johnson 
 
Students  
The Game Theory Academy students shared a lot about their lives. Many have 
an incarcerated parent, did not finish high school, are young parents themselves, 
have suffered abuse and neglect, and struggle to find and keep stable jobs.  Yet 
they aspire to great things, often saying explicitly that they want to achieve things 
their parents did not: college, family stability and economic self-sufficiency.  
 
 

We reached youth through four venues this year. The first was Met West, a 
charter high school in Oakland where over 70% of the students qualify for free or 
reduced lunch. We reached the other students by partnering with nonprofit 
community-based organizations: First Place for Youth, an Oakland based 
organization that helps emancipated foster youth get their first apartment; the 
Center for Young Women’s Development, which offers job training to young 
women exiting the juvenile justice system; and YO! Youth Outlook/New America 
Media’s summer journalism training program, a partnership with the San 
Francisco District Attorney’s Office for first-time drug offenders. 
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 “Now that I can put 
words to my $$ 
actions, it helps me to 
think about what I’m 
doing with my 
money.” 

Results 
We wanted to measure, right from the start, how 
much the participants liked, absorbed and used 
the GTA toolkit. Each student was asked to 
complete an anonymous survey on the last day 
of class. Overall, their response has been 
positive: 88% said they’d recommend the class 
to a friend. An overwhelming 98% said there 
is a need for programs that teach young 
people about money. We read this as a call to 
action. 

93% said Game Theory Academy had strengthened their ability 
to make good decisions about money. 

91% of participants said the tools they learned in the class had 
already influenced some of their decisions. 

91% said the class put them in a better position to think for themselves when 
making money decisions. 

95% reported that GTA’s class fulfills the mission of arming young people with 
better tools to make life decisions. 

86% of the students remained with GTA through the end of the program. This 
level of participant retention is phenomenal among a population that has given up 
on an educational system that has failed them in the past. 

Beyond the numbers are the students themselves, like Michael. Twenty-year-old 
Michael was on probation with the California justice system.  In order to meet the 
terms of his probation, he needed to complete a jobs program that required 
obtaining an educational credit. This job corps was the crossroads between 
prison with a potential future of repeated offenses and the opportunity for a 
happier, more productive future. But the job corps’ educational requirement 
created a problem. Michael could not keep his job without completing relevant 
educational coursework.  
 
Michael dropped out of a number of courses. He lacked confidence in his ability 
to comprehend and perform. He couldn’t relate to the community college and 
other classes, and he was certain he’d fail. In his first days at Game Theory 
Academy, he was timid and reluctant to read aloud. The class spoke in his 
language, yet challenged him to decipher complicated economic principles. Not 
only did he succeed, GTA hired him to write a case study on overdraft protection. 
As he handed in his final draft, he remarked that is was the best thing he had 
ever written. He is proud of himself, and wants to continue on the path of 
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Flea Market 
Willingness to Play 

On the second day of class we run a market simulation – dividing 
students into buyers and sellers. They each are given unique budgets 
and constraints, but they have to set their own preferences and goals. 
Through the game, they exhibit their willingness to negotiate, or “play” 

the market game. In the end we find out who met their goals, how 
they each set their budgets and notice that reaching equilibrium isn’t 

quite as easy as textbooks suggest.  
 

Students learn to explore these questions: how do I make decisions 
on what to buy and how much to pay? How are my instincts and 

habits similar or different than my classmates’? Am I happy with the 
outcome, or do I want to change my habits? 

success. Now he’s an active recruiter for GTA classes. We have many more 
stories similar to Michael’s. All these students are at a critical nexus as the 
transition from youth to adults, and the fate of their futures is largely dependant 
on these years. GTA was pleased to be there for 71 students in 2009. There are 
many, many more we’d like to reach. 
 
Fundraising 
Thanks to 60 generous individual donors, we 
raised $35,000 for Game Theory Academy 
between our launch on December 1, 2008 
and the end of 2009. These funds have gone 
primarily toward curriculum development, 
teaching, participant incentives and set-up 
costs. We will carry over about $15,000 that 
we received near the end of the year to start 
off 2010 on strong footing.  
 
With an enthusiastic base of individual donors, we approached nearly a dozen 
private and corporate foundations and have seen great reactions to Game 
Theory Academy’s mission to teach youth about risk and money decisions. Two 
foundations have already invested. The Van Loben Sels/Rembe Rock 
Foundation supported our work with former foster youth early in the year. The 
Whitman Institute is the first foundation to join the 2010 challenge: we are asking 
ten foundations to give $3,000 each to GTA, to match what individual donors 
gave in our launch. We are also exploring sponsorship opportunities with 
financial institutions in 2010 to support bringing GTA to scale  . 
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Goals for 2010 
We learned a great deal in 2009. Our students learned how to make savvier 
money decisions – but they taught us even more about how to do this work  
 
Target Audience. Our initial vision for GTA was a decision making course inside 
the juvenile halls. We have found that the lessons are better suited to young 
adults who are living free – and making decisions in real time throughout the 5-10 
week course. We still plan to develop a methodology for youth in juvenile halls, 
an especially vulnerable and isolated population, but for now we are focusing on 
high schools and organizations in the community where youth can participate 
voluntarily and use the tools immediately. Youth who most appreciated the 
course were generally living on their own, not with a parent, and over the age of 
18. This demographic will be our focus as we build partnerships in 2010. 
 
Teaching Goals. Our goal is to work with 500 youth in 2010 and build 
partnerships with new organizations while maintaining service to our existing 
partners. This will require a significant boost in fundraising, which we hope is 
achievable with support from individual donors, banks and private foundations. 
 
Teaching Corps. To arm greater numbers of young people with financial and 
decision making savvy, Game Theory Academy must train others to teach its 
curriculum. This means investing in human capital in 2010, as well as developing 
a curriculum guide. We don’t know yet whether the ideal GTA teacher is a youth-
savvy adult with a desire to understand economics, an economist with an interest 
in the youth development field or a social worker striving to balance his or her 
own budget smartly We have formulated two strategies for teacher expansion. 1) 

Recruit, train and hire a corps of 
teachers who will be certified to go 
out into the community and teach 
the curriculum. This method would 
give us tremendous control over the 
material, but would significantly limit 
our scale. 2) Develop a training 
program for teachers and youth 
workers to learn how to take the 
material back to the young people in 
their communities. This strategic 
question will be a key focus for 
2010. We have recruited teaching 
interns for winter/spring 2010 from 
the economics department at the 
University of California at Berkeley. 
We expect to learn significantly from 
working with these interns about 
how to develop a training program. 
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Alumni. Many Game Theory Academy graduates have sought ways to stay 
connected with us. On February 1, 2010 we will open a small office where we 
can hold open-door office hours for alumni, and hold meetings with donors and 
other stakeholders. We also want to stay connected virtually with these alumni, 
through social media. For alumni who want to continue learning about how 
economic tools can shape their financial and major life decisions, we’re building 
curriculum for the next level of study. We hope these efforts will improve our 
ability to evaluate the impact of our curriculum long-term by keeping students 
involved over a longer period of time.  
 
Evaluation. In 2010 we will significantly boost our evaluation efforts to capture 
demographic data and to measure the impact of our curriculum on participants’ 
decisions and economic empowerment with a pre/post evaluation tool. An 
evaluation consultant has offered to donate his time to develop this important 
tool. We will also develop a demographic survey so we can better track who is 
signing up for and sticking with our program. 
 

 
 

Special Thanks 
Many individuals and institutions have donated time, energy and space to GTA’s launch, 
including New America Media, First Place for Youth, and the Yale School of 
Management. Rakhi Kumar, Moha Desai Patel, Malik Rashid and Jorge Maldonado 
hosted events for GTA in Washington DC and New York. Elisabeth Watson and Kevin 
Selhi donated their time to strategic planning. Todd Siders advised curriculum 
development. Graphic design and web development were graciously provided by Sam 
Daniel, Julie Johnson, Kyle Mitchell, Richard Eyman, Vincent Dominguez and Hope 
Norman. Finally, warm thanks to Chester Hartman at the Poverty & Race Research 
Action Council for nominating Patricia Johnson for the Edith Witt Award.  
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Individual Donors: 2008-09 
 
Investors $2,500+  
Namita Kamath & Keith Deming • Betty & Bob McGarry • Rachel & Donovan Walsh 
 
Scholars $1,000-$2,499 
Joan & Ron Cornwell • Debbie & Mike Ducar • Carol & Lawrence Goode • Greta Hotopp 
• Vijaya & Suresh Kamath • Vinod Palathinkara • Brandon Stander • Kathy & Chris 
Vuturo  
 
Advisers $500-999  
The Howard Cohen Family • Karen Daitch • Elizabeth Ann Elling • Susan & Jonathan 
Hobley • Jeff Jones • Kyra & Alex Lilien • Rob Niessen • Moha Desai Patel • Kathy & 
Terry White  
 
Mentors $150-499  
Mahesh Bhatia • Elizabeth Hurt • Maneesha & Damien Jacoby • Nathan & Cindy Kelly • 
Philip Krohn • Yuka Kukai • Rakhi Kumar • Anita & Allan Lubarsky • Valerie Minassian • 
Charles Savage • Kevin Singh Selhi  
 
Donors up to $150 
Christine Bader • Lou Blemaster • Susan & Mike Burnett • Madeline Cashdollar • Helen 
Cheng • Brian Choe • Jim Davoust • Shawn Collins • Greg Cluster • Deborah Cronen • 
Yuri Futamura & Jonah Sheridan • Rachel Greenberg • Robert Grossman • Tom 
Guiltinan • Greg Lehman • Sean Love • Jess Coleman & Jake Lubarsky • Anne Madsen 
• Britta Nelson • Hope & Neil Norman • Olivia Rathbone • Joanne & John Ryan • Nancy 
Feeney Russo • Mona & Guru Sashital • Olga Sokolova 
 

Our founding and seed donors - friends & family who gave when we first 
asked for support for this project - are highlighted in orange. Without 
them, the work you read about in this report could not have begun. 

 
∞ 

 
 

Game Theory Academy Board of Directors 
 

Patricia Johnson, Executive Director & Board President 
trish@gametheoryacademy.org 

 
Namita Kamath, Treasurer 

namita.kamath@aya.yale.edu 
 

Debra Koffler, Secretary 
cymc2000@yahoo.com 

 
www.gametheoryacademy.org 

PO Box 11225, Oakland, CA 94611 
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Financial Statements Jan-Dec 2009 

 
Statement of Activities    
   
 Income    

 Grants   5,200   
 Individual Donations   22,616   
 Interest   10   
 Program Fees   640   

 Total Income   28,466   
   
 Expenses    

 Program   18,940   
 Administration   1,798  8% 
 Fundraising   930  4% 

 Total Expense   21,668   
   
 Net Income / Carryover to 2010   6,798   
   
 Net Assets Beginning of 2009   9,040   
   
 Net Assets End of 2010   15,838   

   
   
   
 Balance Sheet    
   
 ASSETS    

 Cash   11,876   
 Undeposited Funds   3,250   
 Accounts Receivable (Matches)  1,500   

 TOTAL ASSETS   16,626   

   
 LIABILITIES & NET ASSETS    
 LIABILITIES    

  Accounts Payable 748  
 Uncollected Stipends   40   

 Total Liabilities   788   
   
 NET ASSETS    

 Unrestricted Assets   15,838   
 Temporarily Restricted Assets   0     

 Total Net Assets   15,838   
   
 TOTAL LIABILITIES & NET ASSETS   16,626   

 


