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Simulations and Games: Revisiting
Their Strategic Value
BY ALLISON ROSSETT

which I could do without. Decisions were
timed and evaluated. Slow or incorrect
choices reduced the likelihood that the
patient would survive, with real results
displayed on the screen. When I tried
mightily to treat a stabbing victim, the
patient took an immediate turn for the
worse and died because I didn’t have a
clue about what to do. When one of my
graduate students, a nurse, tried the pro-
gram, it went better, but only for a while.
Alas, she wasn’t an emergency room

nurse. He died under her care too.

Good programs
I was fortunate enough to get very

close to a flight simulator a few years
ago. The fidelity was extraordinary, obvi-
ous from the grunting, sweating pilots
who were using the system. It was real
to them. Was it a game? No, but there
were game-like elements, such as timed
responses, numerous choices, and
measured performance and results. 

W W W. E L E A R N I N G G U I L D . C O M

Games and simula-
tions get a lot of atten-
tion in the e-Learning
world. Either can
improve learning in
certain cases, but
they are not equiva-
lent. What is the 
difference between
them, and when would
you use each to best
effect? In this insight-
ful article by one of
the field’s leading
researchers and edu-
cators, you’ll learn
answers to both of
these questions and
you’ll find a handy tool
you can use to explain
the choices to your
colleagues and 
clients!

Only recently have I come to appreciate simulations and

games. I don’t have a good reason for my delayed enthu-

siasm. After all, it was simulations that got through to me

about how my car works and the power of compound interest.

Games too are dandy. I drilled my vocabulary into reasonable

shape by playing games. More recently, we used a computer-

based game to boost keyboarding skills for sales professions.

Simulations and games are nifty together. Two favorites come

to mind. One is rather old, but made the most extraordinary use

of a simulated hospital emergency room. The CD-ROM offered

high physical and emotional fidelity. All it lacked was smell



I started to think anew about simula-
tions and games during a US Navy
Learning Strategies Conference in
August, 2004. (You can review the agen-
da at http://www.lscconference.com/.)
The experience was heartening. Chief of
Naval Operations Vern Clark offered the
keynote, in itself a victory for a group
gathered to talk about learning, technolo-
gy and performance. Admiral Clark spoke
of his service at the head of a Navy
school, noting the lessons learned in
that prior role, acknowledging the central-
ity of learning to the mission of the Navy,
and going so far as to proclaim himself a
“schoolmarm.”

I wondered about a conference with so
much attention paid to simulations and
games. Might it be an instance of people
with hammers, expensive ones in this
case, running around and looking for
nails? That isn’t what happened. 

The Navy is intrigued by simulations
and games because current and future
sailors are. Digital natives, as Mark
Prensky dubbed them, are habituated to
vivid, paced digital experiences. (See
Mark’s site at http://www.games2train.
com for more information.) Still, every
presenter, and Navy decision-makers,
urged cautious decisions about when to

employ simulations and games. 
But what constitutes such careful

choices?

Good choices
That got me doodling on a napkin,

attempting to find sweet spots for invest-
ing in simulations and games. Figure 1
below represents my efforts.

I focused on two elements: (1) authen-
ticity and (2) gaminess. Authenticity is
what it sounds like. It’s about the paral-
lels individuals perceive in the materials
and their lives. How akin is the content
to their work and concerns? Can they
hear the voices of their customers or see
the words and numbers that constitute a
challenge to the bottom line? Flight simu-
lation training is very, very authentic;
also authentic, but not quite so real is
online problem-based leadership develop-
ment. (Want an example? See 
http:// www.simulearn.net/SimuLearn/
standalone.htm.) Both mimic the situa-
tions confronted at work, with functional
and emotional fidelity. The flight simula-
tor, though, presents with the height of
physical fidelity — and the purchasing
organization pays a lot for that fidelity. At
one end of a continuum of authenticity is
a flight or fire training simulator. At the
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The eLearning Developers’ Journal™ is design-
ed to serve as a catalyst for innovation and as
a vehicle for the dissemination of new and prac-
tical strategies and techniques for e-Learning
designers, developers and managers.  The
Journal is not intended to be the definitive
authority.  Rather, it is intended to be a medium
through which e-Learning practitioners can share
their knowledge, expertise and experience 
with others for the general betterment of all.

As in any profession, there are many differ-
ent perspectives about the best strategies,
techniques and tools one can employ to accom-
plish a specific objective. This Journal will share
different perspectives and does not position any
one as “the right way,” but rather we position
each article as “one of the right ways” for
accomplishing a goal.  We assume that readers
will evaluate the merits of each article and use
the ideas they contain in a manner appropriate
for their specific situation.  

The articles contained in the Journal are all
written by people who are actively engaged in
this profession — not by paid journalists or writ-
ers.  Submissions are always welcome at any
time, as are suggestions for articles and future
topics. To learn more about how to submit 
articles and/or ideas, please visit:
www.eLearningGuild.com.
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Figure 1 Sweet spots for investing in simulations and games.
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other is an in-basket exercise, encoun-
tered online or in a room, where leaders
contend with realistic output, email,
memos, policies, and requests, in timed
circumstances. 

Gaminess is about engagement, track-
ing, competition, and measurement
against standards or peers. I play online
Scrabble and Hearts. Very gamey, but
not at all authentic.

Quiz shows? Certification challenges?
Word games? Mark Prensky and
Sivasailam Thiagarajan provide tem-
plates for games that enhance learning.
(For some examples, see http://www.
thiagi.com/freebies-and-goodies.html.)
These approaches make sense for
assisting employees to learn a body of
content not especially favored by them,
such as indicators of workplace violence,
sexual harassment policies or multiplica-
tion tables. 

Examples in the Quadrants
Quadrant 4: In Florida, students hold

their noses and demand alternatives to
frog dissection. Thus Florida is about to
join other states in permitting frog dis-
section online, a classic quadrant 4
approach. (Dissect your own frog at
http://www.froguts.com/flash_content/
demo/frog.html.) WebMD is another
example. Wondering if the scorching pain
at the back of your foot is your Achilles
tendon? Worried about what to do about
it? WebMD is real and useful, though not
much fun at all.

Quadrant 3: But what if we’re talking
about a topic that people might elect to
ignore, such as time management or
sexual harassment? Or what do we do if
the target audience loves video games.
That’s how Battle Stations (http://
nsgreatlakes.navy.mil/battle_stations.
html) wins the war for hearts and minds. 

Quadrant 2: When I was very young, I
ignored the multiplication tables. Once
my parents noticed that I hadn’t a clue,
it was games and rewards that got my
attention and skills to where they need-
ed to be. Consider fish and oceans.
While there are many ways to foul this
tasty topic, Build-a-Fish handles it beauti-
fully. (Build-a-Fish is online at http://sv.
berkeley.edu/showcase/flash/fish.html.)
Pick an ocean environment; construct a
fish to thrive in it, with numerous parts
to choose from. Then check your ans-
wers. Will your fish survive in that con-
text? If students must know the topic by
heart, or must have a robust sense of it,
but if they resist I look to games to move
the material to memory and fluency. 
(An example of the way some people
approach online games can be found 
at http://www.quia. com/.) 

Register Today! Call 1.707.566.8990 or visit www.eLearningGuild.com

October 18 - 21, 2004 • Orlando, Florida

If It’s e-Learning, 
You’ll Find It Here...

Your needs are unique. You’re a professional e-Learning producer
involved in the design, development, and management of e-Learning 
in your organization. You are seriously focused on increasing the effec-
tiveness and impact of your organization’s e-Learning efforts. You pride
yourself on your quality, consistency, and success.

The eLearning Producer Conference & Expo 2004 — the annual
conference of The eLearning Guild — is specificallly designed to meet
the needs of professionals like you. Everything about this conference is
focused on one thing... e-Learning. This singular focus ensures that you
will be learning and networking with other professionals who do exactly
what you do every day. This is what separates this conference from all
the others. It’s the focus and depth of the program that ensures it will
be the best conference you can choose to attend this year.

To learn more about 
this conference, visit
www.eLearningGuild.com



Quadrant 1: Alas, this is life as many
employees know it. It happens in class-
rooms and online. Recently a student
stopped me in the hall, “There’s so
much my people all over the world must
know about _____. I have them for four
hours, no more no less. It’s required.
And I can’t be everywhere, so we want to
create a technology-based program that
tells them what they need to know. I
intend to lay an audio track on all these
PowerPoint slides.” I asked about carv-
ing the materials up into smaller, use-
based segments. I asked about creating
a way for them to interact with the mate-
rials through activities or reference. He
responded, “Nope. Four hours. I need to
tell them what they need to know.” No
nod to gaminess or authenticity. While
the material is going to get OUT to the
people, no doubt, I wonder if there is any
hope of it getting IN. Moving out of quad-
rant 1 makes sense here. There are
aspects of games and simulations that

could greatly improve this strategy.

Good Harry
Let me introduce you to AZTEC Inc.,

my wholly owned and non-existent sub-
sidiary. For the purposes of this piece,
I’ll pile some work on Harry, esteemed
Director of Workforce Learning and
Performance. Let’s charge him with
doing something about fulfilling sexual
harassment requirements; assuring that
sales people become more successful at
making sales; and encouraging employ-
ees towards retirement planning. 

Harry, good professional that he is,
turned to analysis to plan his approach-
es. (Analysis? Find a guide to knowing
what to do at http://www.jbp.com/ros-
sett.html.) He can’t decide how to work
on these challenges without deepening
his understanding of them.

Harry discovers that the vast majority
of employees are not keen on another
class about sexual harassment. Based

on an admittedly unfocused request from
me for more sales, the analysis discov-
ered that sales people have hesitations
about closing sales and are fuzzy about
certain newer products. The sales peo-
ple also affirm that they do not want
training that takes them away from the
field. And nearly every employee is con-
cerned about readiness for retirement
and open to getting smarter about the
topic. 

Let’s use Table 1 below and refer to
Figure 1 in order to think about how to
handle each challenge. What did Harry
propose to do about these tasks? When
would you invest in simulations? In gam-
ing? In both? Are there aspects of simu-
lations and games that would strengthen
the effort, even if you do not build out
full blown simulations or games? Table 1
states the possibilities.

Good news
A few weeks ago, I taught about the

history of educational technology. Mired
in quadrant 1, it was a struggle. Oh, my
students were polite. They always are.
But they most certainly were not com-
pelled. What my efforts needed was a
dose of those strategies available in the
other quadrants. A game would have
been dandy. Even better would be an
opportunity for them to step back in time
and into Thomas Edison’s shoes or
those of the government leaders frantic
to win World War II or reeling from
Sputnik. Muzzy Lane (http://www.muzzy-
lane.com/products/making-history.htm)
does just that with World War II and the
difficult decisions Neville Chamberlain
had to make. What would you have
done? How would you decide? 

In a world of knowledge work, global
threats, regulations, compliance, and
fierce competition, there are many good
reasons to make tough choices in favor
of the strategies associated with simula-
tions and games.

Suggested resources
Learning Vocabulary Can be Fun:

http://www.vocabulary.co.il
Games and the Military:

http://www.dodgamecommunity.com 
Digital Games Research Association:

http://www.digra.org/
Dialog/Coaching template:

http://www.thedialogcoach.com/index.
htm 
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TABLE 1 Harry tackles real tasks

In the bad old days, Harry’s group handled this challenge in
quadrant 1, with instructor-led training. Now, Harry focuses
on more authenticity, helping instructors bring real cases and
problems to the group, urging them to attempt to solve prob-
lems and compare their solutions to those of experts and
each other. They commit to quadrant 3. At a minimum, more
authenticity, see quadrant 2, would improve the effort.

Resistant sales people must see the usefulness of the mate-
rial and be given opportunities to move skills to memory in
realistic, active, and lively contexts. Look to quadrant 4, if
instructor-led, and focus on closing sales, not everything
about sales, since it’s the closing that concerns them. If
online, it makes sense to invest in quadrant 3. 

Share data that came from customers re: lack of fluency on
products. Build fluency, driving information into memory
through gamey drills and practice. Quadrant 2 ought to do
the trick. Quadrant 3 would be even better to assure transfer
to customer interactions. Technology makes great sense
here and will allow them to stay in the field, where they want
to be.

Willing participants matter here. No need for fun and games-
get to the heart of the matter by providing stories about peo-
ple and their choices. Provide useful, realistic information,
with direction about how to apply to life. Quadrant 4 is appro-
priate, perhaps through online tutorials, a performance sup-
port tool, and rich knowledge bases. Grab attention with a
simulation that tells the tale of somebody with whom they
can identify, and the impact of varied choices. 

Fulfilling sexual
harassment 
requirements

Assuring the 
ability to close
sales

Assuring fluency 
in product 
knowledge

Encouraging 
retirement 
planning

The Challenges Reflecting on simulations and games



Games for learning:
http://www.angelfire.com/wi2/Games
ForLearning/

MIT and Microsoft sponsored consortium:
http://www.educationarcade.org/ 

North American Simulation and Gaming
Association: http://www.nasaga.org/

Rossett, A. & Sheldon, K. (2001).
Beyond the Podium: Delivering Training
and Performance to a Digital World,
http://www.pfeiffer.com/go/BTP

SDSU’s Bernie Dodge’s Sims and
Games course: http://edweb.
sdsu.edu/ Courses/EDTEC670/ 

AUTHOR CONTACT
Dr. Allison Rossett,
Professor of Educational
Technology at San Diego
State University, is the edi-
tor of The ASTD E-learning
Handbook and co-author of

Beyond the Podium: Delivering Training and
Performance to a Digital World. She is a
member of The eLearning Guild’s
Advisory board. Contact Allison by email
at arossett@mail.sdsu.edu. 

Additional information on the topics 
covered in this article is also listed in
the Guild Resource Directory.
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The eLearning Guild has created The Guild Online Forum Series, a new series of online events that will
be held throughout 2004. On the 2nd Thursday of every month (except January) you can register to partic-
ipate as an individual, or as a group, in a one-day “virtual conference” that includes four highly interactive
seventy-five minute sessions designed to explore a specific topic.

e-Learning for e-Learning Professionals...

Individual or
Site Registration:

Participate as an indi-
vidual or you can pay 
a site fee, set up your
meeting room, and
have your e-Learning
team participate in an
Online Forum as 
a group!

O C T O B E R  1 4 ,  2 0 0 4

Managing e-Learning
Evaluations & Assessments
Examine how to use tools and technolo-
gies to assess the learner, and when and
how to conduct learner testing. Learn cor-
rect (and incorrect) ways to write tests and
questions online. Explore the use of tech-
nologies for tracking and reporting. 
Target Audience: This Online Forum is
for those who need to measure student
comprehension and learning, those need-
ing to develop online testing and evalua-
tion, and those needing to understand
ways effectiveness of e-Learning can be
measured. 

To learn more about each
upcoming Online Forum 
and to register, go to:
www.eLearningGuild.com

Here’s a brief description
of the next Online Forum
in the series...

Here’s how the Online Forums work:

This publication is by the people, for the people.
That means it’s written by YOU the readers and members of The eLearning Guild!
We encourage you to submit articles for publication in the Journal.  

Even if you have not been published before, we encourage you to submit a query
if you have a great idea, technique, case study or practice to share with your peers
in the e-Learning community. If your topic idea for an article is selected by the edi-
tors, you will be asked to submit a complete article on that topic. Don’t worry if you
have limited experience writing for publication. Our team of editors will work with
you to polish your article and get it ready for publication in the Journal. 

By sharing your expertise with the readers of the Journal, you not only add to the
collective knowledge of the e-Learning community, you also gain the recognition of
your peers in the industry and your organization.

Refer to www.eLearningGuild.com for Author Guidelines.

Get It Published in...

Do you have an interesting 
strategy or technique to share?



The eLearning Guild organizes a variety of industry events focused on participant learning:

The eLearning
Guild™ is a global
Community of
Practice
Through this member-driven com-
munity of designers, developers,
and managers of e-Learning, the
Guild provides high-quality learn-
ing opportunities, networking
services, resources, and publica-
tions.

Guild members represent a
diverse group of instructional
designers, content developers,
web developers, project man-
agers, contractors, consultants,
managers and directors of train-
ing and learning services — all of
whom share a common interest in
e-Learning design, development,
and management. Members work
for organizations in the corporate,
government, academic, and K-12
sectors. They also are employees
of e-Learning product and service
providers, consultants, students,
and self-employed professionals.

The more than 13,500 members
of this growing, worldwide com-
munity look to the Guild for time-
ly, relevant, and objective informa-
tion about e-Learning to increase
their knowledge, improve their
professional skills, and expand
their personal networks.

Resource Directory
The Guild hosts the e-Learning industry’s most 
comprehensive resource management system
that includes more than 4,500 (and growing) 
e-Learning related resources in a searchable
database. Guild Members can post resources
and can update them at any time.

Surveys & Studies
The eLearning Guild conducts continuous polls
and more than a dozen surveys and studies
each year — including an annual salary survey.
Guild Members have unlimited access to all data
and analyses.

The eLearning Developers’ Journal
The Journal provides in-depth articles about how 
e-Learning professionals can make e-Learning
more successful in their organizations. It’s a
weekly online publication in PDF format and
Guild Members have unlimited access to the
searchable archive of every issue published. 

Job Board
The Guild Job Board should be your first stop
for solving employment related issues. Whether
you are an employer looking to fill a key position
or an e-Learning professional looking for a new
job, you’ll find success here.

Info Exchange
The Info Exchange enables members to ask
questions of, and get feedback from, other 
members around the world in a discussion
board format. 

Member Discounts
Guild Members receive a 20% discount on all
optional services offered by The eLearning Guild
that are not included in your membership. These
services include all face-to-face and online
events produced by the Guild, special publica-
tions, and other services as they are developed.

The Online Forum Series
e-Learning for e-Learning professionals! The
Guild Online Forum Series enables you, or 
your team, to explore the most pressing issues
facing e-Learning professionals today with some
of our industries smartest people — right from
your desktop or conference room. 

Engaging Symposia
The Guild’s unique and focused symposia 
drill into the most critical issues for e-Learning
designers, developers, and managers. These are

intensive learning events with limited enrollment.
Participate in person or online, as an individual
or as part of a team.  

Annual Conference
The eLearning Producer Conference, held in
the fall each year, offers comprehensive and in-
depth content for all e-Learning professionals in
a collegial environment conducive to learning
and sharing.  

Event Proceedings
If you attend a Guild event, you have immediate
access to all event proceedings. If you do not
attend, as a Guild Member you still have access
to the proceedings 90 days after an event ends.

Guild e-Clips
A Guild Members-only publication sent by email
every week. It’s short, easy to read, and includes
“clips” designed to keep members connected to
the latest information about Guild publications,
surveys & studies, and learning events. 

eLearning Insider
The eLearning Insider is sent by email every
other week and includes current e-Learning
industry news, excerpts from Journal articles,
highlights from Guild surveys, e-Musings, and
information on Guild matters.

Professional Development 
Through Active Engagement
In order to maintain a vital community and 
provide relevant information, The eLearning
Guild seeks the active involvement of all Guild
Members and Guild Associates. Consider these
ways to engage:

Speak at Guild Events: Members and
Associates are encouraged to submit 
presentation proposals for any and all 
Guild events.

Write for the Journal: The eLearning
Developers’ Journal articles are written by
industry leaders and practitioners just like you
who are working in this field every day.

Join the Program Advisory Committee:
This committee works to craft the program 
content of all events produced by the Guild.

Join the Research Advisory Committee:
This committee works to identify the topics for
Guild surveys and studies, and also develops
the survey instruments.

About the Guild
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