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Peter Shea: So why aren’t sims more
commonplace?

Clark Aldrich: One can argue both for and
against the success of sims. The argument
for goes something like this: The interest in
and number of sims has grown steadily over
the last 15 years. Initially regarded as a
novelty by corporations, academics and the
military, they have since become serious
contenders. 

Educational conferences have extensive
game tracks featuring numerous case studies
and vendors. A great example of an
educational game, Minecraft, was sold to
Microsoft for $2.5 billion. Business schools
rely heavily on simulations in preparing top
students for the outside world. 

The argument against sims might sound

more like this: There has not been a killer
app for educational simulations. Neither has
an identified educational need been so
completely met by a specific sim, that it has
been widely adopted. 

This means that if ten people were to close
their eyes and imagine sims, they would
probably visualise ten different outcomes.
Furthermore, corporations that have invested
in one big game-based initiative typically are
not in a hurry to commission another. There
is no marketplace today for serious games. In
schools and universities individual teachers
and professors, not departments, advocate
serious games. Sims represent huge change
but we don't yet have entry-level solutions. 

• We need content that L&D professionals
can order and have delivered in a few

months, not a year; for a five to six figure
amount, not one in the high sixes and sevens 

• We need content that an innovative
professor can create in his or her downtime,
while fully leveraging the depth of their
expertise; and the ability for this to be
achieved in less than a month, without a
support team of prized software engineers

• We need content that can easily be
changed after it has been created, not
abandoned when finished. Content that a
student can comfortably consume in ten or
twenty minutes, not ten or twenty hours

Most importantly, the content must help
students gain much deeper insights into
the material, leveraging discovery and
playfulness, following a collaborative rather
than directive leadership approach. 
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Clark Aldrich has touted the remarkable benefits of simulation-based learning for many

years. Making and deploying simulations has never been easier thanks to advances in digital

and mobile technology. Interview by Peter Shea.

WHY HAVEN’T
SIMULATIONS

BECOME MAINSTREAM?



PS: Given the deep-seated preference for
lecture-based education among educators,
will a sufficient number of instructors adopt
the sim-based approach even if building
reusable sims becomes easier?

CA: Increasingly there will be a move
towards short, interactive sims for educators
in academia, government and corporations.
The adoption of e-learning, including self-
paced content, MOOCs, webinars or chat
rooms, will drive the need for more
moments of interactivity to engage the
student. It is frustrating for any instructor –
regardless of subject matter – to deftly talk
learners through some procedure in a
classroom, only to see them fail when it
comes to tackling the task on their own.
Sims have the ability to bridge this gap. 

Short Sims are beginning to appear in
electronic textbooks and offer inviting and
playful interactivity. This will result in a
snowball effect as both educators and
learners will be inspired to refine, improve
and create their own sims. This will lead to
greater appreciation of short, interactive
experiences to augment other approaches.

PS: What evidence is there to support this?

CA: The evidence comes from role models
across all types of media. People are inspired
by art, literature and music, to try to
develop and share their own creations. In
order for this to happen we need consistent
sim tools and structures. A milestone

towards widespread adoption will be when
sims become ‘cut and paste-able’. 

Years ago I learned computer programming
by copying code from a book and making a
few changes to see what happened. Today, I
can read someone else's report, cut and
paste it into a new document and use the
original template for my own report. I am
able to mashup YouTube videos with theme
songs from 1980s sitcoms. I can copy slides
from a colleague’s presentation and add
some of my own. 

Those of us creating sims today are aware
that we are creating templates for future
creators and users. This is especially true of
Short Sims. Being at the forefront, we have
encountered new problems resulting in
innovative solutions. Others will copy our
work and likely improve upon it. I hope that
when people copy me, they will include my
tone as much as my structures.

PS: YouTube is an example of a model
repository for crowd-sourced new media. Do
you foresee such a repository for people who
want to create Short Sims?

CA: The simple answer is yes, as it can act
as a central store and host sims that can be
shared and embedded. Increasingly, the
document format of choice is HTML. In one
such document, I can combine text and
diagrams, short audio, short video and now,
short interactions. HTML can be shown on
every device as it has built in affordances for

different screen sizes and aspect ratios. 

At some point, repositories may have the
ability for people to create customised
versions of common sims, or to have some
paywall or app store so that authors can
make some money. There may be a curated
Kahn Academy model as well. But unlike
video, it will be important for creators to
allow access to their templates and hidden
structures as well.

PS: Suppose such a repository is developed
and people begin to use it, resulting in a
significant impact on their learning. Apart
from anecdotal evidence (the testimony of
learners), what would be the best way to
prove to the doubters, that the improvement
is down to the sims? Critics might attribute
gains to the quality of teachers, lectures,
textbooks, etc., or 'anything but the sims'
(old paradigms die hard).

CA: I would expect people to use the same
metrics as they currently use for other
approaches to education.

PS: What do Chief Learning Officers need to
know about Short Sims?

CA: That in future they will be as common-
place as snippets of video in educational
material. Every group that is responsible for
creating or procuring learning content
should become comfortable with them. 

The first step is awareness. Spend some time
playing Short Sims. 

WHY HAVEN’T SIMULATIONS BECOME MAINSTREAM?

12 Inside Learning Technologies & Skills December 2016



• I have pulled together some here:
<http://www.shortsims.com/play>.
Otherwise, assign someone from your team
to do it and report back

• Look at some explicit design principles,
such as the collection here:
<http://www.shortsims.com/design>.
(BTW about half the people reading this will
look at the design principles first, then play
the sims) 

The second step is to have content builders
add and practice the approach. 

• Find a tool. I have been using BranchTrack
<https://www.branchtrack.com/>, and
have found it very satisfying to use, and
well suited for corporate deployments

• Others may gravitate towards the open-
source tool <https://twinery.org/>, which
is a viable option as well, and may be more
comfortable for academic environments
that have a bit more time for building
things

• Build very Short Sims, just a few minutes
long, and add these to traditional content
such as web pages other electronic
documents. For example, use a short sim as
an introduction, or for helping people
experience a simple process. The only goals
are gaining experience in building, adding
and deploying 

As with all media, some designers will take
to it like a duck to water and others will find
it an uphill slog. Find the first type and spare
the second! 

Finally, increase the use of Short Sims. 

• I have found that Short Sims may stand
alone as a five-minute interaction. They can
be assigned to provide a specific answer or
to clarify understanding of a defined issue 

• In some ambitious cases, there may even
be a ten or twelve-minute stand-alone short
sim that takes people through a more
complex scenario

• The sustainable sweet spot will likely be

the inclusion of Short Sims alongside more
traditional linear content

• A given e-learning module, say fifteen
minutes long, may include one five-minute
short sim to explore and practice. This could
perhaps appear at the beginning to highlight
the importance or nuance of the topic, or at
the end to give a concrete example, practice
session or case study. 

PS: It sounds like this would be a good time
for designers to connect with one another,
share ideas, and strategise about the best way
to promote the adoption of Short Sims in
education and industry. Are there any existing
groups devoted to this?

CA: I do not know of any existing groups as
yet but they will inevitably form. Certainly
those who are producing Short Sims should
find friends to peer review their content. My
role is to build as many as possible and to
create interesting content, in order to
expose as many learners to this approach as
possible. If we continue to do this well, we
will create a library of role models and
techniques, as well as a demand in the
marketplace for all potential designers. 
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Clark Aldrich is Managing Partner at
Clark Aldrich Designs LLC  
Peter Shea is Director of Professional
Development at Middlesex Community
College of Massachusetts
http://www.shortsims.com
https://www.middlesex.mass.edu/
Twitter: @clarkaldrich

December 2016 Inside Learning Technologies & Skills 15

HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE TO CREATE A SHORT SIM?

The four-stage development process comprises 1) Background research and concept; 2) Art
and interface design; 3) Structure; 4) Dialogue and review. The Short Sim production time
frame (for each stage) depends on the level of complexity:

• Three hours for a simple sim (around 30 nodes/states/slides)

• Nine hours for medium sims (around 80… )

• 18 hours for complex sims (around 150… ) 

These time frames relate to experienced short sim creators and therefore newbies will take
longer initially. Production will also take longer depending on the number of client reviews, etc.
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