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This is a brief walk-through of the process of 
creating a short sim to introduce the topic of demand 
curves for a college textbook.  The example was 
chosen because it is quite simple, yet required several 
interesting techniques. 

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation funded a collection of open source 

textbooks on popular community college topics. For their Econ 101 series, I 

was asked to create a series of short sims.  As with all short sims, these were 

each to be about five to ten minutes long, and provide various forms of 

interactivity to help students better learn both foundational and more 

complex processes.   

Before going further, most should play the short sim themselves, a copy of 

which can be found at <https://www.branchtrack.com/projects/bchxj1p8>. 

 

BranchTrack was chosen for the sim engine. 
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We decided the two best places to use sims in these electronic textbooks, 

were a) tough areas and b) foundational areas.  This demand sim fell into the 

latter. 

The first thing to do was understand the topic.  In this case, content was 

widely available (when researching involves organization specific or even 

proprietary content, this can be much harder).  Generic online research was 

sufficient. 

Every good sim is the result of a superior 
understanding of the topic. 

In parallel, with the client, we framed out what the sim was and was not 

going to cover: introduction to demand curves and shifts in demand curves. 

As one professor noted, “many econ students end up thinking the 

visualization of a demand curve is a static icon of the topic, not something 

dynamic.” 

Given any subject matter, there are numerous ways a sim can be structured.  

For example, players can walk-through solving an abstract technical problem 

with coaching, engage in a lab, or apply the content in a realistic setting.  

(And by numerous, I actually mean infinite.)    

An early design decision centered on what to do with the visual of a demand 

curve.  Specifically, should it be the primary visual and interface element, or 

secondary?  Should it be the biggest thing on the screen? 

In the real world, a demand curve should serve in a helper role, a tool for 

understanding the productive world, so that is the path I chose to follow.  I 

wanted to create a situation where understanding the demand curve was seen 

as helpful to accomplishing another goal, not the end goal; a map to the 

treasure not the treasure itself. 

For this situation, I settled on the microcosm of pricing drinks.  I then 

decided on food trucks as the microcosm for the interface because that could 
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be continued as an example through subsequent examples of supply curves 

and equilibriums, and it also captured a fluid, marketplace as envisioned by 

economist Adam Smith, which was still fast-paced enough to be relatable to 

a modern student.   In this case, the number of people in line could 

intuitively visualize demand, while more trucks, for example, could visualize 

greater supply. 

 

A Simple, Clean Presentation 

I also initially decided on a visual style of simple, black and white graphics.  

This was completely assembled using clip-art, in this case from a stock-art 

and graphics company.  This gave a professional sheen while keeping the 

process cost effective and more important, flexible to comments.  In this 

initial version I created personalities for those in line, where the thirstiest 

people (sweat emanating) and wealthiest (bags of money, top hat) would 

hang on longer as the price went up.  This was never discussed explicitly in 

the sim, but could optionally be explored by an instructor. 

I also needed to cover shifts in demand curves.  This refers to how the 

demand curve graph can move one way or another, left or right, based on 

external changing conditions.  (ZZZZZzzzzzzz.) 

Students often had a hard time thinking of what moved a graph specifically 

one way or the other, right or left.  Therefore I tried to think of an example 
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in my food truck microcosm where the direction of the shift would make 

some mnemonic sense.  I settled on a cloudy day versus sunny, with a 

rightward shift in temperature (“The temperature went up…”) corresponded 

with a rightward shift in the demand cure (“…so drink prices went up”).  

This was not necessarily the pedagogical success I had hoped, but it did not 

harm. 

Counterintuitively, I used PowerPoint as the tool to assemble the graphics, 

and then export them.   This played to my strengths and comfort zone.  I had 

to create a special template and size to facilitate the process (just once, for all 

subsequent short sims), and then made one further change to export the 

PowerPoint jpg graphics at a slightly higher resolution than done natively.  

 

PowerPoint was used to assemble the clip-art graphics, with slide numbers corresponding to 
screen numbers in sim design.  This is a bit tedious, but it allows one person with neither 

artistic nor technical skills to produce the sim. This maintained a flexibility throughout the 
process where just one person could quickly make updates as needed. 

This turned out to be very handy when the client asked that I change the 

graphic style, from the two dimensional graphics to a more isometric 

approach.   This matched the other sims I was developing for them.  I could 

relatively efficiently cut and paste over each original, and turn in the new 

version to the client in very timely manner. 

From here, I created a core lab.  In such a situation, one can think of short 

sims as simulations of simulation.  Image a fully interactive experience, 
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created with rigor, and then create an experience that just captures the most 

used and interesting paths.  

 

Isomorphic graphics replaced the black and white versions, and became a consistent look and 
feel for many of the Econ 101 sims. This was once again done using clip art in PowerPoint.  

The interactivity would be around raising and lowering the prices for a drink, 

and also changing the condition from sunny to cloudy.  This provided a 

simple, consistent three-button interface that could take a user through a 

wide range of states with minimum cognitive load or friction (think 

gamepad, not keyboard).  It gave a sense of restricted open-endedness, of 

being an ant on the surface of a basketball, for which I always strive.   

Feedback could be immediate visualized through the number of people in 

line (demand) changing.  And the demand curve could serve as a mini-map, 

akin the map on a driving game, providing very helpful information that 

aligned with what the player was doing and seeing.  

Very importantly, the same information could be shown in a) the intuitive 

scenario (demand, price) with b) the less intuitive demand curve 

simultaneously. One player action would result in changes in both 

visualizations.  So someone could discover for themselves about demand 

curves if they had not been paying attention and were now interested.   

For the effect of dynamic interactivity to be achieved, 22 PowerPoint slides 

were created that reflected all possible permutations. 
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I then had to create a victory condition towards which the player had to 

strive.  It could have been something easy and intuitive like “find the 

condition with the lowest possible demand.” I chose instead to ask the player 

to find a very specific demand situation, which required a bit more 

experimentation.  This victory condition (“Find the situation where exactly 7 

people…) was repeated on every slide.   

With the lab done, the last piece of content needed was the introduction to 

the material and the lab.  This had to introduce the key functionality as 

elegantly and seeming effortlessly as possible.  People had to consistently 

learn without, as much as possible, being taught.  This sim was to be placed 

in the middle of a textbook chapter about demand curves, but I neither 

wanted to assume the person had been paying attention, nor assume they 

were not.   

One goal in creating a short sim is to use as few words as possible.  Because 

the interactivity is turn-based and, for better or worse, static, the text has to 

be as lean as possible; the metronome of interactivity had to beat quickly.  

Very few screens have more than a sentence or two. In some placed I added a 

bit more text than necessary in the event a screen reader was used, to provide 

access to the sim for people who were visually impaired. 

This sim was one of the first, so had to introduce the concept of the form of 

interactivity that would be used throughout the textbook.  This meant that 

everything had to be as intuitive as possible with as little formal instruction 

about the interface as possible (always a goal of any short sim anyway).   

I began with giving players single options to interact with the central 

microcosm of food trucks.  This was done in a way with feedback and 

chaperoning, but failure or getting stuck was not possible.   

Slowly more elements were added.  This part of the sim should be easy for a 

player to breeze through, but care should be taken to allow players to explore 
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a bit; As with the leaves and roots of a tree, the amount of screens used in 

this first half of a sim mirrors the second half, even if it just looks like less. 

One critical part of interactivity is consistency, which has to be an internally 

driven constraint because (thankfully) it is not forced by the software or game 

engine. So, open ended conversations aside, the three interface keys always 

did the same three things.  As I introduced the functionality and screen 

elements in the beginning mode, I did so in a way that would be consistent 

with the button layout of the end lab. 

One area on which I obsess more than most is around tone.  A necessity of 

short sims is to disrupt the “directive form of leadership” that is part of all 

linear educational media.  In other words, the sim was there to work with 

you, not be bossy. 

 

The language of the coach is supportive and subservient.  Note as well that to overcome the 
limited affordances of a static screen based interface, motion lines (a la comic strips or comic 
books) were added to the two characters to support the idea they were walking away from the 
truck. Brackets were used to indicate sim commands, and placeholders were used to keep the 

button functionality consistent.    

One way to achieve this is in the voice of the on-screen character.  I like the 

character of Iron Man’s Jarvis, or Bertie Wooster’s Jeeves for a model voice.  
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The Gentleman’s Gentleman can guide, advice, and serve, but never crosses 

that didactic line.  

I also like giving the player the opportunity to talk back a bit (or more) to the 

onscreen avatar, to vent any rebellious streak, and get a bit of feedback for it.  

These paths are always optional, of course.  But they also serve as interface 

practice, so should be included if possible.   

Similarly, I like making students have to ask for information, even entire 

additional levels in later sims.  The act of asking makes the information more 

valuable and better received, and allows the students the role of being 

virtuous.  

Charm and humor are both necessary, if done well. 

Many so far have found the sim to be an easy, engaging way to learn about 

demand curves, more quickly, more enjoyably, and with a richer understand 

than other approaches.  The information sticks because it is earned.  It builds 

a more robust conviction, not just a brittle awareness.   

All of this is accomplished in a short sim comprised of just 56 screens, some 

with graphics and some without, tied together with a network of links.  Even 

in more complicated short sims, the same constraints are considered and 

adapted. 

Creating interactive content must follow the same time 
table as other educational media.  This requires a short 
sims approach. 

Many organizations have been tempted by game-like content, but have held 

off because of cost, or have only built one because of time frames involved.  

The specialty of skills sets makes full games expensive initially and hard to 

update, but also has prevented highly creative individuals from moving ahead 

with projects with a small team or alone.  The valuable part of sim design – 

reimagining content into a “learning by doing” format –has not been done in 

the scale needed because we have given ourselves so many excuses not to.  

This mindset has to change.  
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We are fast approaching a time when almost all educational media will have 

text, graphics, short video, and short sims, side by side, each being used for 

what they do best.  

This requires an approach to creating interactive content that follows the 

same time table and flexibility and with a similar skillset as creating other 

educational media.  This requires short sims. 


