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ABSTRACT

This chapter describes the use of online branching simulations, with varying levels of production value 
and using a variety of different development tools, to create authentic experiences for students in online 
courses. Simulations are a method of increasing student engagement, providing authentic learning ex-
periences that enhance critical thinking skills and foster meaningful collaborative interactions among 
students. By creating simulations that are online, they are scalable and especially effective for use in 
distance and online learning environments. The use of these simulations draws on research supporting 
the effectiveness of simulations in education and in other professional fields, leveraging Social Learning 
and Social Cognitive Theories and builds off of a Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) 
framework.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter describes the development and use of online simulations, with varying levels of production 
value and using a variety of different development tools, to create authentic experiences for students 
in education courses. The use of these simulations draws on research supporting the effectiveness of 
simulations in education (to a limited extent) and in other fields (to a larger extent), leverages Social 
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Learning and Social Cognitive Theories, and also builds off of Stahl, Koschmann, and Suthers’ (2006) 
Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning (CSCL) framework.

The types of simulations discussed offer opportunities for participants to explore problems that they 
will “predictably...encounter in the world of practice” and thus “serve as the stimulus for acquiring new 
knowledge” as participants examine and define the problems and “wrestle with how to apply [their]...
knowledge to resolving the problem they face” (Bridges & Hallinger, 1997, pp. 132-133). Gokhale (1996) 
suggested that integration of simulations into traditional teaching structures is a promising pedagogical 
approach to building students’ ability to “transfer and apply the knowledge to real-world problems” (p. 
6). Because of the multi-faceted nature of educator praxis, there is a need for experiential approaches to 
preparing educators and school leaders that both build on research-based practices as well as the real-life 
experience and expertise of experienced practitioners in the field.

The authors’ specific approach to simulation does not intend for the online simulation to be a stand-
alone instructional tool. Rather, the simulation provides the shared experience that will form the basis 
for critical conversations with peers around practice and decision-making. Indeed, with simulations in 
other fields, like healthcare, the debriefing of the simulation experience is essential to the effectiveness 
of the simulation in promoting learning outcomes (Fanning & Gaba, 2007). Vygotsky’s Social Learning 
Theory (e.g., Wertsch, 1985) and Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1989; Bandura, Ross, 
& Ross, 1961) heavily influenced the development of a Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning 
(CSCL) framework proposed by Stahl, Koschmann, and Suthers (2006) and based specifically on col-
laboration theory (Stahl, 2004). The CSCL framework suggests the use of “microanalyses of collaborative 
learning with and through technology in order to identify the features of designed artifacts that seem to 
be correlated with effective learning” (Stahl et al., 2006, p. 14).

The chapter will also describe previous and proposed uses of simulations, also referred to as “sims,” 
in educational courses and professional learning environments and the ways that simulations have sup-
ported the depth of the learning experiences of students. The chapter will also offer an overview of ways 
to design simulations—including a discussion on the use of simulation authoring, itself, as a pedagogical 
tool within a course—and guidelines for facilitating discussions around simulations in various online 
formats. The formats discussed will include asynchronous, LMS-based tools as well as synchronous 
discussion options on video-based platforms and internet discussion applications like Twitter.

BACKGROUND

Online simulations have been used successfully in higher education, since 2003, though they were used 
even earlier, in the 1990’s, for military and medical training (Beckem & Watkins, 2012). Those earlier 
sims were primarily focused on business, engineering, and students in the medical fields. Only in the 
last several years have applications of simulations in educator preparation been considered. According 
to Beckem and Watkins (2012), “the common element in each of these [applications] is the focus on 
the learner and concern for the learner’s experience to be meaningful, engaging, and transferable to the 
real world” (p. 62).

Beckem and Watkins (2012) identified several ways that online simulations are effective tools to 
enhance learning. They described simulations as: Personalized—that online simulations offer a “student-
centered approach to learning;” Multi-Modal—that online simulations allow students to use a variety of 
modes to learn while doing, which they assert is “the most effective way to transfer short-term knowledge 
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