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Abstract

This chapter describes how we used an authentic 
learning framework (Herrington & Oliver, 2000) 
to inform the design of an online simulation that 
included gaming features specifically designed 
to enhance learner engagement. We describe our 
analysis of user responses to the simulation, focus-
ing particularly on learner engagement and what 
the users learned from using the software. Our 
research revealed that users initially approached 
the software from a gaming framework, how-
ever with extended interaction with the software, 
moved toward treating the virtual experience as 
an authentic environment, even to the point of 
empathizing with some of the virtual characters 

and downloading some of the support material 
that they might use in real classrooms. We offer 
some explanations for this change and conclude 
the chapter by identifying future directions for 
researchers who may be interested in this field.

INTRODUCTION

In an era when many teachers will retire, countries 
like the United States, Canada, and Australia can-
not afford to lose up to one in four of its beginning 
teachers (MCEETYA, 2003). There has been 
debate about whether this high attrition rate can 
be solely attributed to deficiencies in pre-service 
teacher education. Within the Australian context, 
recent state and national reports are strongly criti-
cal of teacher preparation courses (e.g., DEST, 
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2003; Education & Training Committee, 2005). 
Research also asserts that the focus on theoretical 
rather than practical approaches to teaching as 
well as the varied and problematic nature of the 
practicum experience can lead to teacher disillu-
sionment (e.g., Korthagen, 2004; Ramsey, 2000). 
Our own experiences in supervising the practicum 
over a number of decades supports this view, as 
we have consistently found that many pre-service 
teachers find school-based practical experiences 
consist of a series of isolated, decontextualized 
lessons prepared and implemented according to 
the requirements of the supervising teacher. While 
there is a need to find new and innovative ways 
to gain access to expert teacher knowledge and 
to better link the theory and practice of teacher 
education (DEST, 2003; Education & Training 
Committee, 2005), there is also a need to improve 
the quality of the practicum experience (House 
of Representatives, 2007). Typically governments 
respond to such issues by mandating additional 
practicum time in schools, but quietly ignore the 
issue of the quality of the experience. The purpose 
of the software we designed is to provide additional 
school-based experience through an authentic 
online learning simulation that challenges users to 
link newly acquired education theory to classroom 
practice. Such an experience allows for pre-service 
teachers to engage within a context that is known 
and can be formally deconstructed as a learning 
experience. Carter and Doyle (1989) found that 
much of expert teachers’ knowledge is structured 
around authentic classroom events and is episodic 
in nature, thus supporting this approach. We draw 
from the premise that expert teacher knowledge 
is developed in context, stored together with 
characteristic features of classrooms and activi-
ties, organized around tasks accomplished in the 
classroom, and accessed when needed for new 
situations.

A number of researchers assert that online 
environments can assist pre-service teachers in 
learning important pedagogical skills. For ex-
ample, Putnam and Borko (2000), Herrington and 

Oliver (2000), Lampert and Ball (1998), and Marx, 
Blumenfeld, Krajcik, and Soloway (1998) have 
all investigated the efficacy of a range of technol-
ogy tools that offer flexible ways of representing 
and connecting information, enabling in-depth 
exploration of unfamiliar pedagogical practices 
and problems by teachers. More recently, Lambert 
and Brown (2007) have reported the advantage 
is using technology tools to capture collective 
wisdom for others to interact with. Simulations 
and games are examples of technology tools and 
are the focus of the research reported herein. In 
response to the critiques of pre-service teacher 
education and literature acknowledging the ad-
vances in technology, we developed a simulation 
that employed many of the features of gaming 
design. In this chapter we aim to explore the fol-
lowing questions:

•	 What processes do users engage with while 
using the simulation?

•	 Which features of the virtual environment 
do users identify as ‘authentic’?

•	 Does the virtual environment contribute to 
the development of users’ understandings 
of teaching, learning, and classrooms?

SIMULATION AS A ‘GAME’

Simulations and games have a long history of 
use in education and training (Gredler, 2004). 
Jonassen (2000) and Aldrich (2004) assert that 
computer-based simulations can be powerful ve-
hicles for learning by focusing on the acquisition 
of knowledge and skills in contexts that reflect 
the way that the information is used in real life. 
Such assertions emerge from the viewpoint that 
learning manifests itself from critical thinking, 
opportunities for reflection, and the support of a 
community of practice (Calverley, 2003). Studies 
into the complex learning situations presented 
in computer games and other simulations (e.g., 
Gee, 2003; Aldrich, 2004; Prensky, 2004) support 
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