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In the Game
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Unlike the scripted, paper-driven exercises of 

the past, computer simulation has become a must.

In fact, it may be the only way to represent the

complexities of future warfare.

—Lieutenant General Eugene D. Santarelli,

Vice Commander, Pacific Air Forces, USAF,

Air Component Support to Joint Exercises

There’s a joke I heard a while back. There is a small village, known
across the country for their food and their mountains—and for their
monthly lottery. The local school raffled quilts to raise money.

One of the villagers, a woman named Greta, worked tirelessly
for the poor. She made clothes and bread for the needy. She gave
away every penny she ever earned.

The thing she wanted most in the world was to win the lottery.
It started off as whim. She thought how much better she would sleep
with a nice quilt. Then it grew into an obsession. But month after
month, year after year, she never won. And she grew bitter. She still
did her work, but resentfully. She was often heard muttering angrily
to herself as she delivered food. Every night before going to bed,
looking at her shabby bed, she moaned up to the heavens, “I am your
humble servant. I do everything I believe you want. All I ask is one
thing. I just want to win the lottery once. Is that so much?”

One night, a booming voice came down from the heavens. “Greta!”
“Yes,” she said, trembling.
“Buy a ticket!”
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14 SIMULATIONS AND THE FUTURE OF LEARNING

If You Want to Understand Simulations, 
Play a Computer Game First

If you want to understand simulations, the only way to do it is to be-
come familiar with today’s computer games. Games are not educa-
tional simulations, of course. But they can introduce you to many of
the structures, standards, and techniques built into simulations today.
Understanding computer games is your ticket to win the lottery.

(By the way, solitaire doesn’t count. And it also doesn’t count if
you only watch someone else play a computer game; it may even
count against you! You have to go through all of the experiences
first-hand.)

You will not always be impressed with what you experience, es-
pecially at first. Even the best games are terrible if judged by the lin-
ear standards set by television and movies. Computer games are
typically full of blocky animation, clumsy dialogue, obvious pro-
duction flaws, and melodramatic scripts.

You will get past this.
You will see that they actually redefine scalable experiences,

adding breathtaking interactivity, and can convey extraordinary
amounts of content. There is a reason why computer games are a
$10 billion business today, and growing.

For anyone who develops educational content, or modifies it, or
purchases it, or teaches to it, or has a stake in his or her organiza-
tion’s learning strategy for long-term business results, understand-
ing the interactivity and production values of a modern computer
game experience is critical.

If you aim too far below current games, you risk both boring
your audience and missing out on effective ways to teach new types
of skills. But if you aim too high above that mark (perfection or
bust), you will either spend huge amounts of resources without any
return at all or use that as an excuse to waddle on the sidelines.

It is easy to know whether you need to brush up your experience
with this new medium. If your computer has the W-A-S-D keys
worn down, or you wake up in the middle of the night with a new
strategy to play, feel free to skip this. You are already ready. But if
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you are shocked at the violence in Grand Theft Auto® III based on
the clips shown on network news, or if you still think of computer
games in terms of how goofy people look when they are playing
them, you have some work to do.

The first step is to make sure your computer is up to snuff. To
play a current computer game, you will need a top-of-the-line com-
puter circa turn of the century, namely a Pentium III (at least
300MHz), 32MB RAM, sound card, and a 3D accelerated graphics
card or a Macintosh 2000 or later with OS 9.X or the newer OS X.
If you do not have one, see if you have a friend who does. If none of
your friends do, make new friends. Worst case, buy a new computer.
It is the future of your organization—not to mention your career—
we are talking about.

Microsoft’s Midtown Madness

Start your education with one of Microsoft’s Midtown Madness®

games, preferably Midtown Madness® 2. It is a highly accessible
game, with a very shallow learning curve. Choose the free-drive
mode, and pick a car.

IN THE GAME 15

Figure 2.1 Cover of Midtown Madness® 2

Box shot reprinted with permission from Microsoft Corporation.
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You will find yourself on the roadways of a major city. There is
nothing you have to do. There are no time limits or goals. This is
just to play. Drive around. Drive on the road. Drive off the road.
You will smash into the cars ahead of you. Get yelled at by pedes-
trians. You will lose control and sideswipe a bus. You will delib-
erately accelerate when a drawbridge is going up to see if you can
jump it.

Try following the traffic rules. Try breaking the rules. You will
often get away with it if you do. This game is not politically correct.
Try driving a few different vehicles, including the smallest car and
the largest truck.

When you are ready to move on, note what parts of the Mid-
town Madness experience are realistic and what parts are not. Also
notice what aspects of driving reality are captured well, for exam-
ple, the mass of the vehicle with regard to steering, speed, and
jumping. Also identify what aspects are not captured, such as fuel
consumption.

You can drive seemingly anywhere in Midtown Madness, even
into shop windows. But to get in the habit of observing what makes
a game tick, also look for the boundaries of Midtown Madness as
you play. They use water, buildings, and rotaries cleverly to keep
you from going in one direction, say north, indefinitely.

While not a perfect game, Midtown Madness is a great first ex-
posure to computer games. It epitomizes a sense of experimentation,
playing off of our own “real-world” experience. It will be entertain-
ing and worth playing for about an hour.

RollerCoaster Tycoon®

Next, try RollerCoaster Tycoon® (or, again, the ever-so-slightly
better sequel, RollerCoaster Tycoon 2®). In this game, you try to
develop land into a successful theme park. You can place rides and
paths anywhere you want. You can set prices. You can manage
your staff. You have to meet the needs of hundreds of simulated
customers.
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Go to any of the starting scenarios. Log in a few hours of play-
ing, and then spend a few minutes sizing up the experience.

The first hour with any new computer game (or, for advanced
players, a new computer game genre) is pretty confusing. You don’t
know what you are doing. You make huge mistakes. Things are hap-
pening on the screen for no obvious reason. You want to do some-
thing simple, but you don’t know how. Or you are constantly being
told why you can’t do things. The interface seems twitchy and over-
sensitive. The experience seems blocky, rough, and off-putting. It is
like learning a new operating system.

Then things start to make sense. You are in the zone. In Roller-
Coaster Tycoon, you actually feel like the builder of an amusement
park. You start to worry about customers. They need change; they
need new experiences. You get excited when your research team has
produced a new ride. You start playing with admission prices. You
hire some full-time mechanics to make sure your equipment is run-
ning smoothly.

After you are comfortable with the interface and the game play,
try to win some of the early scenarios. Try to build an amusement
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Figure 2.2 Cover of RollerCoaster Tycoon 2®

RollerCoaster Tycoon2® courtesy of Atari Interactive. © 2003 Atari Interactive, Inc.
All Rights Reserved. Used with Permission.
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park that brings in a certain number of customers at a certain satis-
faction level. You will probably not do it the first few iterations.

And I predict you will feel frustrated. When you do, walk away.
Do something else. Come back in a few hours and try again. Or
sleep on it. In most cases, when you try again, you will succeed.
That’s good. Frustration, and then getting past it, is probably nec-
essary for learning.

Soon relationships become obvious. It seems inconceivable that
you didn’t understand it the first time around. If you were a power
gamer, you might go to a website where people swap strategies. Use
Google to try and find one if you want.

If you build two or three parks, they will probably be more
similar than not, that is, the modifications will be relatively minor.
Now watch someone else play. He or she will build a park in ways
that you never even considered. You know you are thinking too lin-
early if you keep trying to correct what the other person is doing!

You don’t need to become a great Roller Coaster Tycoon player.
Just win one of the easy scenarios, and it is time to move on.

The Sims™

The next game to install is The Sims™. Go through the mini-
tutorial. Build a house. Buy things. See what happens.

A few aspects of The Sims will strike you almost immediately.
The first is how incomplete and rudimentary the game seems. The
Sims don’t talk, they mumble. The situation doesn’t feel realistic
at all. A day goes by too quickly to accomplish everything you
need to. Cleaning the house is a drag. The interface feels confus-
ing and you have trouble figuring out what to do to make things
happen.

The second thing to notice is how much fun it is. Earning money
and improving the quality of your simulated life is extremely re-
warding. You can decorate your house the way you always wanted
to or experiment with furnishings that in real life have been ruled
out by your inherent good taste. You can buy expensive toys like a
huge plasma television. You can flirt shamelessly with your neigh-
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bor’s spouse. You can sleep late and invite friends over instead of
going to your job.

You will soon understand why The Sims is the bestselling com-
puter game of all time. You may even be able to reflect a bit on your
own life. Time is a precious commodity. There is never enough of it
to do everything you want. Meeting multiple goals at the same time
(such as comfort and entertainment) is necessary. Even articulating
a set number of goals and trying to meet them is more than most of
us successfully accomplish.

Beyond the Open End

Midtown Madness, RollerCoaster Tycoon, and The Sims are open-
ended games. There is no story, save the one you make up around it.

To finish your early exposure to computer games, I would rec-
ommend you play one game that is linear (at least in a computer
game sort of way). Pick a game where you play highly defined char-
acters. These games are often from the genre First-Person Shooters,
because the action takes place around, and from the perspective of,
a consistent character that you control.
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Figure 2.3 Cover of The Sims™ Deluxe Edition
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If you can stand the carnage, try a few hours of Max Payne™.
This is a highly stylized, highly emotional experience. You will get
to know the title character very well. You will know his voice, how
he moves, and his motivation. You will witness cinematic “cut-
scenes” that move the story along. You will find yourself in huge,
meticulously crafted sets that would impress George Lucas.

If you want something lighter, try Star Trek Voyager™: Elite
Forces. You will play an extended episode derived from the science-
fiction television show. You will interact with computer versions
(so-called avatars) of the main characters from the show. There are
plot twists. You will take breaks between the action to get the back-
ground story. You will be surrounded by a well-defined supporting
cast (newly created for the game) and overhear their conversations.
If you don’t protect them in a firefight, they will die.

If you can tolerate an experience that is dark, violent, and brood-
ing, try Deus Ex™. This may be a perfect computer game. It both
gives you a highly structured story and the ability to play it on your
terms. If you want to evolve your character into a sneaky James
Bond type, you can. If you want to evolve your character into a
Terminator-like creature, you can. You can make a thousand deci-
sions along the way to make your onscreen character reflect how
you want to play the game. You can choose stealth over brute force.
You can scavenge or you can buy. You have to prioritize which tools
to bring along and which to leave behind. On top of that, most of
the challenges can be solved in different ways as well. Deus Ex gives
you a nearly open-ended environment that encourages you to be
creative and rewards your deviousness.

Into the Simulation Age

Spending $100 on games and putting in five to ten (to twenty)
hours to increase your own awareness of how they work and why is
absolutely necessary to understand this book and understand edu-
cational simulations broadly. It will be hard. And it will be exhila-
rating. You have to be a student, and a pathological learner. Buy
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guides if you want, but do not use them instead of experiencing the
game yourself.

There once were newspaper people who criticized television for
being too superficial. There were railroad executives who disparaged
airplanes as being too expensive. They rejected electronic journal-
ism and air transportation because they were comfortable with their
world. Playing a couple of computer games is not sufficient, of
course, to get you out of your comfort zone and immediately in-
volved in creating or championing simulations for your organiza-
tion’s e-learning arsenal. But it is the lottery ticket that you must
buy if you want a chance to contribute in the future.
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