Simulation Writing | Tips and Guidelines
1. Write the “through line” first

a. The “through line” represents the ideal scene that could play out in a simulation. Write the ideal dialogue and choices first and use that as a foundation for the mediocre and bad paths.

2. Keep it conversational

a. No matter the content, a simulation HAS to sound like people actually talk. Pay attention to tone, pacing, and sentence structure.

b. Decide up front how characters will speak and add that information to the style guide. For example, will you allow contractions, abbreviations, and slang? 

3. Keep it short and sweet

a. The more give and take in the conversation, the more natural it will sound.

b. Keep each piece of dialog ideally to 30 seconds or less, 45 seconds at the most.

c. Have characters deal with one information chunk at a time. (Talk about A instead of A,B, and C.)

4. Use character dialog as transition material

a. Respond to the last thing said in the sim, then add necessary info, then set up the next decision point.

5. Use character dialog to naturally create opportunities to succeed or fail 

a. A decisive character, whether right or wrong, lets a user either agree or correct.

b. An unsure character puts the onus on the user to provide the correct choice.

c. A wavering character presents the options, but requires the user to choose correctly.

6. Keep choices close to equal length

a. If choices are too long, the first one will be forgotten by the time a user reads the third or fourth option.

b. Choices of uneven length typically stand out as either obviously right or obviously wrong.

7. Maintain the sim’s general plot line regardless of conversation path

a. No matter what conversation path a user follows, the overall plot should follow the same timeline (A, then B, then C, then D).

b. If bad paths need to provide additional information, frame that information around where you are at in the timeline so you don’t jump too far ahead or provide redundant information (A, then B, then additional info, then C, then D).

c. A common timeline makes it MUCH, MUCH simpler to weave storylines together throughout the sim.

8. Use feedback to provide extra information

a. Feedback is perfect for reinforcement, coaching, redirection, or affirmation.

b. Feedback is also great for additional examples, factual information, statistics, percentages, etc. that people just don’t say in normal conversation.

9. Play characters off one another

a. In a multiple-person sim, have one character take one point of view, and the other character take the opposite point of view. Conflict is great for setting up decision points.

b. Have one character be unsure and another character wise. This provides the opportunity for the wise character to correct bad decisions made by the user.

Creative Writing | Suggestions for a more entertaining and immersive simulation
1. Explain or set up a scenario through a character rather than a narration or an on-screen text box.
a. In simulation writing, we often have to make the most of the student’s time and that means setting up a scenario. Rather than using a piece of narration or on screen text to set up a scenario, try setting up the scene with a character interaction. For example, you could say, “It’s Monday morning and you’re late for a meeting with your boss and two of your colleagues. The agenda indicates that the topic of discussion will be a missed deadline for the online newsletter that your team produces.” Or, another way to introduce that same information is to have a character greet the learner by saying, “Running late, I see? The meeting started at 8:30 a.m. Kyle, Jenna, and Erin are waiting for you in the conference room. Kyle’s pretty upset that your team missed that online newsletter deadline again. You better get in there. Too bad you don’t have doughnuts. Doughnuts might ease the tension.” 
2. Try unusual characters or contextualization for the content.

a. You might not always have the leeway to do this, but it can be fun and entertaining to add characters to your simulation that are unusual, like super heroes, pirates, and space aliens. 

b. Changing a simulation setting from a business setting to a mad scientist’s laboratory or a fictional locale can also create a more game-like atmosphere. Caution, you might sacrifice realism, but you might gain entertainment value.

3. Character. Character. Character.

a. Creative writing studies often focus on the importance of character, even going so far as to advise that readers will stick with character above story any day. Ask someone about a great movie franchise and they might say, “James Bond, Harry Potter, Miss Marple, Ugly Betty, Wonder Woman, Jason Bourne, Jack Sparrow…” all character names and not plot-centric ways of remembering a story. So whether our allegiance to character over story is truly the case or not, creating compelling characters is a great way to engage the student. If you’re sticking with realism, make sure your characters are relatable and relevant to the scenario. Put some time into thinking about how you want the learner to feel about the character. The emotional response you want the learner to have will affect the dialogue you create.
4. Think about subtext in dialogue.

a. Keep in mind the way that people communicate—both verbally and non-verbally. Consider that part of the message you convey to the student will be a direct language communication, but you also have the opportunity to communicate with inferences. For example, suppose you have a situation where Kyle is upset that the learner missed a deadline. The learner is supposed to respond to Kyle in a way that is professional, but also builds social capital. Kyle says, “I would be okay with you missing the deadline if it was for purposes of innovation. But that’s not what’s happening here.” So in this instance, the learner needs to pick up on Kyle insinuating that he would like to see the newsletter be more innovative. He’d even be willing to trade off the deadline to see something new. But now, the newsletter is both uninventive and late. If the learner picks up on this, the good response might be, “If my team introduces 1 new newsletter feature each quarter, can we extend the usual newsletter deadlines by 1 week?”
5. Include body language.

a. A social simulation that uses video is a great opportunity to use body language, and to have the learner respond to these non-verbal cues. Be sure to write body language into your script. Be sure your body language is clear—avoidance of eye-contact, eye rolling, head shaking, forehead rubbing. Be sure the behaviors you add convey a clear message to the learner. Random shifting in a chair, for example, might not be as clear to read on camera as a good eye roll.
6. Think theatrically.  
a. When you write a simulation, you’re really writing a play that the learner will participate in so think theatrically. That includes writing a great cinematic introduction, and thinking about the flow of action—taking a character from point A to point B. For example, if a learner makes good choices Kyle will go from being angry to being positive about the new direction for the newsletter and appreciative of the learner’s cooperation. If the learner makes bad choices Kyle will go from being angry to being ready to take the learner off of the newsletter project and onto a smaller-scale project will less visibility. 
b. Stage direction is important, particularly for a simulation with video, avatar, or animation media. You need to be sure to convey the mood, the non-verbals, and any relevant actions within your simulation for anyone who may have to capture that action in a media file. Imagine a novel with all dialogue and no description. The description helps fill-in the blanks. If Jane sits at a desk piled high with folders, a flashing message light on a phone, notes on her desk, and a calendar with notes all over it, we have set the stage for Jane being busy, frazzled, maybe even disorganized.
7. Need inspiration? Look to Joseph Campbell’s Hero’s Journey
a. Joseph Campbell, famous for The Hero With a Thousand Faces and numerous other works on the hero’s journey and archetypal characters, provides ample inspiration for character development. Think about this short version of Campbell’s Hero’s Story in terms of a simulation:
The Hero (Learner) is introduced in an ordinary world and receives a call to adventure (Scenario Set Up and Goals Introduction). A gatekeeper character, or guide, provides instruction and help (Narrator/Coach).  The Hero crosses the first threshold, encountering tests and helpers (challenges/decision points in practice activities). The Hero reaches the inner-most cave and endures the supreme ordeal (challenges/decision points in final test activities). The Hero seizes the sword or the treasure (reward for participation and success). The Hero is transformed by the experience and returns to the ordinary world with a treasure, boon, or elixir, to benefit his or her world (behavioral modification/improved job performance/increased knowledge). 

i. Immersive Learning Simulation Development | Process
The Writing Process

Audience:

1. Who is your audience? (positions, experience, education, etc.)

Goals:

1. What is the goal of the program?

2. What should the student be able to do after finishing the course? (In this program, you will learn……. so that…..)

Measuring Success:

1. How will we measure success? (Test scores? Improved customer satisfaction? Higher sales? This success measure might depend on the content.)

Assessing the Student: 

1. How will we test the student? Will the simulation be a “practice” or a test? 

2. Will the student receive a score?

3. What type of feedback will the student receive?

4. Will the simulation loop?

Learning Objectives: (Add to “Simulation” “Learning Points”)

1. What are the learning objectives for the simulation?

2. Is there a process or method the student will need to follow?

3. What are the actions the student will need to perform to demonstrate understanding of the process or method?

(For example, if the learning objective is to “Use the four-step sales process” then the actions the student will need to take will be the steps of the process. When you know the steps, you can use each of those steps as a separate student choice. If the four steps are: “Greet the customer; Listen to customer needs; Offer a suggestion; and Close the sale, then these will be the four good student choices in the simulation.”

Scenario Design

1. What’s the setting? (Where does the scene take place?)

2. Who are the characters? What are their roles in the simulation? What are their personalities?

3. Are there any other factors that will complicate the story? (time restrictions, past experiences clouding current experiences)

4. What is the story?

The Simulation Map

1. What style of map will you use? (Will the sim be a quiz, mentor, or conversation? If it’s a conversation, will there be separate scenarios for learning and assessment? Sometimes we have a section of the simulation that’s called a “tutorial” where the student learns information first, then they apply that information in the assessed conversation sim or quiz sim.)

2. What will the structure of the map look like? How will you remediate students, meaning will you offer them coaching help, opportunities to try again, or will you give them one chance to make it through the story? Tools at your disposal include:

i) Remediation (means you give the student a detailed description of a past action they took and explain why is wrong and/or give them tips on how to perform the task correctly the next time.)

ii) Scaffolding (means you give the student less and less access to “help” or hints in making a decision)

iii) Mini-simulations (multiple, similar interactions with slightly different scenario settings or requirements)

iv) Narrowing distracters (means “hiding” choices every time a student returns to a decision point)

v) Loops (means a student has to return to a previous step until they make the right choice)

vi) Divergent outcomes (means the storyline changes when the student makes certain decisions or performs in a certain way)

vii) Quit points (means the simulation ends based on student performance or decisions)

viii) Shortcuts (means the student can “skip” parts of the story or conversation based on performance / decisions)

Writing the Introduction:

1. Introduction material (most simulations start with a short introduction letting the student know the goals for the simulation, their role, the scenario, and learning objectives. There may also be instruction on how to navigate the simulation. This can happen in the introduction or on a “help” stage.)

Example:

“Welcome to "Dealing with Difficult People." Knowing how to manage teams with differing personality and work styles is critical to creating a productive workplace. Your goals throughout this simulation are to:

· Identify proactive ways to manage difficult people
· Prevent individuals from becoming difficult
· Work effectively with difficult co-workers”
Writing the Through line:

Most simulations begin with a character speaking followed by a student choice. It’s simplest to write the through line like the script of the play.

Character 1: (Casual) Well, as a supervisor, I have to keep both my customers and my employees happy. It's a difficult balancing act. But if I were to become a manager, I'm sure I'd approach the job the same way.
Student: Keeping your customer service skills in mind, I'd like you to tell me an example of when you were able to resolve a difficult customer service situation.

Character 1: (Explaining) Okay. Just last week I had to deal with a customer who was upset about a major purchase he made with us. To make a long story short, we had some inventory management issues that prevented us from processing his order correctly. My solution was to set him up with a temporary system. I called him yesterday to verify that his order had arrived, and it did. 
Student: That must have been very satisfying for you. Dealing with upset customers can be a real challenge, can't it?

Character 1: (Confident) Addressing situations like this really makes my job enjoyable. Even though it took some time to calm him down, I convinced him to keep his future business with us, which is always my number one objective.
Student: I don't want to focus exclusively on upset customers, but I would like you to tell me how you approach situations you know will be difficult.
Character 1: (Casual) Most of the time I try to put myself in the position of the customer. I'd think about how I would like the situation resolved, and I approach it from that perspective. It allows me to stay focused on solving the problem.
Student: That seems to be an effective strategy. Has it been successful for you in the past?
Character 1: (Confident) It's worked well for me so far. I'll be the first to admit that this position can be very difficult, but unlike jobs I've had in the past, working here is very rewarding.
Student: So, you find your job difficult but rewarding?

Character 1: (Happy) Well, yes. Most people go to work and do the same thing every day, right? Well, I'm a supervisor every day, but I never do the same thing twice. It can be tough at times, but I enjoy the challenge.
Adding Feedback and Scoring

You will need to decide what kind of feedback you provide to the student. If you want to include feedback in the script, you can add it after each student choice.

Character 1: (Casual) Well, as a supervisor, I have to keep both my customers and my employees happy. It's a difficult balancing act. But if I were to become a manager, I'm sure I'd approach the job the same way.
Student: Keeping your customer service skills in mind, I'd like you to tell me an example of when you were able to resolve a difficult customer service situation.

Feedback: Very good. Asking an open-ended question encourages Jessica to describe her qualifications.

Score: A-Excellent


Learning objective: Asking open-ended questions

Character 1: (Explaining) Okay. Just last week I had to deal with a customer who was upset about a major purchase he made with us. To make a long story short, we had some inventory management issues that prevented us from processing his order correctly. My solution was to set him up with a temporary system. I called him yesterday to verify that his order had arrived, and it did. 
Student: That must have been very satisfying for you. Dealing with upset customers can be a real challenge, can't it?

Feedback: Offering positive feedback is a good way to establish rapport and elicit more information from Jessica.

Score: A-Excellent


Learning objective: Building rapport
Character 1: (Confident) Addressing situations like this really makes my job enjoyable. Even though it took some time to calm him down, I convinced him to keep his future business with us, which is always my number one objective.
Student: I don't want to focus exclusively on upset customers, but I would like you to tell me how you approach situations you know will be difficult.  Bad: Let’s not focus on all attention on negative attitude in customers. I’m sure there’s some other experiences you can share.  Mediocre: 
Feedback: Nice job. You attempted to elicit an honest and open response. 

Score: B-Good

Learning objective: Building rapport
Character 1: (Casual) Most of the time I try to put myself in the position of the customer. I'd think about how I would like the situation resolved, and I approach it from that perspective. It allows me to stay focused on solving the problem.
Student: That seems to be an effective strategy. Has it been successful for you in the past?
Feedback: You did a good job of probing deeper to clarify your understanding of the situation. Score: B-Good

Learning objective: Asking follow-up questions
Character 1: (Confident) It's worked well for me so far. I'll be the first to admit that this position can be very difficult, but unlike jobs I've had in the past, working here is very rewarding.
Student: So, you find your job difficult but rewarding?

Feedback: That was a great example of echoing words or phrases from the candidate in order to prompt her to provide more information. 

Score: B-Good
Learning objective: Asking follow-up questions
Character 1: (Happy) Well, yes. Most people go to work and do the same thing every day, right? Well, I'm a supervisor every day, but I never do the same thing twice. It can be tough at times, but I enjoy the challenge.
Adding the through line to the Sim Map

The next step I take is to add the content from the script I write or the script the SME writes, and add that to the simulation map.

What results is a map that only contains only the character dialogue and student choices, feedback, and scores for the through line. This will be a linear looking map.
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Writing the Bad Path

The “Bad” path is the series of wrong choices a student can make. There is usually a negative outcome to choices on the bad path, and these choices should be scored as the lowest possible in the simulation.

I look at the good option for that same decision point and think of a choice that represents the “opposite” of the good option. It is important that the choice, however, isn’t too obviously wrong. We don’t want it to be easy for the student to know that a choice is bad. Avoid phrases that will be a “give away” and try to keep the style of the choice as similar to the good option as possible.

Once I create a bad choice for a decision point, I write a character response for that bad choice. 

The resulting map will look something like this:
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The Mediocre path

The mediocre choices are neither completely right nor completely wrong. Tricks to writing the mediocre path include:

1. technically correct choices at the wrong time

2. incomplete choices

3. choices that do not satisfy all objectives linked into choice

We usually link mediocre choices to the closest right or wrong outcome though sometimes mediocre options need a separate outcome. 

Scoring for a mediocre choice is usually “C” or “average.”

The resulting map with the mediocre options added will look something like this:
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Instructional Design Considerations


From an instructional design standpoint, it’s recommended to use at least 3 choices per decision point. A 2 choice decision point is basically a true or false question. Three choices makes the question a little more challenging. Four choices is optimal. More than five choices can be difficult for the student to remember.

We recommend making sure that all the choices are near the same length also.

