
The foundations for this manual are based on our experiences creating a 

PowerPoint based simulation/game, to be played in class, as part of an LTI- 

funded initiative (Lent Term 2016). We have shared our knowledge from this 

experience to create a how-to guide that will hopefully inspire other class 

teachers to create their own class-based simulations. We deliberately chose a 

low-tech simulation, using in-built features in PowerPoint (such as hyperlinks, 

interactive pathways and audio/video integration) as this is a tool that many 

teachers are already using in the classroom. 

The simulation is a path-dependency ‘choose your own adventure’ style game in 

which students are tasked with making decisions at specific “crossroads” to 

experience the outcomes of real-world foreign policy or diplomacy decisions. 

The decision moments correspond to theoretical insights gathered from 

lectures, readings, self-study or other preparation, and serve to illustrate as 

well as challenge existing frameworks of analysis and previous individual 

experience.  

The (use of) simulations presented here rest on three fundamental pedagogical 

principles: 

INTRODUCTION

A  H O W - T O  G U I D E
F O R  S M A L L - C L A S S  
P O W E R P O I N T - B A S E D  
S I M U L A T I O N S  

b y  G u s t a v  M e i b a u e r  &

A n d r e a s  A a g a a r d  N o h r

1. The importance of theory-practice as well as practice-theory transfer

In a learning environment it is useful to start from the premise that theory 

informs practice and practice informs theory - therefore when students have to

learn about theory a good place to start can be with practical experience 

(especially their own). 



Our simulation activity lets students play together as a class or in small groups 

against the PowerPoint-based simulation. As a group, they take on roles 

inherent to the respective simulated scenario, e.g. a team of foreign policy 

advisors, negotiators, or UN Security Council decision-makers. The student 

group thus has a common goal, and works together to achieve it. In our model, 

discussion within the group stems from different perspectives as to what 

decisions are best made in a given situation prompted by the simulation. This 

fosters team-building, and consensus decision-making. It also means that 

better-prepared students must explain their rationales to convince their peers. 

Cooperation and collaboration mean explicit student-led teaching and learning, 

rather than competition amongst students (which can be used to benefit in 

other types of simulations). 

2. Cooperation and collaboration among students of the class

3. The teacher as a facilitator and moderator

Simulations games are fundamentally about providing the students with a 

chance to experience the consequences of the theoretical framework, in that 

regard it is the teacher's role to guide them through that process without 

showing them the way (else it would not fully be their own experience). 



Before the simulation is made, broader course aims and objectives need to be 

translated into clear, achievable and assessable intended learning outcomes 

(ILOs) for the class. This first step is very important because it will not only 

help focus your simulation, but it will also be what gives it value. It is at the 

same time also one of the most challenging steps because you have to think 

hard on how to translate your learning objectives into a 50 minute simulation. 

The goal is to get the students to reflect on their actions and induce some 

theoretical elements from them. The closer the simulation mirrors these 

elements, the easier it will be for students to formulate them - which is an easy 

way to raise or decrease the level of difficulty depending on student 

performance levels. 

Learning objectives can be explicitly formulated, e.g. to reflect taxonomies of

learning (Bloom et al., 1956). For our purposes, a broader sense of the desired 

learning outcomes for the entire class group and at different level may suffice.  

DEFINE YOUR LEARNING OBJECTIVES

H O W  T O  M A K E  
S I M U L A T I O N S  F O R  
S M A L L  C L A S S  T E A C H I N G

Consider the following example: in our simulation on diplomacy, we formulated 

three learning objectives, derived from the course aims and translated onto 

class/topic level. By the end of the class we wanted the students to be able to: 

• identify diplomacy as a practice; that is, something that can be done either well or 

poorly, and explain this theoretical insight accordingly, 

• identify diplomacy as a concept, meaning socially constituted and having a history 

(i.e. changing its meaning),  

example in 
practice



• reflect on and evaluate the conduct and reasons for success and failure in the 

simulation activity. 

The formulation of these relatively abstract learning objectives had a direct impact 

on how we created the simulation, as we decided to apportion the class into three 

sections (namely: introduction, simulation, reflection), and split the simulation in 

two: in the first the students would make choices that would plan the setting of a 

diplomatic meeting, whereas in the second part the students would carry out the 

negotiations.  

Teachers can evaluate from natural feedback whether the learning objectives are 

met during the simulation, but it is only with the reflecting session at the end that 

the learning goals can be explicated - ideally by the students themselves, on cues or 

prompt questions (“What did you learn? Why did move X or Y not work? Why did you 

make this decision?”). Again, defining learning goals that are achievable within the 

parameters of the simulation can be difficult, but it is what gives the simulation 

value and thus a crucial step in getting the simulation right.   

The choice and drafting of a scenario is central to any type of simulation 

activity, both from a pedagogical as well as from a practical standpoint (see 

3.3.2). They also influence the quality (both actual and experienced) of the 

teaching and learning experience for instructors and students respectively. 

These choices span four different yet tightly interrelated facets.

SELECT AND DRAFT YOUR SCENARIOS

1. The first facet concerns the accuracy in time and reality of the chosen 

scenario. In principal, scenarios can be factual, hypothetical, or invented.  

• Factual scenarios are historical cases, which are simulated because they 

matter to a particular degree, or illustrate well the challenges and situational 

factors inherent to the intended learning objective. 

As an example, the period immediately prior to WWI can be a good case for the 

illustration of alliance politics, diplomacy, and war at that time. 



However, factual cases also have disadvantages: they need to be 

extremely well researched to avoid inaccuracies, and players already 

know likely outcomes, and may thus perhaps unrealistically anticipate 

future choices. 

Factual scenarios have enormous advantages, specifically if case 

knowledge as such is crucial to the course/class, and because choices are 

determined by history and need not be made up.  

•  Hypothetical scenarios move away from factual accuracy - they can consist 

of counter-factuals, or move actual current cases into the future to assess 

likely outcomes 

Hypothetical scenarios are often very well geared towards use in 

simulations such as ours, because they often grasp student attention 

particularly well, give the (simulated) impression of actual change and 

influence on current world affairs, and play out different alternatives 

that have not yet occurred, or will never occur.  

Hypothetical scenarios have the distinct disadvantage that they may be 

“overtaken” by actual history, and thus repeatedly changed to reflect 

developments in the real world. That cannot happen with invented 

scenarios.  

• Invented or even fantasy scenarios transpose a decisional situation, most 

likely based on a real-world case, into the realm of fiction - with made-up 

actors, countries, or structures. 

They have the huge advantage of unlimited fictional freedoms - anything 

can happen.  

However, this is also their biggest pitfall: “world-building” may be 

necessary to a far greater degree than in factual or hypothetical 

scenarios, which remain tied much closer to real-world events. 

Quite apparently, simulation scenarios may float between these poles: 

our diplomacy simulation is closely based on a real-world case, but freely 

invents actors and events, and indeed bends some rules of real-world 

diplomacy, where necessary for a smooth learning activity. 



2.  The second facet concerns the topicality vs. generic nature of a case, as 

well as its “illustrativeness 

However, scenarios may lose their topicality (where a scenario on SARS 

may have been topical a couple of years ago, today students might not 

know the abbreviation), and newer events and developments may make 

such scenarios seem dated. Also, topical scenarios may not always 

actually speak to the more abstract theoretical points you wish to make - 

the logic of territorial land-grabs as a goal of warfare may be surprisingly 

difficult to represent in a modern case study. More generic scenarios that 

clearly illustrate desired dynamics may be better suited, but also often 

veer into the hypothetical or invented, with all the associated pitfalls 

described above. They also may suffer from an overt level of breadth and 

generality, which makes them less interesting narratively speaking (see 

below). 

More topical scenarios, i.e. scenarios that cover crucial questions of the 

day (such as in our diplomacy simulation, the eastern Ukraine crisis), are 

good to grasp student attention. Also, very often, students will have 

substantial knowledge about the case, and can use that to great benefit 

in class discussions over decision-making.  

3.  The third facet concerns possible paths and consequences (also see: 

Hyperlinks in PowerPoint 3.3.2.) and the complexity of the scenario (see 

3.3.3.).  

Quite clearly, to fit into a short PowerPoint-based simulation, scenarios will 

automatically require a considerable degree of fictionalization. More so, 

however, you need to think about how to fit the remaining complexity of your 

scenario into specific paths and consequences; the model we suggest here 

requires this. 

The scenario must be broken down into decision moments, from which 

different alternative routes divert. More so, you need to be able to narrate 

these alternative routes and their consequences, either based on invention or 



4. The fourth facet concerns the role of the students in the simulation.  

or historical reality, and narrate them in a way that doesn’t over-reduce or 

over-complicate the scenario - as by your own time and cost constraints, you 

only have a certain maximum of slides you may wish to fill with texts and 

explanations. Inevitably, then, some level of detail and accurateness within the 

simulation will have to be sacrificed on the altar of practicality - which level 

precisely depends on your willingness to invest time and effort into your 

simulation. 

Fitting a scenario into this model of decisions, paths, and consequences also 

requires thinking carefully about the actor that the students are supposed to 

play. The model used here requires the students in smaller groups or as a whole

class to play together “against” the PowerPoint-based simulation (similar to a 

reader playing “against” the book in a “choose your adventure” story) and 

indeed make decisions that shape how the simulation plays out (in the form of 

different paths and consequences). 

This means the chosen actor-in-simulation (e.g. a state delegation) needs to 

have at least two characteristics: it needs to consist of a group of individuals 

making decisions together (at least in theory), and it needs to have enough 

decisional power to affect outcomes in-scenario. 

This could be the case e.g. for the UN Security Council, or a group of foreign 

policy decision-makers (e.g. the US president and her advisors), or a state 

delegation in negotiations, or a cabinet of ministers, or monarchs/diplomats at 

the Congress of Vienna. 

From a practical point of view, the possibilities are limitless, but theoretically, 

these necessary characteristics exclude a number of interesting scenarios, and 

will almost inevitably lead to a necessary level of fictionalization in the 

simulation (as diplomats cannot “call back home”, decisions need not be 

ratified, etc.). 



The following paragraphs provide a step-by-step guide illustrated with 

screenshots from our own simulations of how to create the simulation slides in 

PowerPoint. For the purposes of our simulations, we used four different types 

of slides: introduction slides, story slides, choice slides, and end slides. The 

following examples are based on our simulation on “diplomacy” with a 

(fictionalized) case on the Eastern Ukraine crisis.  

CREATE THE SLIDES

1. Types of slides.  

• Introduction slides present the scenario in easy terms, and delineate the 

tasks put to the students. They need to be succinct, and provide all necessary 

material to understand the scenario, including maps, graphs, pictures, or video. 

Introduction slides bridge the narrative gap between the students’ regular 

roles and their roles in-scenario: a “simulation start” slide should clearly 

delineate when the gaming activity begins. Depending on available time and 

teacher preference, introduction slides can also be sent to students prior to 

class as preparation or “homework”. 

Introduction slide



• Story slides present the narrative in-scenario. They prepare the students for 

their choices, and respond to choices appropriately afterwards. Story slides 

need to be written carefully especially if used multiple times with slight 

variations (see 3.4), and often proofread multiple times to make sure they 

correctly correspond to choices and paths in the scenario. 

Story 

slide

• Choice slides are at the heart of the simulation. They present “crossroads” at 

which students (individually and as a group) have to decide which path to 

follow. Theoretically, the number of choices is limitless - practically, depending 

on the scenario and teacher preference, we suggest a maximum of four

alternatives. It is crucial that alternatives are presented clearly and succinctly. 

Different choices are hyperlinked to corresponding story slides that follow up 

on the respective decision path. 

Choice slide 

with two 

options 

(hyperlinked)



2. Hyperlinks in Powerpoint 

• End slides wrap up the simulation and the respective decision paths. Ideally 

they address previously made choices. End slides can be positive, negative, or 

open-ended. They can come surprisingly, but should always be logically 

consistent with the respective decision path. 

Endslide

PowerPoint-based simulations rely on the use of the hyperlink in PowerPoint. 

The hyperlink function makes it possible to link to slides outside of the 

sequence of slides in the slideshow. This is essential for a path-based 

simulation. In our simulations, the types of slides just introduced are connected 

through hyperlinks to create a narrative path. Choice slides are particularly 

crucial to this pathway, as they are the crossroads at which paths separate (or 

come back together). 

example 

After a series of introduction slides, the students are tasked with their first choice, 

between two alternatives A and B in choice slide 1. Choice slide 1 has two separate 

hyperlinks: one connected to A, and one connected to B - see G5 below.  



Further story slides and choice slides can mean that a lot of slides cover pathway A 

before the first slide appears that covers pathway B - this is something to be 

extremely cautious about. Every alternative choice needs a corresponding pathway. 

We suggest you draw up an abstract story tree for all alternative choices before you 

start creating the PowerPoint simulation itself, to guide you through your own 

working process (see G6 below). You can then deviate from your tree where you see 

fit, update changes, and return to it where appropriate.  

Explaining the need for hyperlinks in PowerPoint Slide sequences, arrows 

symbolise hyperlinks

Story tree/slide tree, 

IS=introduction slide, 1, 

2=alternative pathways, 

CS=choice slide



You set hyperlinks in PowerPoint through using the “Hyperlink” option. 

Click on the item on which you want the hyperlink placed. This can either 

be a specific word or text segment, or a text box. Then find the 

“Hyperlink” option. It can be found under “Insert”, then “Hyperlink”

Where to find the 

hyperlink option. 

Once you click on “Hyperlink”, PowerPoint will open a window in which you 

decide to which location the hyperlink leads. If you want to link to another 

slide in the same document, as we do here, click on “Place in This Document” 

then click on the slide you wish to link to . 

Place the hyperlink on a 

slide in the same document.



Once you have done so, the hyperlink is established. Note two things: 

• Firstly, the appearance of the hyperlink in the slide differs depending on 

whether you have set it on a word/text segment, or a text box (or other item, 

e.g. a picture). Hyperlinks on words/texts will colour the text blue and 

underline it. You can change the text colour through a subset of commands, but 

to the knowledge of the author, the underlining cannot be altered. To avoid

these changes, hyperlink a textbox as a whole: to that end, when setting the 

hyperlink, select the textbox as such rather than its content. Placing a 

hyperlink on a textbox will not alter the format of its text content in any way - 

which also means the hyperlink is invisible. The easiest way to test whether 

you have actually succeeded in setting a hyperlink is to click on it in ‘slideshow 

mode’. 

• Secondly, the hyperlink will stay on the slide you selected, even if you add 

slides in between or after. The hyperlink will only disappear if you explicitly 

delete it, or delete the word, text segment or text box from which you linked, 

or delete its goal. Multiple hyperlinks can link to the same goal, which is useful 

for end slides - multiple paths could have the same outcome, sparing you time 

in writing and creating end slides - or for re-connecting paths - multiple paths 

can also lead to the same next choice slide, which decreases the amount of

narrative paths you have to forward. Make sure that every alternative on a 

choice slide has exactly one goal to which the hyperlink leads. 

You can now use your established hyperlink in the slide show. Clicking on 

it in slideshow modus will make the slideshow jump to the hyperlinked 

goal. Congratulations - you have created a simple-to-use and very 

flexible interactive “Choose-your-adventure”-type PowerPoint blank 

simulation. Now you have to fill in the text, and maybe make it look a bit 

nicer (if you want): add some pictures or videos, choose a slide 

design...it’s down to your individual preferences as the creator. 



3. Design and Language 

Design-wise, there are plenty of freely available design options, especially for 

slide backgrounds, available online. For our simulations, we simply downloaded 

a generic template and adapted it a bit to fit our own design preferences. In 

choosing a design, make sure it guarantees legibility of your texts. Also, note 

how you may wish to adapt designs in the slide master view, so you don’t have 

to change the design individually for each slide, and so that all your established 

hyperlinks continue to work. 

The language you employ on your slides and in your simulation texts comes 

down to individual preferences. However, your choice is crucial for the 

effective use of your PowerPoint simulation. We have sampled some dos and 

don’ts below - crucially, we suggest you need to find a number of balances 

between: 

- accuracy and simplicity 

- desired level of detail and space available on a slide 

- seriousness and humour 

Where you place yourself on these ranges is your own personal choice. It may 

also depend on your defined learning objectives (for example, in our diplomacy 

simulation, we asked ourselves whether understanding sophisticated 

diplomatic language or “reading between the lines” was something students 

needed to try out), on the level of experience and knowledge your students 

have (simulations for undergraduate students are likely formulated differently 

than those for graduate students), and on the focus on theory versus case 

accuracy (is it relevant to your teaching that all details of your case are 

accurate? ). 



Having a good and exciting story is essential to getting the students engaged. 

Making it funny at the same time, without it being obscure, does not hurt 

either. The way to think about the simulation is essentially as augmented 

reality: exaggerated plot points and larger than life characters are essential to 

making an exciting story that will catch the students attention. 

A sort of Oedipal model is needed: think of the no-win scenario of Kobayashi 

Maru in Star Trek. The number one rule is that the plot of the story - regardless 

of the multiple outcomes that you choose to play around with - should always 

contribute to the theoretical point that you want to make. This does more often 

than not mean that the plot of a simulation ends in deadlocks or with 

unsatisfactory outcomes. The goal is exactly to exploit the students lack of 

experience and show them that their prejudices about a specific topic may be 

wrong. The students may in fact learn more from “failure” than from 

guaranteed success.  

WRITE THE STORY - DOS AND DON'TS

●  Use pictures, graphs, video and maps; have some fun with it! Think of the 

reaction that you want to have from the students. 

●  Use slides in multiple decision paths in slight variations (less work), but make 

sure they correspond to the respective path and previous decisions. 

●  Be inventive; make narrative shortcuts if necessary (but try to avoid deus ex 

machina devices). 

●  Think about a limited number of core themes in the case - this is essential so

that the paths can address a set number of possible alternatives. If you use a 

scenario based on a real-world case, simplify reality where necessary for a 

targeted learning experience. 

DO



●  Overload slides with text - for introduction and story slides, add additional 

slides. 

●  Create too many paths – time-constraints for teachers and class, over- 

complexity. 

●  Create too many story points/narrative themes – every point has to be 

addressed. 

●  Research everything – a simulation is likely not about the details of a 

scenario (it is about the theoretical point) 

●  Use narrative jumps – things ideally need to happen within the frame of the 

scenario. Avoid deus ex machinas or “unfair” outside events (note that this is in 

sharp contrast to other simulation games). 

DON'T

USING THE SIMULATIONS: A TEACHING PLAN
The teaching plan for the simulations is always the same because the 

simulations have three components: 

1. Introduction (including slides)              -             5-10mins 

2. Simulation Game                                                     -             25-30mins 

3. Evaluation (inductive theorising)      -             10-15mins

1. The beginning of the class should introduce the students to the simulation 

as well as get it started with the background story slides. Usually these 

should not be too heavy on the reading as this will slow down the class, so 

again remember to keep it simple (pictures tell stories too).



Depending on student background and course design, you may also ask 

students to prepare scenarios themselves before class - although differences in 

student preparation can negatively impact common decision-making, if for 

example a small group of student “experts” dominates class discussion during 

the simulation.

2. The central piece of the class is the simulation game itself. Here there are 

multiple ways this can pan out. The process or method should always be the 

same however: 

• First, you read out the slides, then you pause to give the students some time 

to catch up. Make sure everyone understands everything on the slides, and in 

your instructions. 

• Second, when you reach a choice slide (see below), you may ask them for an 

initial vote on the different options so that they know the lines of discussion. 

• Third, you give the students some time to discuss the options, and come to an

agreement on which they wish to choose. Depending on how well they do you 

might want to dwell a bit on the discussion (if their contributions are not that 

good you might consider moving the process along). The students do not have 

to come to a consensus, but exchanging pro and contra arguments is essential. 

Time pressure (both simulated time pressure within the simulation scenario, as 

well as actual time pressure, for example through a set time limit for decisions) 

is always good to get them to agree. Once a choice has been agreed, you follow 

the new pathway by reading out the next slides and so forth. Repeat until you 

reach an end slide (see below). 

When running a simulation in this format, always remember to keep an eye on 

the time, and know your simulation well. Test beforehand if it is possible to 

finish your simulation within given time limits of the class - nothing frustrates 

more than an unfinished scenario. Also note it is absolutely crucial that there is 

time left for reflection and evaluation – else it has all been a bit of fun, but the 

students will not be aware of how they can make use of the class. 



1.

3. The final part of the class is reflection and evaluation, with the goal of 

student-led inductive theorising. This reflective session asks students to 

connect their experience with what you defined as the intended learning 

outcomes. Depending on the complexity of your learning outcomes as well 

as the scenario, this may be easier or more difficult. We suggest you let 

student input guide this crucial part of the class. Based on their simulation 

activity, students should find it very easy to get engaged and comment, 

both on the structure and type of activity as well as on its content. 

One way to do so may be to start asking students a number of prompt 

questions: what did they notice about the simulation? Why did you make 

certain decisions? Experience is key: what happened when you did this in 

contrast to when you did that? A more difficult segment could address the 

teaching method itself: What in the simulation incentivized a specific move? Do 

you think this scenario is realistic? You may wish to ask follow-up questions 

that fit with theory, or point to your intended learning outcomes - they may 

also link back to or reference readings from a course reading list. Write down 

keywords from student comments on the board. Depending on how well they 

have understood relevant theory and are able to abstract away from the 

simulation, you can ask them to sum up the activity. If you feel that students 

are overwhelmed or time is running out, you can also sum up the simulation and 

give them a take on the theory, or have them reflect in writing as a homework, 

also we do suggest you leave enough time to let the simulation sink in during 

class.  

EVALUATING SIMULATIONS: FEEDBACK 
A mixture of different evaluation techniques promises the best results when 

evaluating PowerPoint-based simulations. Carefully designed student surveys 

or questionnaires in combination with peer or expert observations, student 

focus groups, and natural feedback are likely to yield the clearest data when it 

comes to answering three core questions: 



1.

1. Has the method helped in achieving pre-defined learning outcomes?

Depending on the level of integration of PowerPoint-based simulations in 

overall course teaching and in virtual learning environments, additional data 

(e.g. course assessment and student performance data; or in the case of digital 

integration: unique page visits paired with data user information) can be used 

to supplement this information. 

Feedback on simulations may, more so than other teaching methods, depend in 

its validity and generalizability on the time lag between the exercise and the 

point in time at which evaluation/feedback data is gathered. When asked 

immediately after the simulation, students tend to focus their feedback on 

aspect 3, at times overtly so. This can be balanced either through multiple 

feedback/evaluation surveys at different points in time (e.g. immediately after, 

and three weeks after), or through specifically designed questionnaires asking 

more explicitly about all facets, or through supplementing questionnaires with 

peer and expert observations or natural feedback. 

To increase student understanding of points 1 and 2 (the rationale for using 

simulations), make expectations, learning process, and intended learning 

outcomes explicit in the reflection and evaluation part in class. 

Evaluation/feedback to simulations may include gender or diversity effects, but 

research on this matter remains inconclusive at the moment primarily for lack 

of robust data. 

2. Has the method helped in deepening the learning experience towards 

student-led exploration of themes and topics?

3. Has the method otherwise enhanced the learning experience, e.g. by adding 

a fun element to class teaching?



1.

CONCLUSION
This guide discussed the use, creation, and evaluation of PowerPoint-based 

cooperative simulations for in-class use. This model of simulation distinguishes 

itself through its easy-to-make, easy-to-use and very effective nature. We have 

attempted to clarify a number of important steps, and shared our knowledge 

and experience with using this brilliant teaching tool, including in classes not 

conventionally understood to lending themselves to simulation activities. 

We hope to have encouraged readers to try out this model in their own 

teaching practice. We would welcome any sort of feedback both on this manual 

and on the teaching tool in general, and are very open to the sharing of 

experiences, materials, and evaluation results to further understanding of 

effective teaching and learning across disciplines. 

A well-structured simulation can enable students to learn the complexity of

decision-making in multiple settings; to teach them to learn through their 

mistakes, that there is no ‘correct’ path or ‘right’ decision, and to experience 

the ethical and political impact that different paths/scenarios can unveil. 


