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Abstract: Computer simulations have been used for several decades. The Sims, a popular computer game presents opportunities for users to simulate real-world living and interpersonal relationships. It is suggested herein that The Sims, and its expansion programs, be used in educational settings.

Background


The concept of the “simulation game” dates all the way back to eighteenth century Prussian generals who used them to provide simulated combat experiences (Starr, 1994). After World War II, engineers used simulations to design power grids and business communities. Business simulations, in turn, led to scientific simulations to better understand complex systems and social situations, including hard-to-reach learners. A variety of computer simulations to facilitate urban planning proved to be practical with the widespread use of desktop computers during the 1980s. Congruent with the development of simulations, more sophisticated graphics were designed to augment computer simulations.


Schumucker (1999) describes simulations thusly:

A simulation is a software package (sometimes bundled with special hardware input devices) that re-creates or simulates, albeit in a simplified manner, a complex phenomena, environment, or experience, providing the user with the opportunity for some new level of understanding. It is interactive and usually grounded in some objective reality. (p. 45)


It was in the 1980s when Will Wright, a Macintosh programmer, found it much more interesting to use a computer simulation to build things than to simply destroy. Wright developed his first game, a city-building simulator appropriately named Sim City in 1987 and by 1994 had twenty other simulated games on the market, including simulations for Earth, an ant colony, a farm, a jungle, and a skyscraper. Wright had much grander plans and in 2000 introduced The Sims, a simulator for creating people and their environments. (Sieberg, 2000)


Casteel (2000) likens playing The Sims to playing with the ultimate set of dolls. The user defines the appearance and personal characteristics of his person, or “sim.” The user then provides a home for the sim, arrays it in clothes and accessories, gets the sim a job, increased skills, some friends, and possibly a mate and children. A sim might be designed like an adult, but the game player has to ensure that the sim eats, sleeps, plays, socializes, bathes, and uses the restroom, indeed all the details of a human life. Indeed, for the user to be successful in playing The Sims, their sim characters must balance work, education, social skills, and responsibility. Sim children must go to school, maintain their grades, or risk banishment to “military school.” Poverty, social ostracism, and ultimately, death await the sim who does not regularly eat, sleep, bathe, or have an income. (Markoff, 2000)


The original The Sims allowed a user to build up to ten homes in a “neighborhood,” and populate each home with up to (and no more than) eight sims. Initial purchasers of The Sims were not satisfied with just the original game. 

Expansion Packs


The original The Sims package was a single CD-ROM. Based on user feedback, five additional expansion packs have been introduced to add some more interesting game play. The Sims Livin’ Large added more objects and allowed the user to have four additional neighborhoods. The Sims House Party greatly expanded the sims’ social life. The Sims Hot Date allowed sims to “go downtown” and socialize with sims away from home. The Sims Vacation allowed a sim family to go on a variety of vacations and hopefully have a good time. Most recently, The Sims Unleashed allows the user to bring in dogs and cats as simulated characters. 


Two new developments have been inserted to the Sims saga. The Sims Deluxe combines The Sims and The Sims Livin’ Large into one introductory package. The Sims Online allows the user to create three sims, connect to the Internet, and interact with sims from around the globe.

Usage


Before any game play, a sim must be designed.  Within the game’s sim designing utility, a sim is given a specific gender, age, skin color (light, medium, or dark), clothes, or in the game a “skin,” a head, and personality points (up to 10) in being neat, nice, playful, outgoing, or active, 25 points total. An individual sim is made as part of a family and the user has free choice as to what arrangement of sims make up the family. The arrangement of these points is similar to the use of biorhythms. (Ruggeroni, 2001) 


A sim must have a place to live. Once a family is established, it must purchase a plot of land and build a home. In-game utilities do the actual construction and provide an array of furniture and objects to fill the home. Objects must be purchased that will fulfill the sim’s basic needs, e. g., if no bathroom is designed, the basic needs of hygiene will not be fulfilled and the sim will be in trouble. 


A sim requires a means of support. A variety of occupations for sims to apply for and actually perform offline provide a daily pay in “simoleons.”


Sims are truly social creatures. Sims must either spend much time communicating with sims in the family, or socialize with sims from families in the neighborhood, generally by throwing a party, which could be for a birthday, a banquet, various dancing activities, etc. In addition, non-playing characters (NPCs), police, firemen, pizza delivery, social workers, and townspeople enter gameplay. 


Sims have a number of obstacles which occur randomly, or due to neglect or carelessness. Fire, burglary, property repossession, and a visit from the police can be setbacks in game play. The addition of a baby can play havoc on the sim family with a variety of obstacles before the sim baby becomes a child.


Fan Base


A variety of Sim products have been developed to enhance the user’s Sims experience. Software to change sim clothing, sim furniture and appliances, sim home construction, and sim behavior are available through a variety of web sites. The Sims Resource is a semi-commercial (paid registrants have better access) website where Sims software may be freely downloaded.  Sims publisher Maxis maintains an official website where registered users may download Sims artifacts, enter a chat room, post on a bulletin board, or link to a large listing of websites with yet more Sims materials. 

The March 28, 2001 episode of the ABC series The Drew Carey Show featured a sequence where sims represented the series characters and the actual actors did voiceover while their sims played havoc on one another. Indeed, comedian Drew Carey is an NPC in the game, appearing (and behaving) randomly at a sims party with Carey’s own voice added. 

Potential Educational Applications


This writer is not surprised that more educators have not delved into the educational potential of The Sims and its progeny. It is time-consuming and addictive. Some of the gameplay is considered inappropriate for children. (Casteel, 2000; Gocke, 2000;  Sieberg, 2000) Ruggeroni (2001) suggests that games such as The Sims have educational value in teaching situations where ethical values are discussed, and where collaborative decisions need to be made.  He suggests that computer simulation can do much to foster motivation in students and to accelerate learning transfer.


Oh and van der Hoek (2001) point out that simulations like The Sims provide experiences without the dramatic consequences of failure. They suggest that simulations are useful for repeating experiences, exploring alternatives, and the freedom of “play.” Moreover, the user can see virtually immediate results. 


This writer has discussed with his undergraduate students the possibility of utilizing The Sims for exploring social relationships with learners who are identified with behavior problems. Indeed, the possibilities appear to be endless for anyone with imagination and patience to develop activities where The Sims can play a role.


At the 2002 SITE meeting in Nashville, TN, this writer had his laptop available at the poster sessions with The Sims playing along. Many SITE attendees remarked at the action on the screen, giving impetus to this current session. This interactive session is designed to demonstrate The Sims and to garner suggestions for further educational applications.
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