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THE RIVERTOWN SIMULATION 
Dr. Norman Tyler, FAICP 

 
In recent years new computer technologies have become more integrated into university 

teaching and learning. Online courses offer great potential for expanding the traditional role of 
universities, but bring up the question of how issues of teaching and learning are affected by 
these technologies. Fully online or hybrid courses recognize a very different type of learning 
process.  

Since online students are physically separate and apart from their instructor, there is 
increased importance in learner self-motivation and control. The asynchronous online 
environment utilizes “learner controlled instruction” (LCI)—learning in which students can to a 
greater degree direct the path, pace, and/or contingencies of instruction. The instructor’s role is 
not unimportant, but it is non-traditional. The instructor has two primary responsibilities—to 
design the appropriate learning environment and to facilitate the involvement of the learners. 
 
The Use of Simulations 

One method of promoting online interaction and instruction is through the use of 
simulations. A simulation is the creation of an artificial environment that approximates the real 
one. The advantage of simulations as an educational tool is that they allow "What if?" scenarios 
to unfold and allow experimentation with decisions and consequences. It allows participants to 
"practice in safety."1 In some subject areas, such as math, rational presentations of material 
makes sense. In other subject areas, such as community planning, answers do not always 
straightforwardly follow questions. There is a more wholistic environment in which not only is 
knowledge gained, but also wisdom and judgment.  

A graduate course I have taught for 27 years, Community Development and Downtown 
Revitalization, has gradually evolved into a course with a wealth of experiences for students. As 
a capstone course for urban planning and historic preservation students, its purpose is to 
encourage students to use the knowledge they have gained in previous courses and life 
experience to deal with issues relating to the revitalization of the downtown district in 
Rivertown, a fictionalized small city located at an indefinite location somewhere in the Midwest. 
The Rivertown Simulation attempts, in simplified form, to represent the process community 
leaders go through in deciding on various revitalization strategies for their city and to show the 
outcome in a condensed time period.  

Students first experience Rivertown through a large birds-eye perspective drawing. 
 

                                                
1 Marc Prensky (2007) Digital Game-based Learning (St. Paul, Minnesota: Paragon House). 
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Figure 1 

Sketch of Rivertown 
Issues to be discussed are brought into the simulation through the Rivertown BUGLE, the 

town's local online newspaper. 
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Figure 2 

The Rivertown BUGLE 

Students can see the results of their decisions over a span of "years" (each week represents 
one year). Participants make individual decisions, such as buying and renovating existing 
buildings, but also take on community roles, such as serving as city council members, city 
planners, merchants, residents, etc. The simulation allows them to see how decisions dealing 
with one problem can impact others, both directly and indirectly. The element of chance plays a 
minimal role in the simulation. There are some risk factors, but essentially the larger "risks" are 
inherent in how well development decisions are made in Rivertown's continuously changing 
economic micro-environment. 

Opportunities for interactivity abound in the online environment. This was explored in depth 
when the Rivertown Simulation was used concurrently in three separate courses. Students in 
each of the three courses brought varying perspectives to the exercise. Students in a graduate 
Downtown Revitalization and Planning course took on the role of merchants and property 
investors and were primarily concerned with the economic development of Rivertown's 
downtown. Students in an undergraduate Historic Preservation course became members of 
Rivertown's Historic District Commission, whose goal was to protect Rivertown's historic 
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heritage. Students in an online Historic Preservation graduate course assumed the role of 
residents, who were concerned about quality-of-life issues. Although the students never saw each 
other in reality, they met in the cyberspace world of Rivertown and dealt with a number of 
planning issues shared in common.  

The dynamic resulting from this blending of traditional classroom students with online 
students went well beyond the typical classroom seminar discussion. Graduate students 
interacted with undergraduate students; students at a distance (Missouri, Louisiana, etc.) 
interacted with campus students in Michigan; practitioner volunteers participated from the 
convenience of their own offices. Learning went on in many forms. As shown by Gilbert, "This 
medium lends itself to student-focused rather than instructor-focused discussion. I see this as a 
strength and would recommend any instructor take full advantage of this."2 
 
2013 Simulation Run 

A full run of the Rivertown Simulation was utilized for a course at Eastern Michigan 
University during the Fall 2013 semester. The class included twenty students, primarily from the 
graduate Urban and Regional Planning and Historic Preservation programs. (Note: The online 
Forum for this class, with links to its many resources, can be found at: rivertownsim.com/557.) 

The simulation was introduced to planning students in the following way: 

"The Rivertown Simulation includes a series of exercises whose purpose is to 
create a simulated setting—in this case a section of a city with older downtown 
buildings—and have students involved in making decisions to encourage its 
revitalization. The simulation represents the process one would go through in 
deciding, for example, whether a historic district should be established in the 
downtown, or how to best cope with an adult book store, or whether additional 
parking should be created. It looks at these decisions from various perspectives, 
including those of merchants, city officials and residents. 

"The amount you participate is up to you, but continuing involvement is part of 
your responsibility for this course and you will be evaluated accordingly. As the 
course instructor, I represent the external world in the simulation; your powers are 
limited to your role, but within your role feel free to push the limits as much as you 
wish. 

"This is not a 'zero-sum' game in which there are definite winners and losers. We 
are accustomed to looking for rules by which to 'win.' This simulation is different, in 
that its purpose is to promote discussion of and education on downtown planning 
issues." 

 

                                                
2 Gilbert, Kathleen R. (1997) "Teaching on the Internet: the World Wide Web as a Course 

Delivery System."  http://www.ihets.org/distance_ed/fdpapers/1997/gilbert.html (assessed 
June 7, 2010). 
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Figure 3 

Map of the City of Rivertown 

During the semester each student took on a role as a member of the Rivertown community. 
Roles included City Council member, City Planner, City Attorney, Transportation Department 
staff, Parks Department staff, Downtown Development Authority board, Historic District 
Commissioner, merchant, college student or faculty, newspaper editor, local historian and, of 
course, everyone was assumed to be a resident of the community In addition, each student 
became a member of an investment team, which gave them the ability to build, buy, rehabilitate, 
and/or sell buildings located in Rivertown's older downtown, the area of focus for revitalization. . 
The course instructor took on the role of bank manager, which gave some control over financial 
aspects of the simulation. 

Each week, time was allocated for a City Council meeting, when the instructor removed 
himself from participating and gave decision-making to the students. The initial goal became the 
preservation and rehabilitation of the downtown's old and historic buildings. The first action of 
the City Council was to accept a report from a study committee regarding the boundaries and 
provisions for a regulatory historic district. At the following Council meeting members of a 
Historic District Commission were appointed and given the power to approve or deny substantial 
changes to the exterior of structures within the downtown historic district boundaries. 

This procedure was followed for many actions by the city's staff and Council over the 
course of the semester. Other actions included establishing a Downtown Development Authority 
with power to fund downtown projects through a tax increment financing (TIF) program, 
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construction of a biking/walking trail from the college campus to the downtown funded through 
a state recreation grant, construction of two new downtown parking, and streetscape 
improvements. These projects represented public sector improvements, using funds from the 
city's budget with external grants and loans. 

Concurrently, students were members of four investment teams that used their own private 
funds to buy and rehabilitate downtown buildings. Members of each team would weigh the 
potential risks inherent in a property and decide whether to ask for a loan from the bank to 
finance the purchase and improvements. The success of the investments were based partially on 
the overall economic health of the downtown, so public sector decisions were coupled with those 
of the private sector. Through this process students learned about real estate principles such as 
Return on Investment (ROIs), financial leveraging, Debt Coverage Ratio, and historic 
rehabilitation tax credits. 

The "Street Talk" Forum included continuing discussion of these activities throughout the 
week. The list of Forum topics quickly grew, including Parking, Riverfront Development, 
Farmers Market, and Transit. In all, 33 different discussion topics were created by the students. 
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Figure 5 

Screen capture of Rivertown Forum 

Rivertown Simulation Survey 

In order to evaluate the relative success of the Rivertown Simulation as an educational tool, 
a survey of the twenty students in the 2013 Fall semester course asked them to give opinions on 
various aspects of the semester-long exercise. Students indicated a high level of participation, 
with 69 percent indicating they reviewed or participated in the online Forum multiple times 
during each week between classes. This is evidenced by the fact that over the fourteen-week 
period there were 1,205 individual student comments, most of them a paragraph or more in 
length. This is many multiples greater in number than the number of comments that would be 



 8 

possible in classroom discussion. Students indicated what they liked best about the simulation 
was that its resources were available online to them 24/7 and in one place. This information 
included various maps of the city; the city newspaper, which presented noteworthy new issues; 
and most relevant, the Forum as a way to communicate online with each other. Individual 
comments about what they liked overall in reference to the simulation included: Opportunity to 
express your own ideas"; "Able to apply to real-life scenarios"; "Ability to be a free thinker"; 
"Taking on a role"; "Seeing Rivertown change over time"; and "Ease of communication."3 

Students also expressed aspects of the simulation they liked least. These were not as uniform 
in response, but indicated some of the frustrations with the online experience. Comments 
included: "It was sometimes difficult to reach consensus online"; "Difficult to present 
complicated topics in a simplified way on the Forum"; and "Need a map that shows updates each 
week." 

When asked for their opinions on the usefulness of the Rivertown Simulation as an 
educational tool, the responses were quite encouraging. Of the 20 students surveyed, 16 found 
the simulation "Very useful," six said it was "Somewhat useful," and no one indicated it was 
either "A little useful" of "Not at all useful." The most common response was variations on the 
statement, "I learned more about real world experiences than I ever thought I would." Other 
common comments related to the extent of information available and the ability of students to 
easily communicate with each other: "Great source of information"; "So much more room and 
time for discussion in preparation for classroom." Criticism of the experience included: "Took a 
substantial time commitment to keep up with what was happening." Of the 47 comments relating 
to overall usefulness, 28 were positive, 9 were critical, and 10 were neutral in nature, indicating 
general satisfaction with the experience. 
 
Critique: 

Online simulations can enhance education by expanding the scope of student interactions 
beyond traditional boundaries. Through the use of simulations like the Rivertown Simulation 
students are able to experience the impact of decisions before facing similar situations in the cold 
reality of the outside world.  

The advantages of these technologies and delivery systems must be evaluated objectively. 
Savery and Duffy refer to an educational approach as Constructivism.4 They suggest one cannot 
look at what is learned without also looking at how it is learned. Traditional education has values 
of replicability, reliability, and control, while Constructivist values include "collaboration, 
personal autonomy, generativity, reflectivity, active engagement, personal relevance, and 
pluralism."5 The content of a course is no more important than the method used by individual 
students to gain understanding, and the methods can vary from student to student. They suggest 
                                                
3 See Appendix to review all responses to the Rivertown Online Simulation Survey. 
4 John R. Savery and Thomas M. Duffy, (June 2001) "Problem Based Learning: An instructional 

model and its constructivist framework," CRLT Technical Report No. 16-01, Center for 
Research on Learning and Technology, Indiana University, pp. 1-2. 

5 D. Lebow (1993) Constructivist Values for Systems Design: five Principles Toward a New 
Mindset, Educational Technology Research and Development, 41, p. 5. 
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learning happens through puzzlement. "Problem-based Learning" is an educational technique 
used to facilitate learning through the creation of problems needing solutions. It is in working 
with others to solve problems that learning happens in its full context. The Rivertown Simulation 
is a wonderful laboratory for Constructivist principles; individual students present ideas and 
proposals and are continuously challenged by others until consensus is reached.  

The Rivertown Simulation portrays how an urban planning practitioner or public 
administrator resolves issues in the real world. For example, one of the problems presented in 
downtown Rivertown is a severe shortage of parking. A practitioner would tackle this issue 
through a series of steps: 1) Inventory the number of existing parking spaces; 2) Calculate the 
number of spaces needed based on building use and square footage; 3) If more parking is needed, 
evaluate potential sites to use for new parking; 4) Design a site layout for a preferred site; 5) 
Explore financing, including construction costs, possible funding sources, and potential for 
parking fees; 6) Submit proposal to appropriate agencies; and 7) Implementation. The Rivertown 
Simulation has an exercise that replicates each of these steps.6 It is specific in the information 
provided and how it relates to downtown Rivertown. 

 
Conclusion: 

The Rivertown Simulation is a compelling way to effectuate student learning in an online 
environment. The current generation of students is comfortable learning is such a virtual 
environment and can quickly adapt to and adopt the complexities inherent is such a model. 
Hopefully, faculty will be willing to utilize the strengths of online simulations as readily as their 
students.  

 

                                                
6 This exercise can be found at: http://webpolis.us/rivertown/Decisions/parkinginventory.html 
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