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This paper explores the transformative potential of the RealLives
simulation and RealLives ChangeMaker Index as pedagogical tools for
immigration and multicultural education. In increasingly diverse
societies, educators face challenges in cultivating genuine cross-
cultural understanding and empathy among students. The RealLives
platform offers a unique solution by immersing users in authentic life
experiences across various cultural contexts, allowing them to virtually
"live" as individuals from different countries, socioeconomic
backgrounds, and cultural traditions.

This simulation-based approach fosters perspective-taking abilities and
cultural humility while reducing ethnocentrism. The complementary
RealLives ChangeMaker Index measures and develops key
competencies essential for effective multicultural citizenship,
including cross-cultural communication, empathy, perspective-taking,
and systems thinking.

Drawing on case studies from diverse educational settings, we
demonstrate how these digital tools create safe spaces for exploring
cultural differences, challenging stereotypes, and developing
actionable intercultural skills. The findings suggest that experiential
learning through simulation offers a promising pathway for
multicultural education that bridges theoretical understanding with
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practical application, ultimately preparing students to thrive as global
citizens in our interconnected world.

By bringing such awareness through game-based platforms that today's
youth already use and enjoy in their daily lives, we can significantly
increase engagement and impact. Meeting young people where they
are—through familiar digital gaming environments—provides a
powerful avenue for developing global citizenship competencies in
ways that resonate with digital natives and align with their existing
technological practices.

The research highlights how simulation-based learning taps into
students' natural affinity for digital interaction while simultaneously
developing crucial global competencies. By leveraging gaming
mechanics that students find engaging, RealLives transforms abstract
concepts about global diversity into meaningful, personal experiences.
This approach not only increases student motivation but also deepens
learning outcomes by creating emotional connections to global issues
through immersive storytelling and consequential decision-making
within the simulation environment. Through this gamified approach,
students develop lasting empathy and understanding that traditional
educational methods often struggle to foster.
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I. Introduction

The landscape of education is rapidly evolving in response to globalization, increased
migration, and the growing diversity of student populations worldwide. Traditional
educational approaches often struggle to adequately prepare students for navigating
multicultural environments and understanding complex global issues. As societies become
increasingly interconnected, the need for educational tools that foster cross-cultural
understanding, empathy, and global citizenship becomes more pressing (Banks, 2015).

This paper explores how simulation-based learning technologies, specifically the RealLives
simulation and its associated ChangeMaker Index, can bridge cultural divides and serve as
effective tools for multicultural and immigration education.

In today"s globalized world, migration continues to reshape communities, creating
multicultural environments that both enrich societies and present challenges for social
cohesion. Educational institutions increasingly bear the responsibility of preparing students
to navigate -cultural differences, overcome prejudices, and develop intercultural
competencies (Gorski, 2009). Despite this imperative, many educational approaches remain
rooted in theoretical frameworks that struggle to translate into meaningful perspective
shifts among students. The gap between awareness and genuine understanding of cultural
differences represents a significant challenge in multicultural education.

The RealLives simulation platform addresses this gap by providing immersive, experiential
learning opportunities that allow students to "live" virtual lives in diverse cultural contexts .
Unlike traditional educational methods that rely primarily on abstract concepts or second-
hand accounts, RealLives engages students in first-person experiences that make distant
cultural realities immediate and personal. By simulating lives across different countries,
socioeconomic backgrounds, and cultural circumstances, the platform creates opportunities
for students to develop deeper understanding of global issues and cultural differences
(Bachen etal,, 2012).

The RealLives ChangeMaker Index builds upon this foundation by assessing and developing
specific competencies essential for effective multicultural citizenship. This framework
provides a structured approach to measuring empathy, perspective-taking, cross-cultural
communication, and systems thinking abilities—skills that are crucial for navigating diverse
societies and addressing complex global challenges (Mankeekar, 2025).

This paper examines the theoretical underpinnings of simulation-based approaches to
multicultural education, analyzes the specific features and impacts of the RealLives platform
and ChangeMaker Index, and presents case studies demonstrating their effectiveness in
various educational contexts. Through this exploration, we aim to contribute to ongoing
discussions about innovative approaches to multicultural education and offer practical
insights for educators seeking to prepare students for success in diverse societies.
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Il. Theoretical Framework

1. Multicultural education and its challenges

Multicultural education emerged as a significant field in response to growing recognition of
cultural diversity and the need to reform educational institutions to provide equitable
opportunities for all students (Banks & Banks, 2009). James Banks, a pioneering scholar in
the field, identifies five dimensions of multicultural education: content integration,
knowledge construction, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy, and empowering school
culture (Banks, 2014). These dimensions collectively aim to transform education to better
reflect and respect diverse cultural perspectives while preparing students to function
effectively in pluralistic societies.

Despite these well-established theoretical frameworks, multicultural education faces several
persistent challenges. Critics argue that many multicultural approaches remain superficial,
focusing on "heroes and holidays" rather than deeper structural issues (Gorski, 2008).
Additionally, research indicates that mere exposure to information about cultural
differences does not necessarily lead to reduced prejudice or increased intercultural
competence (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). The translation of multicultural theory into
transformative educational practice remains difficult.

A particularly challenging aspect of multicultural education is overcoming ethnocentrism -
the tendency to view other cultures through the lens of one"s own cultural values and
assumptions. Ethnocentric perspectives limit students" ability to genuinely understand
different cultural worldviews and can reinforce rather than reduce stereotypes and
prejudices (Bennett, 2004). Traditional educational approaches that rely primarily on
cognitive learning often struggle to address these deeply ingrained barriers to intercultural
understanding.

2. Experiential learning and simulation-based education

Experiential learning theory, pioneered by Dewey (1938) and elaborated by Kolb (1984),
provides a valuable framework for addressing these challenges. According to Kolb"s model,
effective learning occurs through a cycle of concrete experience, reflective observation,
abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. This approach emphasizes the
importance of direct experience and reflection in the learning process, suggesting that
meaningful learning requires engagement beyond abstract concepts.

Simulation-based education represents a powerful application of experiential learning
principles (Gibson & Ogata, 2018). Simulations create controlled environments where
learners can experience situations that might otherwise be inaccessible due to geographic,
temporal, or practical constraints. Research on simulation-based education demonstrates its
effectiveness in fostering deep learning, enhancing motivation, and developing complex
skills (Gredler, 2004). Simulations are particularly valuable for helping students develop
perspective-taking abilities—the capacity to understand situations from another person"s
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viewpoint—which is essential for intercultural understanding. Importantly, linking to the
ChangeMaker Index, assessments integrated into simulations have features unavailable to
standard cognitive-only assessments; for example, they leave unobtrusive digital traces of
decisions and actions (Gibson, 2018; Shute, 2011); they allow recording immediate reactions
to situations and can build evidence for making complex assessment decisions (Behrens et
al,, 2011).

Digital simulations extend these benefits by enabling immersive experiences that would be
impossible in traditional educational settings. Games and simulations can create
"psychosocial moratoriums" (Gee, 2003) where learners can safely experiment with
different identities and perspectives without real-world consequences. This safe space for
experimentation is particularly valuable for multicultural education, where students may
fear making mistakes or revealing biases in face-to-face interactions (Flensner et al., 2019).

3. Empathy development and social-emotional learning

Empathy development represents a critical dimension of multicultural education and global
citizenship. Hoffman (2000) defines empathy as "an affective response more appropriate to
another"s situation than one"s own," distinguishing between different types of empathy:
emotional empathy (feeling what others feel), cognitive empathy (understanding others"
perspectives), and compassionate empathy (feeling compelled to help others). Research
indicates that empathy development is crucial for reducing prejudice and promoting
prosocial behaviours in diverse settings (Batson et al., 1997).

Social-emotional learning (SEL) frameworks provide structured approaches to developing
empathy and related competencies. The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) identifies five core SEL competencies: self-awareness, self-management,
social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL, 2020). These
competencies align closely with the skills needed for effective multicultural citizenship.
However, traditional SEL approaches sometimes lack specific focus on intercultural
dimensions of social-emotional development.

The integration of empathy development and social-emotional learning with multicultural
education represents a promising approach to addressing the limitations of purely cognitive
educational methods (Elmi, 2020). By engaging students" emotions alongside their intellect,
such integrated approaches may facilitate deeper and more transformative learning
experiences that challenge ethnocentrism and promote genuine intercultural
understanding.

4. Global citizenship education

Global citizenship education (GCE) has emerged as an educational framework that addresses
the need to prepare students for life in an interconnected world. UNESCO (2015) defines
global citizenship as "a sense of belonging to a broader community and common humanity,
promoting a "global gaze" that links the local to the global and the national to the
international." GCE aims to develop knowledge, skills, values, and attitudes that enable
learners to contribute to a more inclusive, just, and peaceful world.
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Key dimensions of global citizenship education include:

e Cognitive: Knowledge and understanding of global issues, systems, and power
structures

. Socio-emotional: Values, attitudes, and social skills that enable learners to live together
harmoniously

 Behavioral: Capacity to act responsibly at local, national, and global levels

The integration of global citizenship education with multicultural education provides a
comprehensive framework for addressing both local diversity and global
interconnectedness. This integrated approach recognizes that navigating cultural
differences within societies requires many of the same competencies needed to engage with
global issues and diverse perspectives worldwide.

lll. RealLives simulation: Overview and features

1. Development and design philosophy

The RealLives simulation platform emerged from a vision to create an interactive
educational tool that could bridge cultural divides through experiential learning. Developed
initially by Educational Simulations Inc., the platform has evolved significantly since its first
release in 2001. The underlying design philosophy centers on making global realities
experientially accessible to users who might otherwise have limited exposure to diverse
cultural contexts. This approach aligns with Paulo Freire"'s (1970) concept of
"conscientization," enabling learners to develop critical consciousness about social realities
beyond their immediate experience.

A distinctive aspect of RealLives" design philosophy is its commitment to authentic
representation based on real-world data. The simulation draws on data from over 100
international databases, including those from the United Nations, World Health
Organization, World Bank, and UNESCO, to create realistic life scenarios across
approximately 190 countries (Tsikalas, 2008). This data-driven approach distinguishes
RealLives from entertainment-focused life simulation games, grounding the experience in
factual information about health, education, economics, culture, and social conditions in
different regions.

The design also prioritizes accessibility and adaptability, allowing educators to integrate the
simulation into various educational contexts. As Parag Mankeekar, one of the key developers
behind the platform"s current iteration, emphasizes, "RealLives is designed not just to teach
facts about other cultures, but to transform how users see themselves in relation to others
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and the world" (Mankeekar, 2025). This transformative goal reflects the platform"s roots in
social innovation and change-making philosophies.

2. ReallLives Simulation’s Core features and functionality

The RealLives simulation platform offers several distinct modes of engagement, each serving
specific educational purposes:

a. “Live a New Life” mode
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There were 84 times you were born, but only 20 lives were completed from birth to death.
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Figure 1Mode: "Live a New Life"

In this mode, players are randomly assigned a character with predetermined demographic
characteristics in a specific country. This random assignment reflects the reality that
individuals do not choose the circumstances of their birth, creating an immediate
opportunity for users to reflect on privilege, opportunity, and systemic factors that shape life
outcomes. As users navigate through their character"s life, they make decisions about
education, health, relationships, career, and other aspects of daily living, experiencing the
constraints and possibilities that would realistically exist in that context.
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b. “Design a New Life” mode
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From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia

EUROPE AFRICA For other uses, see Continent (disambiguation).

A continent is any of several

large geographical regions. w
.

Continents are generally ‘/

identified by convention rather ‘-.g
America S0

than any strict criteria. A - &
continent could be a single ‘*
large landmass, a part of a ,"
very large landmass, as in the 5

continents

case of Asia or Europe within 5
P Animated, colour-coded map showing some continents and &
Eurasia, or a landmass and the region of Oceania (purple), which includes the continent of
nearby islands within its Australia. Depending on the convention and model, some
) continental shelf. Due to these continents may be consolidated or subdivided.
varying definitions, the number
of continents varies; up to seven or as few as four geographical regions are commonly
regarded as continents. Most English-speaking countries recognize seven regions as
continents. In order from largest to smallest in area, these seven regions are Asia, Africa,
North America, South America, Antarctica, Europe, and Australia (sometimes called Oceania
or Australasia). Different variations with fewer continents merge some of these regions;
examples of this are merging Asia and Europe into Eurasia,!’) North America and South
America into the Americas (or simply America), and Africa, Asia, and Europe into Afro-
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Figure 2: "Design a New Life Somewhere In the World" Mode

This mode allows users to select specific characteristics for their character, including
country, ethnicity, and language. While providing greater user agency, this approach also
encourages critical reflection on preconceptions about different cultures. Users can test their
assumptions about life in a particular country against the data-driven realities presented in
the simulation.

c. “Create Life Using SDGs” mode

Added in more recent versions, this mode explicitly connects the simulation experience to
the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Users can explore how specific
global challenges such as poverty, inequality, climate change, and education access manifest
in different cultural contexts. This feature directly links personal experiences within the
simulation to broader global issues and development frameworks.

Across all modes, the simulation presents users with realistic challenges and decisions based
on their character"s circumstances. These include:

e Health challenges that reflect regional disease prevalence and healthcare access

e  Educational opportunities constrained by local systems, economic realities, and cultural
factors




>
g2
you are the world

Employment options aligned with local economic conditions and industries

Family formation patterns that reflect cultural norms and demographic trends

Natural disasters, political events, and economic shocks that impact individuals in
specific regions

Cultural practices, religions, and social expectations that vary by location

Create life using UN sdg

Choose a sustainable development goal (SDG) challenge to live a life in a country

These goals are strongly connected to RealLives, with the game's data and experiences closely reflecting these challenges. Players can deeply explore and understand these goals through the simulation.
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These goals are somewhat related to RealLives and support certain aspects of the game. While they may not be central to the gameplay, they add depth and context to the experience.
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These goals are only slightly connected to RealLives and have a minimal role in the game. They are less emphasized in the simulation.
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Figure 3:"Create Life using SDgs" Mode

A distinctive feature of RealLives is its text-based interface, which deliberately avoids visual
representations of characters or settings. This design choice encourages users to imagine
their character"s reality without being constrained by potentially stereotypical visual
representations, allowing for deeper cognitive engagement and personalized meaning-
making.

3. Educational applications and implementation models

The RealLives platform has been implemented in diverse educational contexts, from middle
and high schools to universities and professional development settings. Several
implementation models have emerged across these contexts:

a. Structured curriculum integration

Many educators integrate RealLives into existing curriculum frameworks, particularly in
social studies, global studies, geography, and language arts. In this approach, simulation
experiences are explicitly linked to curricular objectives, with structured pre-simulation
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preparation, guided reflection during gameplay, and post-simulation analysis (Tsikalas,
2008). For example, teachers might have students play characters from regions they are
studying in geography, creating opportunities to connect textbook knowledge with
simulated lived experience.

b. Project-based learning approach

Some educators employ RealLives as
the foundation for project-based
learning experiences. Students might
use the simulation to research
specific social issues in different
cultural contexts, developing projects
that compare their own experiences
with those they encounter in the
simulation. This approach
encourages deeper inquiry and often
results in student-driven exploration
of topics such as global poverty,
educational inequality, or healthcare
disparities.

¢. Comparative analysis model

A particularly effective implementation involves students experiencing multiple lives across
different countries and social contexts, then conducting comparative analysis of these
experiences. This approach highlights how similar human aspirations and challenges
manifest differently across cultural contexts, encouraging recognition of both shared
humanity and contextual differences (Bachen et al,, 2012).

d. Service-learning connection

Some educators link RealLives experiences to service learning opportunities, using the
simulation to develop empathy and understanding before engaging in community service
with culturally diverse populations. The simulation serves as preparation for real-world
intercultural interactions, providing context and perspective that enrich subsequent direct
engagement.

e. Professional development application

Beyond student education, RealLives has been used in professional development for
educators, healthcare providers, social workers, and international development
professionals. In these contexts, the simulation helps professionals develop cultural
competence and empathy for the diverse populations they serve.

Across these implementation models, educators typically incorporate structured reflection
activities to maximize learning. These might include journal writing, group discussions,

10
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analytical essays, creative responses (such as letters to simulated characters), or research
projects that extend beyond the simulation experience. This reflection component aligns
with Kolb"s experiential learning cycle, transforming concrete experiences into meaningful
learning and potential behavior change.

IV. The Reallives ChangeMaker Index

My ChangeMaker Space

A space where you get to know yourself

My ChangeMaking Ability

My ChangeMaker Graph

Learn more about RealLives ChangeMaker Index here

Figure 5: "RealLives ChangeMaker Index(RCMI)"

1. RCMI Conceptual framework and development

The RealLives ChangeMaker Index (RCMI) represents an extension of the RealLives
simulation platform, designed to assess and develop specific competencies needed for
effective multicultural citizenship and social innovation. While the RealLives simulation
focuses on immersive cultural experiences, the ChangeMaker Index provides a structured
framework for measuring how these experiences translate into actionable skills and
mindsets.

Developed through collaboration between educational researchers, social innovation
experts, and psychometric specialists, the RCMI draws on multiple theoretical traditions,
including:

e  Social-emotional learning frameworks, particularly those emphasizing empathy and
perspective-taking

11
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e  Global citizenship competency models developed by UNESCO and other international
organizations

e System thinking and social innovation literature focused on change-making abilities

e Intercultural competence research emphasizing skills for navigating cultural
differences

The resulting framework identifies several interconnected competency domains that
collectively enable individuals to function effectively across cultural boundaries and
contribute to positive social change (Mankeekar, 2025). These domains reflect what Bennett
(2004) describes as a progression from ethnocentric to ethno-relative worldviews—moving
from seeing one"s own cultural perspective as central to recognizing the validity of multiple
cultural perspectives.

To clarify the contribution of this study, the originality of the ChangeMaker index framework
is explicitly described below: Building upon these theoretical foundations, the RealLives
ChangeMaker Index represents an original framework independently developed by the
authors. While it draws conceptually from established research traditions—such as empathy
development, intercultural competence, and systems thinking—the integrated structure and
operationalization of competencies into a unified assessment model are distinct
contributions of this work. This approach reflects contemporary efforts in educational
research to reinterpret theoretical insights into actionable, context-responsive educational
tools that foster global citizenship and social innovation.

2. RealLives ChangeMaker Index: Key competency domains

The ChangeMaker Index assesses several key competency domains: Empathy, perspective-
taking, critical thinking, systems thinking, communication across difference, and action
orientation.

Empathy domain distinctions align with Hoffman"s (2000) empathy development
framework while emphasizing the progression from feeling and understanding to action—a
critical dimension for translating multicultural understanding into social change.

Perspective-taking domain focuses on the ability to adopt different viewpoints and recognize
how cultural, social, and economic factors shape perception. This multidimensional
approach to perspective-taking goes beyond simple cultural awareness to encompass
structural and historical dimensions of difference—elements often missing from more
superficial multicultural education approaches (Gorski, 2008).

The RCMI includes measures of critical thinking specifically relevant to multicultural
contexts. The critical thinking dimensions support what Banks (2014) identifies as the
"knowledge construction" element of multicultural education—helping students understand
how implicit cultural assumptions influence knowledge creation.

Systems thinking domain focuses on understanding interconnected social, economic, and
environmental systems. It represents a particularly important dimension for addressing

12
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complex global challenges that transcend cultural boundaries, such as climate change,
economic inequality, and migration (Meadows, 2008).

The competency area of communication across difference addresses skills for effective cross-
cultural communication. The communication competencies support constructive
engagement across cultural differences—a practical necessity in diverse societies and global
contexts.

The final domain focuses on translating understanding into action. This action dimension
distinguishes the ChangeMaker Index from purely awareness-based approaches to
multicultural education, emphasizing the importance of applying understanding to create
positive social change

Table 1: Key Competency Domains

Domain Sub-domain Definition
Empathy Emotional Ability to feel what others feel
Empathy and connect emotionally with

diverse experiences

Cognitive Empathy

Capacity to understand
others" perspectives, even
when different from one"s
own

Compassionate Motivation to take action
Empathy based on empathic
understanding of others"
challenges
Per.spective- Cultural Understanding how cultural
taking Perspective-taking contexts influence values,
beliefs, and behaviors
Structural Recognizing how systems and
Perspective-taking institutions create different
realities for different groups
Historical Acknowledging how historical
Perspective-taking contexts shape current social
realities
Critical Media Literacy Ability to critically evaluate
Thinking representations of diverse

cultures and social issues

Information
Evaluation

Skills for assessing the quality
and perspective of

13
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information about different
cultural contexts
Recognition of Awareness of personal and
Bias systemic biases that affect
understanding of cultural
differences
Systems Recognition of Awareness of how actions in
Thinking Interdependence one context affect outcomes in
others
Causal Analysis Ability to identify multiple
factors contributing to social
challenges
Identification of Capacity to recognize
Leverage Points potential intervention points
in complex systems
Communication Intercultural Ability to understand
AFFOSS Listening communication from different
Difference cultural perspectives
Adaptability Willingness to adjust
communication styles to
accommodate different
cultural contexts
Conflict Navigation Skills for addressing
misunderstandings and
tensions arising from cultural
differences
Ac‘Fion _ Agency Beliefs Confidence in one"s ability to
Orientation effect positive change
Resource Skills for identifying and
Mobilization utilizing resources to address
challenges
Collaborative Ability to work effectively
Action with diverse partners toward
common goals

14
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3. Assessment methodology

The ChangeMaker Index employs multiple assessment methods to measure these
competencies:

e Simulation-based assessment: Analysis of decisions and responses within the RealLives
simulation

o Reflective self-assessment: Structured self-evaluation of competencies before and after
simulation experiences

e Scenario-based assessment: Responses to cross-cultural scenarios, events and
challenges driven by statistical data

. Performance assessment: Evaluation of actual behaviours in structured cross-cultural
tasks

This multi-method approach provides a more comprehensive picture of competency
development than single-measure assessments, acknowledging that intercultural
competencies manifest in complex ways across different contexts.

4. Applications in educational settings
The RealLives ChangeMaker Index can be used in various educational contexts:
e Academic assessment

o In formal educational settings, the RCMI can serve as an assessment tool for
measuring learning outcomes in global citizenship education, multicultural
studies, and related fields. Educators can use pre- and post-assessments to
track development of specific competencies over time, providing evidence of
program effectiveness and identifying areas for curricular improvement.

e Personal development

o Students can use the RCMI for self-reflection and personal growth, identifying
strengths and areas for development in their intercultural competencies. This
application supports self-directed learning and encourages students to take
ownership of their development as global citizens.

e Program evaluation

o Educational institutions and organizations can utilize aggregate RCMI data to
evaluate the effectiveness of multicultural education programs, international
exchange initiatives, and global citizenship curricula. This evidence-based
approach supports continuous improvement in program design and
implementation.

15
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e (Career preparation

o In higher education contexts, the RCMI can help students prepare for careers
requiring intercultural competence, such as international business,
diplomacy, global health, and international development. The assessment
provides concrete language for articulating intercultural skills to potential
employers and identifying specific areas for professional development.

V. Research findings on impact and effectiveness

Research findings on RealLives and the ChangeMaker Index are organized below, focusing
on four main areas: development of global empathy, reduction of ethnocentrism,
competency enhancement, and factors influencing educational implementation.

1. Development of global empathy

Research on RealLives consistently highlights its effectiveness in fostering global empathy—
the capacity to understand and connect with experiences from diverse cultural contexts.
Bachen, Hernandez-Ramos, and Raphael (2012) found that high school students who used
RealLives scored significantly higher on global empathy measures compared to those
engaging with alternative computer-based activities.

Key findings included:

e Higher global empathy levels among simulation users
e Increased interest in learning about countries experienced in the simulation
e  Positive correlation between character identification and empathy development

These outcomes suggest that the simulation"s immersive nature fosters empathic
connections extending beyond gameplay, shaping broader orientations toward global
diversity.

A Korean middle school teacher, after integrating RealLives into a language arts curriculum,
observed sustained impacts one year later, noting students" enhanced global perspectives
and greater interest in international news (RealLives Simulation, 2024). This underscores
the potential for lasting effects on students" global awareness through simulation-based
learning.

2. Challenging stereotypes and ethnocentrism

RealLives has proven effective in challenging stereotypes and ethnocentric assumptions.
Tsikalas (2008) reported that adolescents using the simulation developed more complex
understandings of factors influencing life outcomes, moving beyond simplistic, culturally
stereotyped explanations.

16
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Schulzke (2012) provided a comparative analysis, highlighting that, unlike many games
which cast players as exceptional characters, RealLives simulates ordinary lives subjected to
realistic constraints. This design promotes recognition of structural factors shaping
opportunities, thus countering meritocratic and ethnocentric perspectives.

3. Developing ChangeMaker competencies

Research on the ChangeMaker Index emphasizes that combining simulation with structured
assessment and reflection enhances competencies vital for multicultural citizenship. Liou et
al. (2018) identified a positive correlation between empathy developed through simulations
and increased civic engagement, suggesting that strong empathic connections formed during
gameplay can translate into active social advocacy and service participation.

4. Educational implementation factors

Several factors significantly influence the effectiveness of RealLives and the ChangeMaker
Index in educational contexts. First, integration with curriculum plays a crucial role;
simulation experiences are markedly more impactful when embedded within a broader
curricular framework. Bachen et al. (2012) demonstrated that preparatory and follow-up
activities connected to curricular objectives substantially enhanced learning outcomes,
emphasizing the necessity of structured pedagogical integration. Second, guided reflection
is essential for transforming simulation experiences into meaningful learning. Tsikalas
(2008) found that structured reflection activities promoted deeper, more nuanced insights,
aligning with Kolb"s experiential learning theory, which underscores reflection as a critical
component of the experiential learning cycle. Third, the quality of teacher facilitation
significantly shapes student outcomes. Effective facilitation, characterized by cultural
humility and openness to diverse interpretations rather than authoritative instruction,
fosters richer intercultural learning experiences (RealLives Simulation, 2024). Finally,
repeated exposure to simulations over time yields stronger educational benefits than
isolated engagements. Sustained, iterative simulation experiences have been shown to
cultivate more sophisticated understandings of cultural contexts, further underscoring the
importance of longitudinal approaches to simulation-based learning.

VI. Pedagogical Implications and Best Practices

Leveraging RealLives and the ChangeMaker Index effectively for multicultural education
requires thoughtful pedagogical design, focusing on maximizing the unique benefits of
simulation-based experiential learning for developing key intercultural competencies. Key
principles derived from research and practice emphasize creating structured yet sensitive
learning environments that foster empathy, perspective-taking, and critical awareness.

Designing effective experiences involves scaffolding the simulation by establishing clear
learning objectives and introducing relevant concepts beforehand, preparing students to
engage empathically and critically. Crucially, integrating structured reflection activities—
such as guided journaling or group discussions—is essential for transforming the immersive
experience into meaningful learning. This reflection helps students consolidate gains in

17
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perspective-taking and connect emotional responses to a deeper critical analysis of cultural
and structural factors. Educators should balance deep immersion, which powerfully fosters
empathy and perspective-taking, with opportunities for critical analysis of the simulation
scenarios and the systemic forces at play, thereby developing both emotional and cognitive
dimensions of understanding. Furthermore, connecting simulation insights to authentic
action, like related research projects or community engagement, helps -cultivate
compassionate empathy and a sense of agency, key components of the ChangeMaker
framework.

Implementing these tools demands significant cultural sensitivity to ensure genuine learning
rather than reinforcing biases. Educators must acknowledge and invite multiple
perspectives, modeling intercultural humility and countering ethnocentrism by recognizing
that interpretations vary based on students’ backgrounds. A trauma-informed approach is
necessary, providing awareness of potentially triggering content and offering alternatives or
support, demonstrating empathy for the lived realities some students may bring. It is vital to
frame the experience as one of deep learning rather than "simulation tourism," emphasizing
structural analysis and critical examination of one’s own cultural context to foster genuine
understanding and avoid reinforcing stereotypes or savior narratives. Supplementing the
simulation with authentic voices from the represented cultures through literature, guest
speakers, or community connections adds necessary depth and facilitates more nuanced
perspective-taking.

Assessment should capture the multi-dimensional nature of the learning fostered by
simulation, aligning with the competencies measured by the RCMI. Utilizing the
ChangeMaker Index for pre- and post-assessment offers valuable data on the development
of specific competencies like empathy and systems thinking over time. Complementing this
with performance-based tasks, where students apply their understanding to new scenarios
or projects, reveals the transferability of skills such as perspective-taking and intercultural
communication. Encouraging student self-assessment promotes metacognition regarding
their intercultural development journey and fosters ownership of their learning.

Finally, achieving sustainable impact necessitates institutional integration. Aligning the use
of RealLives and RCMI with broader curricular goals and institutional values related to
diversity and global citizenship facilitates support. Providing educators with professional
development focused on facilitating simulation-based learning and culturally sensitive
discussions is critical for effective implementation. Building connections with community
organizations and ensuring adequate technological infrastructure further support effective
and equitable implementation, embedding the tools within a supportive ecosystem that
enhances their transformative potential for developing students’ multicultural
competencies.
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VII. Future Directions and Possibilities

While simulation-based multicultural education shows significant promise, further
development can enhance its impact and reach in fostering key intercultural competencies.
Future efforts should focus on leveraging technological advancements, refining curriculum
integration, pursuing targeted research, and advocating for supportive policies, all aimed at
strengthening the capacity of tools like RealLives and the ChangeMaker Index to cultivate
deeper empathy, perspective-taking, critical thinking, and ultimately, effective global
citizenship.

Technological advancements offer potential to deepen the simulation experience and its
impact on competency development. Enhanced data integration, including real-time and
localized data, can increase fidelity, making the perspective-taking experience more nuanced
and relevant. Artificial intelligence could enable adaptive scenarios tailored to individual
learners, providing personalized feedback to accelerate growth in areas like systems
thinking or empathy. Extended reality (XR) technologies might offer complementary
immersive experiences, potentially enhancing sensory engagement to further boost
empathic connection, complementing the core text-based simulation’s cognitive benefits.
Expanding mobile accessibility is also crucial for broadening reach, making these powerful
tools for developing intercultural understanding available in diverse educational settings.

Curriculum development should focus on embedding simulation within broader educational
contexts to reinforce competency application. Integrating simulation with place-based
education can connect global issues to local realities, enhancing the relevance of perspective-
taking and systems thinking. Interdisciplinary applications can demonstrate the cross-
cutting importance of intercultural competencies across subjects, while specialized
pathways can link simulation experiences directly to career preparation, highlighting the
practical value of skills like intercultural communication. Developing models for lifelong
learning could extend the benefits beyond formal schooling, supporting continuous growth
in global citizenship competencies.

A focused research agenda is needed to deepen our understanding and validate the long-
term impact on intercultural competencies. Longitudinal studies tracking students over time
are essential to assess the lasting effects on attitudes, behaviors (like civic engagement), and
the application of perspective-taking in life choices. Research into the neurological and
psychological mechanisms underlying simulation-based empathy and perspective-taking
can refine pedagogical approaches for maximum effectiveness. Studies on cultural
adaptation are vital for ensuring effective and respectful implementation across diverse
global contexts, ensuring the tools foster understanding rather than inadvertently
reinforcing biases. Research connecting these tools to emerging educational frameworks like
social-emotional learning and equity-centered models will further solidify their role in
holistic student development.

Finally, supportive policy is crucial for scaling effective practices and embedding these
competencies within educational systems. Integrating intercultural competencies, as
measured by tools like the ChangeMaker Index, into educational standards and assessment
frameworks would validate their importance. Policies supporting teacher preparation
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specifically for facilitating simulation-based intercultural learning, along with strategic
resource allocation for technology access and curriculum development, are necessary for
quality and equity. International collaboration can accelerate development and ensure
culturally responsive implementation globally. These future directions collectively promise
to enhance the power of simulation as a vital tool for building bridges across cultures and
developing the competencies needed for positive change in an increasingly complex world.

VIII. Conclusion

In an increasingly interconnected yet divided world, education must equip students with the
abilities to navigate cultural differences, understand complex global challenges, and
contribute to inclusive societies. Traditional approaches to multicultural education, while
valuable, often struggle to bridge the gap between awareness and genuine understanding—
between knowledge about different cultures and the ability to engage meaningfully across
cultural boundaries.

The RealLives simulation and ChangeMaker Index offer promising approaches to addressing
these challenges through experiential learning that engages both emotional and cognitive
dimensions of intercultural understanding. By allowing students to "live" virtual lives in
diverse cultural contexts, these tools create opportunities for perspective-taking that
transcend the limitations of traditional educational approaches. The integration of
structured assessment through the ChangeMaker Index further enhances learning by
identifying specific competencies and tracking development over time.

Research and case studies demonstrate significant impacts across multiple dimensions of
intercultural learning, from enhanced empathy and perspective-taking to more
sophisticated understanding of structural factors affecting different cultural contexts. These
impacts appear particularly pronounced when simulation experiences are integrated with
structured reflection, authentic exchange, and opportunities for meaningful action.

Looking forward, technological advancements, curriculum development opportunities,
research initiatives, and supportive policies could further enhance the effectiveness of
simulation-based approaches to multicultural education. These developments promise to
make intercultural learning more accessible, engaging, and impactful across diverse
educational context

As societies continue to navigate the complexities of cultural diversity in an interconnected
world, approaches that bridge understanding through experiential learning offer valuable
tools for preparing global citizens. By developing both the heart and mind—both emotional
connection and analytical understanding—simulation-based approaches like RealLives and
the ChangeMaker Index contribute to education that prepares students not just to know
about different cultures, but to engage meaningfully across cultural boundaries as agents of
positive change.

This study suggests that simulation-based experiential learning is an effective strategy for
overcoming the limitations of traditional multicultural education and fostering students"
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global citizenship competencies. Furthermore, it proposes that when structured reflection
and action-oriented practices are integrated, the sustainability and impact of intercultural
learning experiences can be significantly enhanced.
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