
A Simulation Come to Live
Disaster has always been an evergreen topic in novels.  
The strike of disasters, however, is even more dramatic 
and sudden in reality.  During any crisis, decision-makers 
suffer from tremendous pressure owing to the influx of 
chaotic information cast under thick mists of uncertainty.  
As a result, Dr. Guilloux’s goal is to create a real-time 
exercise for students in his Disaster Management course.  
Equipped with 15 years of crisis management experience 
in Médecins Sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders), 
Dr. Guilloux’s course included a computer simulation 
of a disaster scenario and students were required to 
draw up critical decisions within time constraints.  Every 
five minutes, cues and props were sent to the students’ 
simulator that calibrated into class time so as to recreate 
a situation designed to approximate the reality that one 
would encounter during a disaster scenario.  Feeling 
extremely challenged, students had to break down, 
digest and confirm all the incoming information quickly 
and make the best decisions they could on the basis of 
the information and research they possessed during the 
weeks leading up to the computer simulation.  To make 
matters more challenging, the information received 
might require additional analysis.  Besides, students 
working in small groups had to communicate effectively 
within and across groups to make the best decisions. 

Students were then assessed on their ability to meet 
multiple objectives (e.g. focus on their missions, 
anticipate, prioritize, communicate, and protect 
vulnerable groups and critical infrastructure) under real 
time constraints and imperfect information.  No wonder 
many students felt overwhelmed or stressed but this was 
also why most students found the exercise realistic and 
enjoyable in a challenging way.

To make the simulation genuine, however, Dr. Guilloux 
has spent a lot of time out of the classroom to design the 
exercise and make it a valuable experience for students.  
With the assistance of the OCIO, Dr. Guilloux finally 
identified Kato (http://kato.im) , an instant messaging 
platform, which met the learning and teaching needs 
of the course.  Under Kato, dedicated relevant-identity 

accounts could be created and students were assigned to 
different authorities and roles prior to the striking of the 
simulated disaster. 

In fact, communication and interaction among 
stakeholders take an indispensable role when dealing 
with catastrophes.  Even though a few students grumbled 
that the online platform was difficult to operate as 
messages could not be sent in bulk to their assigned 
department, the short reply from Dr. Guilloux smashed 
all the complaints.  REALITY.  “The imperfections mirror 
the reality of communication processes in real time.  
Literally, there is a lot of bureaucracies for an information 
to pass through.  I was expecting students would take 
a break more often from their computers and actually 
communicate with the responsible parties face-to-face,” 
explained Dr. Guilloux.

With wide support and positive feedback reflecting 
students’ strong willingness and total engagement to 
be part of the simulation, Dr. Guilloux is confident to 
run the course again in the coming academic year.  To 
fully utilize the benefits resulted from this innovative 
simulation, Dr. Guilloux is now exploring the possibility 
of bringing research and teaching together.  The logs 
of online activities, discussions and decisions made by 
the students are a valuable reference to develop future 
simulation exercises.  Students can now be more exposed 
in authentic class activities through the adoption of 
educational technology.  

With the aid of technology, e-simulation exercises 
transformed literal case studies into a gratifying 
environment for students.  Dr. Guilloux was thankful for 
a nurturing environment, be it the exchange of ideas 
with colleagues on how best to structure simulations or 
use technology.  He highly valued seminars such as the 
one the Department of Asian and International Studies 
organized in April 2015 on seeking excellence and 
enhancing teaching through technology, the precious 
help of student volunteers, and of course, the close 
support from Dr. Crusher Wong and his team at the OCIO 
provided over the semester. 

Empowerment Learning by Technology 
From all these successful cases, it is not difficult to grasp 
the idea that communication and sharing is the true 
recipe to grant educators and learners the  effective 
education. As people are propelled by common interests 
to excel in education, great ideas are generated through 
wise choice of technology.

1 Andrei Soroker, CEO of Kato and Sameroom, had announced that 31 August 
2015 would be Kato’s last day of service via email to users.
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