
PART 4 — Simulation Workflows and 
Ecosystem Thinking 

1. KEY IDEAS 

Simulation is not a single event—it is a workflow. Understanding this workflow is essential 
for Simulation Operations Specialists (SOS), because every step influences learner 
experience, scenario reliability, and educational effectiveness. A simulation session unfolds 
through interconnected phases: prebriefing, scenario setup, scenario execution, cueing 
and control, debriefing, and turnover/reset. Each step relies on communication, clarity, 
and stable system performance. 

The most important idea is that simulation is an ecosystem of processes, not just 
equipment or teaching. Even an excellent scenario design can fail if the workflow is rushed, 
poorly coordinated, or inconsistent. For example, psychological safety must be established 
before the scenario begins; manikin and monitor settings must match the case script before 
learners enter the room; props must be in place; AV systems must be running; timing cues 
must be aligned; and educators and SOS professionals must share a clear understanding of 
scenario intent. 

Another key concept is workflow predictability. Predictable workflows reduce cognitive 
load for educators, SOS staff, and learners alike. When processes are stable, predictable, and 
familiar, the team can focus on educational goals rather than logistics. Workflow consistency 
supports smoother scenario timing, clearer communication, and more accurate debriefing. 

Finally, simulation workflows must reflect system-level thinking. A single 
breakdown—late briefings, missing equipment, misaligned cues, miscommunication during 
scenario execution—can cascade into learner confusion and diminished educational value. 
SOS professionals must therefore approach simulation as both a technical setup and an 
operational system. Workflows are how simulation becomes safe, coherent, and effective. 

2. FOUNDATIONAL CONCEPTS 

2.1 Prebriefing 

Prebriefing is the foundation of learner engagement and psychological safety. Its purpose is 
not simply to introduce the scenario but to clarify expectations, reduce anxiety, and prepare 
learners cognitively. Prebriefing typically includes an orientation to the environment, 
equipment, monitoring systems, and manikin limitations. It also includes confidentiality 
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guidelines, simulation ground rules, and an explanation of the fiction contract—the 
agreement that learners will engage with the scenario as though it were real enough to learn 
from. 

Educators lead the prebrief, but SOS professionals play a vital supporting role by ensuring 
that all equipment is functioning, monitors display appropriate initial values, and 
environmental cues (lighting, sounds, room layout) are in place. A strong prebrief directly 
depends on a well-prepared environment; if technical issues arise during orientation, 
learner confidence declines. Prebriefing sets the tone for the entire session, shaping how 
learners perceive the scenario and how deeply they will engage. 

2.2 Scenario Design & Setup 

Scenario setup is the process of translating an educator’s learning objectives into a physical 
and digital environment that supports meaningful learning. This includes programming 
manikin vital signs, loading scenario files, preparing props and consumables, configuring 
room layout, positioning cameras, and ensuring all AV systems are recording. Scenario setup 
also requires safety checks—oxygen connections, electrical equipment, sharps containers, 
code carts, suction devices, and any other real-world equipment that must be present. 

SOS professionals perform these tasks systematically, guided by checklists and institutional 
protocols. Setup must reflect the educational purpose: realism is created through alignment, 
not technology. A simple room with correctly placed props can convey a clinical scenario 
more effectively than high-tech equipment that is misaligned or inconsistently configured. 
Setup is complete only when the environment, equipment, scenario logic, and educator 
expectations all match. 

2.3 Scenario Execution & Cueing 

During the scenario, SOS professionals operate the manikin and associated systems in real 
time. They adjust vital signs, deliver lab results, trigger alarms, and manage environmental 
cues such as phone calls, family-member interruptions, or EMS arrival. Timing is critical: 
cues must be synchronized with learner actions and educator intent. Poor timing disrupts 
psychological fidelity, while responsive timing deepens immersion. 

SOS staff must interpret educator signals—verbal instructions, hand gestures, or 
preplanned timing sheets. They must also respond dynamically to learner performance. If 
learners become stuck, a cue may prompt progress; if they move ahead quickly, 
deterioration may accelerate. High-quality scenario execution depends on anticipation, 
rapid thinking, and seamless communication between SOS professionals and educators. 
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2.4 Debriefing 

Debriefing is the most important component of simulation-based education. SOS 
professionals support the educator by ensuring that AV playback is accurate, sound quality 
is clear, and key moments are captured. Debriefing transforms the scenario from an 
experience into structured learning; it is where reflection, insight, and behavior change 
occur. 

Although educators lead debriefing, SOS professionals enable it through operational 
excellence. Without accurate timestamps, reliable recording, consistent scenario flow, or 
stable playback systems, debriefing loses depth. SOS professionals may also contribute 
technical explanations when learners ask about scenario mechanics—helping clarify what 
occurred and why. 

2.5 Turnover, Reset, and Operational Sustainment 

Turnover refers to resetting the environment for the next scenario. This includes cleaning 
and restocking consumables, recharging batteries, recalibrating equipment, resetting 
manikin settings, repositioning furniture and props, and verifying AV system readiness. 
Efficient turnover processes are essential when multiple groups rotate through scenarios. 

Operational sustainment refers to the ongoing maintenance of simulation 
systems—preventive checks, software updates, cable replacements, inventory control, and 
documentation. SOS professionals ensure long-term reliability by maintaining equipment 
logs, identifying patterns of malfunction, and coordinating with administrators or vendors 
as needed. 

Turnover and sustainment protect the simulation ecosystem, ensuring that learning 
environments remain consistent, safe, and high-quality over time. 

3. CONNECTIONS & SYSTEMS THINKING 

Simulation workflows are interconnected processes that collectively create the learning 
experience. Systems thinking reveals that no single phase exists in isolation. Prebriefing 
depends on correct setup; execution depends on predictable workflows; debriefing depends 
on accurate scenario control; turnover depends on clear documentation. A failure in one 
area propagates across the whole system. 

Consider how a misaligned vital sign during setup affects every subsequent step: learners 
become confused during the scenario, educators struggle to maintain flow, and debriefing 
becomes less meaningful. Or consider how delayed AV recording weakens debriefing by 
removing critical learning moments. These examples show that simulation quality is not 
determined by any single role or event but by the synchrony of the entire workflow. 
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Systems thinking also helps SOS professionals anticipate failure points. They learn to scan 
for missing props, incorrect cable routing, low battery indicators, inconsistent manikin 
parameters, and educator cues that may conflict with scenario programming. SOS staff must 
balance technical demands with human factors—adjusting to learner improvisation, 
educator pacing, and unpredictable communication patterns. 

Another key systems principle is redundancy. Simulation relies on backup batteries, 
duplicate cables, spare manikins, redundant recording systems, and contingency plans. 
Redundancy absorbs system shocks, ensuring continuity even when unexpected events 
occur. 

Ultimately, simulation workflows form an ecosystem: a living, dynamic system requiring 
coordination, communication, and constant adjustment. SOS professionals are central to 
maintaining this ecosystem. 

4. APPLIED REASONING FOR SOS PRACTICE 

Applied reasoning enables SOS professionals to operationalize abstract principles into 
real-world decisions. For example, during setup, SOS staff must decide whether the scenario 
requires advanced physiological modeling or a simpler setup to focus on communication. 
During execution, they must adjust scenario flow based on learner performance—speeding 
up cues, slowing down deterioration, or introducing additional clinical information. 

SOS staff must also interpret ambiguous educator instructions. If an educator says, “They’re 
missing something important,” the SOS must determine whether to provide a lab result, 
alter vital signs, or introduce a subtle cue. Applied reasoning requires understanding 
educational goals, anticipating learner behavior, and using technical systems to shape 
experience. 

Troubleshooting is another domain of applied reasoning. When systems malfunction, SOS 
professionals must determine whether to fix the issue immediately, modify the scenario, or 
use verbal cues. Every decision affects immersion, realism, and learning outcomes. 

Applied reasoning extends into debriefing support. SOS staff must identify which moments 
are pivotal for reflection, ensure recordings capture them, and assist educators in 
reconstructing scenario flow accurately. Combined, these applied reasoning skills transform 
simulation from a technical event into a coordinated educational experience. 

5. COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS 

Several misconceptions about simulation workflows obscure their importance. One 
misconception is that simulation success depends mainly on the scenario itself. In reality, 
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workflow failures—poor prebriefing, inconsistent setup, delayed cues, weak AV support, 
rushed turnover—cause most disruptions in learner experience. 

Another misconception is that workflows are “behind-the-scenes” and therefore less 
important than visible teaching. In truth, workflows shape the entire educational 
environment. Without structured processes, psychological safety suffers, scenario logic falls 
apart, and debriefing loses coherence. 

A third misconception is that workflow errors are purely technical. Many arise from human 
factors: unclear communication, missed expectations, role confusion, or rushed transitions. 
Effective workflows require both technical and interpersonal coordination. 

Another misconception is that simulation ecosystems operate like classrooms. They 
resemble operating rooms—highly coordinated, time-sensitive environments where 
preparation, communication, and role clarity determine success. 

Finally, some believe that turnover and sustainment are administrative tasks rather than 
essential components of simulation quality. In reality, poor turnover destabilizes scenarios, 
increases the risk of technical errors, and reduces educational reliability across sessions. 

Understanding these misconceptions empowers SOS professionals to engage deeply with 
workflow design, protect scenario fidelity, and sustain the simulation ecosystem over time. 
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