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Abstract

In online role plays, students are asked to engage with a story that serves as a metaphor for real-life experience as they learn and develop skills. However, practitioners rarely examine the characteristics and management of this story as factors in the students' engagement in and learning from the activity. In this paper I present findings from a recent case study which examines these factors in an online role play that has been named as an exemplar and has been run for 19 years in Australian and international universities to teach Middle East politics and journalism. Online role plays are increasingly popular in tertiary education, in forms ranging from simple text-based role plays to virtual learning environment activities and e-simulations. The role play I studied required students to communicate in role via simulated email messages and draw on real-life resources and daily simulated online newspaper publications produced by the journalism students rather than rely on information or automated interactions built into an interface. This relatively simple format enabled me to observe clearly the impact of the technique's basic design elements. I studied both the story elements of plot, character and setting and the non-story elements of assessment, group work and online format. The data collection methods include analysis of student emails in the role play, a questionnaire, a focus group, interviews and the journal I kept as a participant-observer in the role play. In evaluating the qualities and impact of story elements I drew upon established aesthetic principles for drama and poststructuralist drama education.
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Introduction 
Online role plays in various forms are increasingly popular in Australian tertiary education (Wills & McDougall 2009). While guidelines and examples exist (eg Wills & Ip 2002), there is little discussion in the online role play literature of the importance of the stories underlying the action in these activities, and how these stories can be managed to enhance students' engagement and learning. In this paper I present some preliminary findings of the first of three case studies from my PhD research into this subject. The case study was a text-based online role play used to teach Middle East politics and journalism students in three Australian universities that ran in May 2009. Politics students playing in groups of two or three took on roles of important political, religious and social leaders in the Middle East and communicated by email with each other and the journalism students, who were playing media roles and producing daily online newspapers to report the 'events'. My initial research questions focused on identifying:

· the nature of students' engagement with the stories they were developing collaboratively
· ways in which developing these stories might have helped them learn 
· factors that supported and hindered their engagement with the stories
· methods by which students were encouraged to question cultural and political assumptions. 
Online role play

Teachers use role plays and simulations because they offer a relatively safe and playful way to give students the opportunity to experience a particular role or situation that they might not otherwise have. Much has been written in the field of educational drama about the effectiveness of certain role play techniques in encouraging students to engage deeply with the values, attitudes, cultural dimensions and power relations that are involved in a scenario (eg Bolton & Heathcote 1999, O'Neill 1995). It is argued that similar effects and outcomes may be achieved in virtual role-playing formats (Carroll, Anderson & Cameron 2006; Gee 2003), although factors including anonymity, communication via text, and delays due to asynchronous communication need to be taken into account in the design. O'Toole & Lepp (2000) argue that, while role play may have great potential as a learning technique, profound learning outcomes do not arise inevitably whenever groups of people are directed simply to act out different roles for a while, and that poorly managed role plays can even result in negative outcomes. In all probability the same can be said of online role plays. Through my own research I aim to contribute to the understanding of how the design and management of certain elements of online role plays may contribute to students' learning; and the hypothesis I am exploring is that supporting the students' ability to develop engaging stories as they play out their roles can be a key to the success of the activity.
Stories, engagement and learning
The concept of a story is readily understood: something happens to someone or something, in a certain place. As a testament to the power of this basic structure to engage our emotions and help us learn about the world an enormous body of theory has developed around how stories work, and how their elements can be manipulated to create certain effects. The first contribution to this body of theory is generally reckoned to have been Aristotle's Poetics, written around 350BC (Halliwell 1995), and this work still resonates in contemporary writing (eg Mateas2001). Contributions have continued throughout the ages to reflect changes in understanding of how people know and learn, as well as changes in prevailing cultures and discourses (Eagleton 1996). The most recent contributions are from writers grappling with the new affordances of computer-based media as story-telling and story-building media, coinciding with the development of postmodernist concepts of knowledge and identity (eg Murray 1997, Wardrip-Fruin & Harrigan 2004). 
Engagement is a story-maker's fundamental goal (Boyd 2009) and it is also a holy grail for educators. In the context of higher education, some recent empirical studies (Coates 2006; Carini, Kuh & Klein 2006) have lent support to the commonsense view that the factors of engagement and learning may be strongly associated. An extension of the hypothesis I mentioned above is that while it is not necessary to frame all teaching and learning in stories, stories can help to engage students long enough and help them care enough to think about what is happening in the context and events depicted. If they then reflect critically on what meaning that story might have in their own contexts they might achieve changes in understanding. 
Stories have long been recognised as powerful vehicles for learning, aided by people's apparently innate tendency to create stories from their experiences to help make sense of them (Hardy 1975), and their desire to share their understanding with others in their social group in a way that is memorable and entertaining (Egan 1997, Boyd 2009). However, ever since Plato banished the poet from his Republic (Plato 375BC/1984), the use of stories for sharing meanings has been regarded as contentious. Much of this contention is due to the way they engage a way of thinking that involves an emotional and imaginative response, which is different from the purportedly reason-governed logico-scientific mode that has predominated in Western education since the Enlightenment (McEwan & Egan 1995, Bruner 1986).
A postmodernist approach to education requires that students be given opportunities to critique 'knowledge' that has been created by others to suit their own contexts and pre-existing ways of thinking, rather than accept it unthinkingly (Usher & Edwards 1994). Many educational drama writers (eg O'Neill (1995) and Cahill (2008)) describe poststructuralist techniques teachers can use to intervene in a developing dramatic story to disrupt students' unquestioning acceptance of and engagement in a dramatic 'text'. These techniques encourage students to consider alternative 'readings' of the situation, recognise power positions and help them to think beyond accepted genres, stereotypes and subject positions. Carroll, Anderson and Cameron (2006) argue that poststructuralist educational drama techniques can be used in interactive online formats, though as yet there are few good examples. Given this context, a further aim of my PhD research is to explore means by which students can be encouraged to develop a critical awareness of the cultural assumptions and political world-views privileged in the stories they are developing, and in society generally, that may be incorporated in an online role play format.
Methodology and methods 
In this case study I aimed to explore the contribution of participants' story-building activity to their engagement and learning in one typical online role play. I also aimed to examine factors that supported or hindered this contribution, and any methods by which the students' critical awareness of the impact of stories and power structures on people's understanding may have been developed. I bring a social constructivist epistemological stance to my research, which assumes that knowledge is provisional, a product of contextual social interactions and discourse, and shared by means of language and stories (Schwandt 1998). The narrative enquiry methodology (Elliott 2005, Riessman 2008) I am using with my case studies sits well on this epistemological basis, and also enables me to take into account considerable contextual detail, including a reflexive awareness of my own impact on the case studies as a research designer and participant-observer. I used quantitative data to sample the widest possible population and find significant statistical relationships, and used qualitative methods to examine these relationships and other factors for which no quantitative data was available. Guided by the methodological framework and ethics, and keeping Elliott's (2005: 22) validity criteria of 'stability, trustworthiness and scope' in mind, I sought to capture participants' stories in their own words as faithfully as possible, critically evaluate each piece of evidence in relation to all others that may have been relevant, and create a trail of evidence for my interpretations.  

Table 1 sets out the numbers of participants from each university taking part in the role play, and the numbers of contributors to the various methods of data collection. Consent involved permitting me to access and report on the students' online postings and engage in conversations about the role play. I assumed a participant-observer role in the role play, taking an omniscient view of the postings in the groups to which I had access but not contributing any postings myself. I chose this perspective as I wished to maximise my view of the role play rather than restricting myself to one group, and at the same time to minimise my impact on participants' experience. As the students worked in groups, I needed the consent of all group members to access and use their data. I also had access to the daily online newspapers in the role play website, and I had one-to-one telephone, face-to-face or email conversations with students. I distributed a voluntary, anonymous questionnaire containing both Likert-style and open questions. I also ran a focus group, interviewed the site 1 lecturer, had brief email conversations with the sites 2 and 3 lecturers, and kept a journal. As I had less access to journalism students due to the low number of consents from this group (two), most of my findings relate to the experience of the politics students.
	Site/subject (on- or off-campus) 
	Consenting participants /students in cohort 
	Groups observed 

(via online postings) 
	Question-naire responses 
	Focus group participants 
	Conversation participants 

	Site 1/Middle East Politics (undergraduate – 3 off-campus, remainder on-campus) 
	43/66 
	11 
	14 
	3 
	11 

	Site 2/ Middle East Politics (postgraduate on-campus) 
	3/26 
	- 
	7 
	- 
	- 

	Site 3/ Journalism (undergraduate on-campus) 
	2/27 
	- 
	- 
	- 
	1 

	Totals 
	48/119 
	11 
	21 
	3 
	11 


Table 1: Data collection methods and participants
The role play 
The role play, entitled the 'Middle East Politics Simulation', has been used repeatedly in Australian and international universities since 1990. It has been named an exemplar of a 'teaching strategy for effective learning' in higher education (Ramsden 2003: 172-3), and has provided a template for many of the online role plays now in use in Australia (Wills & McDougall 2009). The original authors of the role play, Andrew Vincent and John Shepherd, described its aims as follows:

· to introduce students to the facts of Middle East politics (that is, make them familiar with the major countries, leaders, groups, movements and relationships in the region)

· to give them experience with the complexities of negotiation and decision-making in "real" political systems

· to improve their skills in using computer technology and the Internet as tools for the workplace.

This technique has so far proved extremely successful in accomplishing these aims (Vincent & Shepherd 1998: 2).

The role play ran online, 24 hours a day, for 13 days. The politics students on both sites divided themselves into groups of two or three, each group playing the role of a prominent person or organisation in the Middle East. There were 37 political character roles. The journalism students were divided between three newspapers, Al Jazeera, the New York Times and The Guardian, and created their own reporting, editorial and production roles to produce online versions of these papers on most days. The politics students' first task was to research and write a profile of the character they had chosen to play and post it onto the role play website before Day 1. On Day 1 the role play scenario was posted, which provided a brief description of the real 'status quo' in each of the Middle Eastern countries and 10 fictional items of 'late breaking news'. These included items such as a US helicopter crash in Western Syria, an attempted assassination in Lebanon, an Israeli seizure of a truck that may have been carrying weapons in Palestine, and kidnapping of Red Cross workers in Gaza.

The politics group members worked together to research and respond in character to the 'news' items that affected their character, and develop additional strategies to promote their character's position. They communicated amongst themselves via the 'diary' function in the role play interface, telephone, personal email, instant messaging, and occasionally face-to-face. When a group had prepared a strategy, they would enact it by emailing other characters in character, using the simulated email tool in the role play site. They might also email a press release to the three newspapers if they wished to inform others in the role play world of their actions. The lecturers took a 'Control' role, providing permission for actions that impacted on other characters (eg bombings, cash handouts, etc), and occasionally intervening to leak information when action stalled. The main rule was that students remain in role in their strategies and communications. Activity was intense, with 5586 emails being sent over the period, although output varied between characters, depending partly on the centrality of their roles (for example, the Barak Obama character sent 234 emails, while Afghan President Hamid Kharzai sent 55).
On day 12, politics groups prepared a position paper on the issues with which they had been involved, and on day 13 a face-to-face conference was held, in which on-campus site 1 students debated their positions. 
Findings and discussion 
In the following section I will summarise very briefly my findings related to the research questions stated above.  I will start by outlining the kinds of learning outcomes students achieved, and then examine various factors that contributed to their engagement and achievement of these outcomes. As the students' projection of a believable character and development of strategic plots within the Middle-Eastern setting was their central task, the extent of their engagement with the activity as a whole was highly dependent on the extent to which they engaged with building strong stories. But, despite the attractiveness of this kind of activity for some students, the role play designers and lecturers who incorporated the role play into their teaching did not assume students would automatically engage in the role play. On the contrary, a number of incentives and supports were embedded in the role play's design and assessment structure that encouraged the students to take the initial steps, become involved, and then develop a cycle of learning, reward and renewed motivation to learn more within the activity. 
What did students learn?
The lecturer who facilitated the role play on site 1 cited similar learning aims and outcomes to those given by the original role play authors, quoted above (lecturer interview). Her account of what students learnt was supported by the students' questionnaire responses, as Table 2 shows. 
	As a result of taking part in the simulation: 
	Strongly agree 
	Agree 
	Neutral 
	Disagree 
	Strongly disagree 

	I have a better understanding of the facts of Middle East politics (ie the countries, leaders, groups, movements, issues and relationships).
	10 
	7 
	1 
	
	

	I better understand the complexities of negotiation and decision-making in real political systems. 
	10 
	6 
	2 
	
	

	I am more likely to question stereotypes, Western assumptions and media representations of players and issues in Middle Eastern politics. 
	6 
	10 
	2 
	
	

	I don't think I learnt anything valuable from the simulation. 
	
	
	
	6 
	12 


Table 2: Learning outcomes – questionnaire responses
Several students said they gained factual knowledge about the Middle East as a result of having to research details about the characters and issues they faced so they could build strong strategic responses for their character (eg Thierry, Jen focus group; questionnaire comments). Two typical student comments on their learning from the role play were:
The amount of stuff I've learnt in the past week has been just immense … The amount I've learnt about Israel has been more in the past week than in the past five years.  The learning has been immense but rewarding (Dan conversation).
Books have their place, but this has really reinforced to me the meaning of the snooker balls analogy for international politics:  the actions of one will have consequences you can't foresee, and you never get something for free.  You can't learn that nature of international politics as efficiently from a book as you can from a sim like this (Sean conversation).
A further questionnaire question on improvement of generic skills (as listed by Deakin University (2009)) asked the students to indicate the skills in which they thought they had improved as a result of the role play. All of the skills were indicated by at least half of the respondents, and several were indicated by more than 80%. The highest scoring skills were 'identifying, evaluating and using information', 'creative thinking', 'problem solving', 'communicating in a different context', 'working effectively as part of a team' and 'effectively using information and communication technologies'. 
What was the nature of students' engagement? 

My data indicates that the students generally engaged deeply with the activity. The questionnaire responses on this question were echoed in the conversations and focus groups. Sean's comment was typical:

It draws you in and immerses you very quickly. You certainly don't feel it doesn't matter if things go badly for you in the sim. For example, things have just gone a bit badly for us in the sim and we're feeling pissed off, and want to get the problem fixed as quickly as possible (Sean conversation).

	
	Total immer-sion  
	High engage-ment 
	Moderate engage-ment 
	Low engage-ment 
	I was ‘present but absent’ 

	My level of engagement with the simulation was 
	5 
	12 
	1 
	
	


Table 3: Level of engagement – questionnaire responses
Another theme in the conversations and focus group was that, even though their participation in the role play took a lot of time (a mean of 3-5 hours each day, according to the questionnaire responses), it was worth the investment. When asked in the questionnaire whether they thought the simulation was 'just a waste of time', 3 disagreed and the remaining 15 strongly disagreed. 

All of the questionnaire respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they enjoyed taking part in the role play, and students made numerous comments about it being enjoyable – even 'fun' (Dan, Liz, Kerry, Cassie conversations; Thierry focus group). While enjoyment alone may not be sufficient justification for using a teaching/learning technique, it provides students with an element of motivation to continue with a task that is challenging and worthwhile, and may be seen as an indicator of deep engagement (Csikszentmihalyi 1990). 

When I asked the site 1 lecturer why she thought the students engaged with the role play, she listed four factors: responsibility to teammates, competition between groups, a large assessment weighting, and the computer-based and social nature of the activity (lecturer interview). I will present my findings on each of these factors next. What is highlighted by her response is that the participants' sustained immersion in a fictional world did not feature in her thinking – as I noted in the introduction, lecturers using online role play rarely consider the contribution of the stories underlying the action in this technique. Whether or not these factors were more important in their own right than the students' engagement with building strong stories, an important finding from the point of view of how online role plays may be designed to support engagement was that the ways in which these factors were employed supported, rather than detracted from, the central story-building activity. 
Assessment

Assessment structure for the role play varied between universities. It contributed 40-50% of students' marks for their unit, depending on university. Politics students were assessed as a group on their character profile, quantity and quality of posts, position paper and conference performance (all but two groups passed). The large assessment weighting may have provided an important source of motivation for the students to engage with the activity but, in response to the questionnaire questions 'What particular factors motivated you to learn during the simulation?' and 'What were your goals during the simulation?', many more answers related to finding ways to advance their character's interests in the stories they were developing (27) than to achieving a good grade (11).
While the assessment weighting may have contributed to students' engagement with the activity, as I will argue below, it is evident that the assessment structure for the politics students also supported their ability to develop engaging stories. Firstly, the character profiles were allocated 20-25% of the role play marks (depending on university), and I will outline below some data that this task helped students understand and start to develop empathy for their character. Secondly, allocating 10-25% of marks to quantity of posts should have encouraged the politics students to overcome their anxieties and initiate actions, developing plots with which others could then engage. Thirdly, setting a key criterion for 'quality of posts' that students stay 'in character' and formulate strategies that were within the bounds of credibility for their character should have encouraged realistic dialogue and coherent plot development, both of which are factors supporting participants' ability to suspend disbelief in a fictional world (Murray 1997). 
The online format

My data indicates that the online format had a significant impact on the ways students engaged with the role play. Many commented that they appreciated having 24/7 access to the website so they could fit the role play in around their paid work, study and social activities (eg Jeremy, Lily conversations). Whenever I logged on at odd hours, there were always other students in the website at the same time: one Saturday at 3.30 am there were five logged on (Journal 9/5). Working online also made it convenient for students to search out details they needed from other online sources: several said they kept Wikipedia, Google or other website windows open for ready access while they were working on the role play (Ciaran, Jeremy, Dan conversations). It is argued (Oblinger & Oblinger 2005) that the predominant age-group of students (29 years or less) who took part in the role play generally like to use computers in their learning – and especially like to use them to stay connected with each other – and this could have been a motivating factor. Another way in which the online format impacted was that the anonymity of text communication made the students feel safer to take risks and helped them suspend disbelief in the story (Thierry, Jen, Ciaran focus group):
I thought it was good online because when you can't see the other person, you only see their words, it's much easier to get into the role and pretend that it's real. So like if you met face to face, it'd be at [university] and be completely unrealistic (Thierry focus group).

Responsibility to teammates

Another major factor that the site 1 lecturer identified as a source of engagement for students was 'responsibility to teammates': that students tended to work harder in groups than individually, to avoid letting their teammates down (lecturer interview). Many students said the group structure helped spread the workload (eg Iris, Liz, Briony conversations), and provided support and a sounding board for ideas (Jen, Ciaran, Thierry focus group). However, several complained that having to consult with other team members slowed activity down (Lily, Dan, Thierry conversations); and one of the questionnaire comments was that 'sometimes your team members aren't as focussed/consumed by the sim as you are. And the workload may not be equal'. 
The fourth important factor for engagement listed by the site 1 lecturer was competition. As the competition was between character roles, played out by creating sound and newsworthy strategies, I have included this factor in my discussion of the contribution of plot and character to students' engagement. 

The contribution of the stories to engagement and learning 

Stories are made up of three basic elements: plot, character and setting (Ryan 2001). I will outline briefly how these elements worked individually and in concert in the stories students created collaboratively in the role play to encourage them to engage with the activity and support their learning. 

Plot  
The over-arching generic plot that each of the politics character groups developed in the role play was a classic heroic adventure in which each of them was a potential hero working with aiding and opposing characters to advance their character's interests. Given that they were obliged to act consistently with their characters' known traits and background, according to what was probable in the 'real' Middle East, this plot developed largely within the classic constraints that Aristotle identified as important in providing the structure for engaging drama (Mateas 2001). According to Aristotelian theory this should have made the drama more satisfying than if events were just random occurrences.
Numerous sub-plots were seeded in the 'breaking news' items posted on Day 1, and many more developed as characters worked evidently not only to gain marks for both their quantity and quality of postings, but to gain their characters coverage in the online newspapers. These sub-plots included bombings, kidnappings, internal political intrigues, financial handouts and attempts to form regional alliances and organise peace talks. Because of the extreme views held by many characters there was scope for high drama; and because of the complex geographical, religious, economic and social interrelationships in the Middle-East, each sub-plot involved multiple characters. Several students said a feeling of competition for newspaper coverage of their strategies spurred them on: they felt elated when their character was featured on a front page, and frustrated when their efforts were deemed un-newsworthy (Jen, Thierry focus group, Sean conversation). While few of the sub-plots were satisfactorily resolved, despite heroic efforts, they introduced tension and gave participants actions on which they could focus and reflect. In response to the questionnaire question asking their opinion on the 'amount of action going on', 7/16 indicated there was 'too much to keep up with' and 9/16 indicated it was 'enough to keep me interested'.  

Managing coherent, satisfying plots is notoriously difficult in interactive story formats (Murray 1997). The lecturers taking the Control role intervened periodically to introduce complications and stimulate interest by leaking information to the newspapers or certain characters. They also gave quiet players ideas for strategies, provided technical advice to help make a strategy more realistic, and clarified what was 'actually' going on (and not just a character's fabrication or newspaper's error) if a student asked for help. Despite confusion about what was actually happening in some of the sub-plots, many of the questionnaire respondents were able to identify useful things they had learnt from the sub-plots they helped develop. Table 4 provides some examples.
	Stories I helped develop
	Things I learned

	Syrian Hostage Crisis


	Don't negotiate with rogue states. Reported facts aren't always accurate.  

	Hormuz Strait crisis 
	If armed with enough information you can outmanoeuvre your opponent. The threat of military action beats military action itself.

	The seized truck in the West bank
	It is important to have a neutral party investigate tense cases or everyone will just deny.

Some diplomatic rouses are simply the result of bad communication.

	Military help to Iran
	Military treaties mean less than they look like

	Meeting with Al-Sadr
	Even opposing groups/people can agree on some point.

Keep your enemies close.

	Attack on E. Murr attempted assassination
	Not to rule out all possibilities

	Discussion of pan-Arabism
	Difficult to be patient

	The Gulf blockade, US frigate patrols in the Hormuz Strait
	International waters means different things for different countries.

Acts at defence and protection may be interpreted differently by other players.

	Hamas factional plot
	People even within a faction or party have different views.

	Leaked emails
	If you do dodgy things in politics, word will get out. This is especially true if one of the informed parties is hard done by. Look after your allies or they will use their position against you. Reputation is very important.

	Cairo bombing
	Violent terrorism will not make a country acquiesce to your demands, but negotiation does have a chance.

	Engaging in peace talks with Gordon Brown, Ban Ki Moon, Obama, Netanyahu
	You need allies in the ME

You need support of UN & US to go anywhere


Table 4: Sub-plots and meanings they suggested
Thus, there are some indications that the way plot was managed in the role play may have contributed to the students' engagement and learning. Firstly, due to the assessment requirements and the competition to be noticed that developed there was evidently sufficient plot development to keep students interested. Secondly, the requirement for the students to create strategies consistent with their character's pre-existing traits meant that there was strong incentive for them to develop probable events and thus satisfying plots. Thirdly, there is evidence in the morals students were able to draw from the stories with which they were involved that they were able to recognise themes in the way their sub-plots developed, to develop understandings about not only the particular characters and settings involved, but political life in the Middle East and human nature in general.   
Character 
The ability for people to empathise with characters in a story is a key factor in their ability to 'suspend disbelief' and care about what happens in the fictional world (Egan 1997, Bruner 1986). Empathy is also a key factor in people's ability to learn from a story, as when people empathise with one or more characters in a story they gain an understanding of what life is like from different perspectives. In an interactive format empathy can be particularly powerful: it enables one to 'walk in someone else's shoes' (Bolton & Heathcote 1999). Gee (2003) argues this projection can feed back into the player's sense of self: 'the learner comes to know he or she has a capacity, at some level, to take on the virtual identity as a real world identity' (Gee 2003: 66). 
The political character roles in the role play represented the main players in Middle Eastern politics, including heads of state, the United Nations, foreign ministers, terrorist groups and intelligence agencies. Table 5 shows that almost all of the questionnaire respondents felt they were able to empathise with their character, and to play their character role as a complex human being rather than a stereotype; and also found that playing their character role helped them to think deeply about what motivates people. 
	
	Strongly agree 
	Agree 
	Neutral 
	Disagree 
	Strongly disagree 

	The task of preparing a profile first helped me understand the background, values and agendas of my character role. 
	13 
	5 
	
	
	

	I was able to empathise with my character role. 
	9 
	8 
	
	1 
	

	Playing my character role forced me to think deeply about what motivates people – my own character as well as others. 
	13 
	3 
	2 
	
	

	I was able to play my character role as a complex human or organisation, rather than just a stereotype. 
	8 
	8 
	1 
	
	1 

	I felt that the character role I played limited my ability to do very much in the simulation. 
	2 
	4 
	3 
	6 
	3 


Table 5: Character – questionnaire responses
All of the students with whom I spoke also said they became quite involved with their character's world view, even if they didn't particularly like the character (for example, if their character was a terrorist organisation). This questionnaire comment described a similar experience:

My goals were to play in my character, do what they would do in real life and think the way they do. Interestingly, I got to think the way they think. ie Zawahiri, a terrorist, has his own ideology which he perpetuates by using force and inciting fear rather than negotiation (questionnaire comment).

Thus, there are some indications that the way character was managed in the role play contributed to students' engagement and learning. According to the questionnaire results in Table 5 the (assessed) profiles students prepared before the start of the role play helped them start to understand their character, which is an important first step for building empathy and ultimately projecting their own personality and creativity into a role (Bolton & Heathcote 1999). Being required to remain 'in character' in their interactions with other characters should have helped them to create not only probable and satisfying stories, but realistic and complex ones, which should have deepened their understanding of the complexity of the issues in the Middle-Eastern setting. There are ample indications in the emails that were sent between groups, and in the satisfactory marks that the lecturers awarded most students for their 'quality of posts', that students did largely stay in character, even down to the forms of address and turns of phrase their character used (eg Obama, Abbas, Haniya emails). 

The mixed results for the last question in Table 5 are most probably an indication of the lack of agency experienced by many of the students who played secondary characters such as defence ministers or foreign ministers, as these characters generally needed the agreement of their president and other characters from their country before they could enact any strategies on the 'world' stage. This led to some frustration about delays and missed opportunities (Thierry, Ciaran, Jen focus group; Dan conversation), but clearly did not severely affect these students' overall engagement, given their responses to other questionnaire questions. 

Setting 
The function of a setting is to create, frame and sustain a virtual world in which people can suspend disbelief as they interact within that world's physical and logical confines (Ryan 2001). In interactive online stories such as online role plays, the computer interface can be seen as an element of the setting as it influences how participants view and experience the events.
The role play interface was designed to facilitate the students' activity 'with minimal learning effort … to be essentially invisible' (Vincent & Shepherd 1998: 23). It was plain visually, as the screen capture in Figure 1 shows. Apart from providing a basic email tool, and presenting the three daily newspapers that contained 'repurposed' photographic images, little attempt was made at creating a visual metaphor. The interface was designed rather as a nondescript workspace, a site for reading the latest news, interacting with others by messaging or email, referring back to the scenario detail, and scanning character profiles when necessary. Thus, the virtual world it supported was largely a product of the students' imagination and interactions, with reference to real-world details where necessary. Despite the lack of contextual information in the interface, most questionnaire respondents were able to suspend their disbelief in the setting for their virtual world, as Table 6 shows. 
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Figure 1: The interface

	
	Strongly agree 
	Agree 
	Neutral 
	Disagree 
	Strongly disagree 

	When I was in the sim I was able to 'suspend my disbelief' and feel like I was facing real Middle-Eastern situations. 
	6 
	8 
	3 
	1 
	

	During the simulation I was conscious that although the events, etc. were fictitious, there were strong parallels to real situations. 
	7 
	6 
	4 
	
	


Table 6: Setting – questionnaire responses

The role play was set in the Middle East, as if in a parallel universe that had arisen from 5 May 2009. A common premise of drama education is that a distance should be maintained between 'real life' and the fictional world to give participants a feeling of safety to explore and experiment, while the 'screen' should be thin enough for students to see parallels with reality (Bolton & Heathcote 1999). Several comments from focus group participants supported my sense from the playfulness of the stories that the role play provided a safe space for experimentation, while Table 6 indicates that most questionnaire respondents were aware of strong parallels to real situations. However, the boundaries between the role play and reality proved quite leaky. Several students experienced confusion between the sometimes eerily similar daily events reported in real news media and the 'reality' of the role play (Dan, Lily conversations). And at nearly the mid-point a phone text message about a proposed mosque bombing was sent to a wrong number, causing the police to be involved and the role play website to be temporarily shut down. This example of 'hyper-reality' certainly caused a frisson of excitement (journal; Jen, Ciaran, Thierry focus group); and had the effect for some participants of triggering reflection on the seriousness of the violent plots several of them were creating in the simulation (Ciaran, Jen focus group). 

Therefore, the 'setting' element of this online role play also played a part in supporting students' engagement with and learning from the stories they were developing. It is evident that the virtual world that existed mostly in the students' imagination provided an effective and safe space for their experimentation with their roles. The fact that it leaked into reality added to the credibility of the stories as well as providing interest and shock value.  
Techniques to encourage reflection and critical awareness
So far, I have focused on the nature of the students' engagement with their story-making activity, factors that supported this engagement and ways in which their engagement supported their learning from the role play. Experiential learning theorists (eg Boud et al. 1993) argue a further step is needed to produce changes in students' understanding: students need to reflect on the experience. Further, in a postmodern educational context, some form of critical analysis is required to encourage students to become aware of ways in which they may have been positioned by story texts, and introduce the possibility of alternative points of view (Misson & Morgan 2006). However, it takes considerable presence of mind to pause and reflect while one is being swept along in empathy for characters and caught up in the dramatic tension of intriguing plots, let alone take the trouble to identify and question the cultural assumptions and political world-views privileged in the stories. Educational drama experts Bolton and Heathcote (1999), O'Neill (1995) and Cahill (2008) describe techniques teachers can use to insert a reflective activity periodically and disrupt students' unquestioning acceptance of the subject positions that are implied by the stories that pervade role playing activities, and society generally. None of these techniques were used by the role play facilitators – the function of encouraging reflection and developing students' awareness of the ways in which meanings were constructed in the role play was performed by the online newspapers. 
The online newspapers served several purposes. They enabled students to see how the other sub-plots were developing each day, which added interest and provided ideas for ways they could become more involved. In sending the politics characters questions, the journalists also stimulated them to respond and create strategies. Also, the newspapers reflected back to the students what they interpreted as their readership's view of the students' characters and strategies, along with their view of what constituted newsworthiness and even 'truth': there were several instances of inaccurate reporting, and many instances where stories were given a greater or lesser prominence than the politics students had expected (Jen focus group, Liz conversation). Both journalism and politics students provided examples of instances in which the media influenced the 'reality' of the role play world by their decisions whether or how to report on sensitive issues (Cassie, Thierry conversations). 

As such, the online newspapers contributed by the journalism students added a poststructuralist dimension to the activity, by providing an ongoing example with personal significance to the students of the processes by which vehicles of societal discourses such as newspapers shape people's sense of who they are and what they can and cannot do. Thus, the device enabled students to not only experience how it felt to be ignored, discounted or misrepresented, but to see how this happens: to 'catch the discourses at play' (Cahill 2008).
Conclusion 
In exploring how the students' engagement with the stories they were creating in this role play developed and ultimately drove their learning, the case study has highlighted the potential of role play in an online format to support students' ability to achieve complex and critical learning outcomes in a way that for many was enjoyable. It has provided an example of how the power of stories to create empathy and expectations, and hence foster a drive to succeed, may be harnessed effectively for learning. At the same time, it has provided an example of a technique that can be used to highlight how spurious media representations of truth often are. In my forthcoming case studies I aim to examine the ways in which other role plays make use of stories' ability to engage emotions and inspire students to learn as they play in the fictional world – and to see what other methods they may use to disrupt the story periodically to encourage students to question representations.
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