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After a flurry of text messages and rehearsal reports from 
the director requesting some last minute changes to the 
design of the production, the design and management 
team have gathered, poised to negotiate. While the extent 
of the changes is still unclear, the dominoes that will fall 
could endanger the tight budget, 
infringe on the construction time, and 
alter the overall look and function of 
the production design. And it isn’t 
just the design elements that will be 
impacted; the changes threaten to 
alter the dance choreography and the 
placement of several scenes that have 
already been set in rehearsal. So a definitive plan to move 
forward or abandon these changes must be made right 
away. The tension rises in the moments before the director 
enters the room as the team assesses a couple of scenarios 
for solving this new challenge. Will they be able to present 
sufficient evidence to make the proper decision without 
endangering the collaborative relationships necessary to 
bring the show to the stage? Finally, the director arrives. 
He is pleasant, but single-minded. The time is short; the 
director has a meeting with other clients in 45 minutes.  
But 45 minutes may not be enough. The preparation of 

each team member will be critical in determining the 
feasibility of these proposed changes. Everyone needs to 
bring his or her “A game.”

This high stakes scenario may be typical in professional 
commercial or non-profit theatre companies, but the 
experience described above was the basis for a role-playing 
exercise for students in a theatre leadership class. The 
scenario was contrived, but the negotiation skills and 
background research required to solve the challenges 
presented were very real indeed. This exercise served as 
the final exam for more than a dozen students. Working 
in small teams, these students assumed roles as various 
members of a production team and used their accumulated 
skills to research, defend, and formulate a real world 
solution in real time.

Role-playing is a powerful teaching method favored by 
proponents of Project-Based Learning and Gamification. 
But role-playing can find its way into more traditional 
modalities as well. The success or failure of a role-playing 
scenario hinges on the design of the experience itself. Over 
the last several years, the authors have been experimenting 
with role-playing as a pedagogical tool, and it makes 
sense in our discipline: role-play is fundamental to our 
production work as theatre practitioners. 

But we have learned significant lessons from the 
great playwrights of history that fit into our pedagogy 
as well. We’ve learned, for example, that assuming the 
philosophical or emotional position of another leads to 
greater empathy for individuals and groups alike, and that 
immersive involvement in a problem leads to stronger, 
more authentic connections with abstract principles and 
concepts. Thus, role-playing can be employed in aiding 
students to develop skills in collaboration, innovation, 
and critical thinking. We have experimented in many 
variations of role-play in a variety of different classes and 
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have discovered some principles both through 
research and experience that may help others 
integrate role-play into various curricula. 

Role-playing, like any other project-based 
learning technique, benefits from a careful 
design. If you’re new to this type of project-
based learning, consider these ideas for 
preparing your first role-play:

1. Define Outcomes / Expectations 
Before You Start

Role-playing is not a learning panacea. 
Some elements of the curriculum are better 
learned through other methods. Preparing 
authentic, meaningful role-play experiences 
requires significant research, creativity, and 
planning by the instructor as well as a willful 
commitment from the participants. Thus, 
defining the expectations from the beginning 
will help you know when role-playing will 
be most effective to achieve your curricular 
outcomes. Additionally, carefully outlining the 
role-play will help the players to understand 
the exercise more clearly and produce uniform evidence of 
learning that will be measurable. In defining the outcomes 
you might ask:

•  What skills do I want the students to develop?  

What principles will they learn?

•  How much time will the participants need to 

develop these competencies?

•  What are the deliverables or evidences of learning: 

Research? Reports? Presentations?

•  What is the crisis? What must be solved or 

discovered?

•  Will the students role-play separately or together?

2.  Choose Context and Roles
Next, decide on a relevant problem and also a setting for 

the characters. We have found that research into similar 
cases or experiences adds authenticity. Those familiar with 
writing case studies will recognize that while it is a good 
idea to make the setting realistic, it needn’t necessarily be 
real. Next, choose characters and determine what role they 

assume in solving or contributing to the problem. A critical 
part of character development is considering what’s at 
stake. What happens if the characters in the scenario don’t 
succeed? What happens if they do? Conflict makes the 
scenario more engaging and important for the participants. 
Use these assumptions to develop the backstory. Be 
strategic in how the story is revealed. If you want to 
reinforce a specific practice or process, then providing 
a complete scenario up front may be best. But if your 
primary intent is to assist students in developing critical 
thinking, then the incremental revelation of backstory may 
cause them to rethink their initial assumptions based on 
new information as it is revealed or discovered.

3. Introduce the Scenario to the Participants
After deciding on the context and characters, you will 

need to consider how to introduce the scenario to the 
participants. An effective role-play requires a proper 
introduction. If learners spend too much time trying to 
navigate the mechanics of the role-play environment, 
they lose critical time that could be spent working in the 
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scenario itself. Engage the students in the scenario by 
describing the setting and the problem. This can be done 
orally, but we have found that written prompts help the 
students to engage more deeply, especially with a long-
term scenario or where out-of-class work is required. A 
written prompt empowers them to stay on task and to pick 
up detail they may have missed from an oral presentation. 
The written introduction should not only introduce the 
scenario, but can also outline your expectations for the 
assignment including relevant learning outcomes. This 
gives you a chance to stress what you expect the students 
to learn through the exercise. If the scenario includes a 
research element, you can use the introduction to suggest a 
general strategy for problem solving or to guide them to an 
appropriate starting point to construct their research plan. 
You can use the expertise of students who have role-played 
in the past to encourage other students—especially in team 
scenarios.

4. Assessment and Debriefing
 Role-playing is messy learning. As with any inquiry-

based exercise, the role-play event itself requires a 
debriefing for the students both to define what they have 
learned and to reinforce it. Because the role-play can be 
very immersive and enjoyable for the participants, they 
are not always aware on a metacognitive level of their 
actual learning. To further muddy the water, you are not 
able to monitor all the struggling, problem solving, and 
learning that the students encounter. This complicates 
assessment. Effective reflective exercises can recapture for 
the students important points in the process where they 
learned the most.  In-class discussions can help share the 
results to a degree, but student presentations, reflective 
essays, or individual assessments or critiques will be more 
telling assessments of learning. We have observed that 
rubrics that measure individual outcomes regardless of 
the reporting method are useful, not only for grading the 
student performance, but also for measuring the success of 
the exercise itself.

Give extra consideration to developing rubrics to help 
track qualities that are ineffable or subjective such as 
playing in character, working to further the character’s 
goals, professional behavior, or being constructive  
and courteous. 

Caveats 
Avoid giving the first scenario as a major part 
of a final grade.

Isolated role-playing experiences seldom work well. 
The students’ attempts are awkward because they are 
focused on the mechanics of the role-play and are afraid 
to risk a poor grade or disappoint the instructor. They 
are self-conscious and protective of their vulnerability. 
Thus their solutions to problems tend to be superficial or 
obvious. The negotiation scenario described above was 
a final exam, but it was not the first role-play experience 
that the students encountered through the semester. We 
have observed that giving students opportunities to learn 
in smaller, lower stakes role-play situations builds trust 
and helps them understand how to focus on tactics and 
accomplish objectives without worrying about external 
pressures or potential failure. Practice in a low-stakes 
environment also helps students to understand patterns 
in real-life negotiations and to risk vulnerability so they 
can function autonomously within the scenario. Just as 
improv actors extensively rehearse the techniques of scene 
structure and character development so that they can more 
nimbly respond to the audience suggestions in a live show, 
so students in role-playing scenarios need time to grapple 
with the structure of the role-playing environment before 
they can participate authentically in a major simulation 
or scenario.

Students need time to prepare for their roles.
While some role-playing scenarios are not dependent 

upon a deep understanding of a role to accomplish specific 
outcomes (such as when students play themselves in a 
fictional situation), scenarios where students must assume 
a different perspective require preparation time.  Just as 
actors study and analyze a scene before attempting to play 
it, students who are playing roles that are foreign to them 
will need preparation time to consider more than the 
superficial implications of an assigned role.

The instructor can help by giving students enough 
time to review the prompt, to formulate questions and 
approaches, to undergo necessary research, and to ask 
clarifying questions. In the negotiation scenario referenced 
earlier, it was valuable for each team to have 10–15 minutes 
before the negotiation started to plan and ask questions of 
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the instructor. This behind-the-scenes time also helped the 
instructor to close any holes in the prompt and to reassure 
the students. Interestingly, the negotiation scenario 
rolled out at two levels: the initial prompt describing the 
characters and broad situation, followed by real time 
texts and emails introducing the crisis. This added an 
additional level of complexity and pressure of time to 
the situation. In turn, as designed, it led to an increased 
sense of responsibility and vulnerability in the learning 
environment of the actual negotiation. 

Although role-playing integrates well in theatre studies 
because of its performance nature, simulated situations can 
be used in a variety of disciplines. Elements of role play 
appear as students of foreign language engage each other in 
brief dialogs; as education students prepare mini lessons; 
through case studies and simulations in business, design, or 
management classes; and in myriad other forms in various 
disciplines across the curricula. How can you use elements 
of role-play to create scenarios to challenge your students? 
What place could role-play have in your curriculum? t

Students in role-playing scenarios need time to grapple with 
the structure of the role-playing environment before they can 
participate authentically in a major simulation or scenario. 


