








the online role play design that emerged in Australia following the Vincent and
Shepherd archetype. Some of Gredler’s terminology for simulation categories has
been adapted to label the three sides of the Triad.

Sliders are used on each side of the triad to indicate amount of emphasis on
roles, rules or problems. Figure 4 maps Middle Eastern Politics as an example.

Figure 4: Mapping Middle Eastern Politics Simulation on the Simulation Triad.

The Triad graphic also serves to indicate the differing role of the computer in
online simulations. Traditional simulations such as those that model Nuclear Power
Plants are computer-based, the learner interacts with the computer, whereas role
plays are computer-mediated, that is, the learner interacts with others via the
computer.

Because of the way the project originally defined role-based e-learning, the
majority of the 70 online role play learning designs collected in Project EnROLE’s
repository are along the role-problem continuum and the examples that were
previously excluded belong along the role-rules continuum.

Figure 5 maps selected examples from this volume onto the Triad in order to
illustrate the diversity of simulations whether they be role-based, rule-based or
problem-based. In general, authors who describe their designs as games will be
clustered in the rule corner and authors who describe their designs as simulation
will be closer to the problem corner. Predictably, authors describing their
application as role play are around the role corner of the triad.

The Simulation Triad positions role-based e-learning visually in relation to
simulations in order to explain better what this new form of online role play is,
with its emphasis on student interaction between roles, in role. However, it also
serves to position role-based learning in relation to problem based learning (and, as



mentioned earlier, case-based learning as inferred by Riddle & Davies regarding
DRALE Online). This broader definition provides scope for other learning designs
to be added to the EnROLE repository by broadening the keyword index. The
repository could therefore include learning designs variously described as: Role
Based Learning, Problem Based Learning, Case Based Learning, Scenario Based
Learning, Situational Learning, Collaborative Learning, Computer simulation, and
Scientific modelling.

computer-mediated

computer-based

- rule-based it
data management simulations
Key to Simulation Triad
# | Name Chapter # | Name Chapter
1 | Middle Eastern Politics | Hardy & Totman | 9 | We are the People | Ludewig & Ludewig-Rohwer
2 | Save Wallaby Forest Wills 10 | EIS Henriksen & Lainema
3 | PRessure Point! Wills 11 | Mindsetter Henriksen & Lainema
4 | Ardcalloch Wills 12 | RealGame Henriksen & Lainema
5 | DRALE Online Wills 13 | ViMine Russell
6 | XB Leigh et al 14 | Buyat Bay Russell
7 | Police eSim Davies 15 | Interviewing Sim Hearns
8 | Medicina Muller & Habel 16 | Simport Warmelink et al

Figure 5: This situates game, simulation and role play examples in this volume on
the Simulation Triad. (Slider position shows #12 RealGame).

Strengths and weaknesses of the Simulation Triad as a
framework
Due to this clearer definition and positioning of role play within the field of

simulation, the EnROLE repository, although starting with Australian online role
play descriptions following the same learning design as the original Vincent &



Shepherd role play, is now able to include many more descriptions of role plays
from elsewhere in the world. Future research involves re-tagging the existing role
play descriptions according to their relationship to the problem/roles/rules corners
of the Simulation Triad and developing the Triad sliders as an animated search
engine for the repository.

It is worthwhile reflecting that the Triad is a model that attempts to simplify a
complex, messy context. It should not be taken too literally. Any model is by
necessity a simplification in order to make a point. It serves as a thinking tool to
facilitate a change in perspective (see Russell’s explanation of systems thinking, in
this volume).

In addition to slider continuums around role-based, rule-based and problem-
based, other slider continuums could be considered in representing different types
of simulations. For example, a continuum to represent the amount of student
participation in the design. The emergence of co-created content and co-created
learning environments is described by Russell and by Cermak-Sassenrath and
Walker, in this volume. This approach was first articulated by Papert (1980) who
created the term ‘microworlds’ rather than ‘simulation’. This fourth continuum
could be visualised in the Simulation Triad as a third dimension, turning the triad
into a pyramid.

The Simulation Triad is not the only visualisation method for describing
simulation. In a very recent project funding the author as an OLnet Fellow at the
Open University, a Cloudworks site has been established to facilitate community
discussion of learning design representations using several online role plays such
as the Middle Eastern Politics and Save Wallaby Forest examples. Each is
represented by a variety of methods including Simulation Triad, LAMS sequence,
Visual Learning Design Sequence, Two Page/Two Picture Template, Pedagogical
Pattern, IMS Learning Design, and Design Decisions Framework (Wills, 2011).

Further use of the Simulation Triad: a Design Space
Framework

The Simulation Triad assists teachers and designers to understand that the focus of
online role play is on the interaction between roles. Once the significant decision
has been made to design a role play simulation, there are then many other decisions
to be made to enact the design. Using the Simulation Triad as a basis, the Design
Space Framework (Wills et al., 2011) can assist with these decisions (Figure 6).
Viewed from the designer’s perspective, there are three core elements of an online
role play and these are the same as the corners of the Simulation Triad: Problem;
Roles; Rules.

When the three Design Elements are combined with factors such as Learning
Objectives and Learning Context they work together to create the Design Space
within which educational designers work as they generate ideas and goals for an



online role play or simulation as in the earlier case study of Save Wallaby Forest
versus PRessure Point.

Under each of the three core Design Elements — problem, roles, rules — there are
four Design Considerations (see Figure 6). These are briefly described next.
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Figure 6: Design Space Framework illustrating the twelve Design Considerations
for online role plays (Wills, et al., 2011 ).

Problem

In a role play simulation, the problem that students are to solve (or resolve) is
framed as a scenario which includes three sub-elements: story to be enacted by
participants, setting in which the story takes place, and stakeholders whose
interests are interacting to create the story.

These sub-elements require research and attention to ensure that the eventual
shape of the online role play has sufficient realism and fidelity to be relevant and
engaging for the participants. The story sets the stakeholders in context and
contains sufficient conflict to spark debate among the stakeholders. However,
unless the moderator is very experienced in the topic (as in the Middle Eastern
Politics example) the problem should aim to be reasonably manageable and the
conflicting issues should be resolvable to some extent. Extended online role plays
might also involve decisions about events and sequencing within the story.

Once the decisions are made about the fidelity and nature of the Problem (the
story, setting and stakeholders) the focus shifts to design of the details that add



shape and dimension to learners’ enactment of a role play. These other two Design
Elements are the Roles and Rules in the Design Space Framework.

Roles

In a game there may be one or more players. In a computer-based simulation, there
might often only be one role. In a university context that role is likely to be a
generic representation of the profession that the student is training for. In a role
play there must be more than one role as the emphasis is on the interaction between
roles. These roles are a highly selective sub-set drawn from all the possible
stakeholders known (or imagined) to be involved in the story underlying the role
play. Providing a role with both a public agenda and a private agenda can give the
role compelling reasons to act and allows the role to experience the kind of
situation referred to in the learning objectives. Design Considerations for roles
include the following considerations: allocation and use of power, division of
labour amongst roles, relationships among roles, and how roles make decisions.

Rules

In computer-based simulations there are many rules and these are usually
programmed into the computer model (a flight simulator, for example) and
therefore not always explicit to the student. On the other hand, in a role play there
are minimal rules and what rules there are revolve around rules of engagement
between roles and with the moderator. For example, social rules about interaction
between men and women, or political rules about which factional groups can
communicate directly with a president, or fidelity rules such as limits on
unnecessary acts of violence as in the Middle Eastern Politics Simulation. Other
rules might include how much time the participants have to complete the role play,
how much historical time does it cover, which roles are allowed to engage with
each other, what meeting places will be provided, which roles are allowed into
which place, and which rules might be broken?

These are the structural parameters through which the story and the roles are
brought to life. They do not exist independently of either the roles or the problem
but provide a bridge to move between them. Design Considerations for rules
therefore include the following: time in all its dimensions, rules of participation,
rules for communication among participants, and rules as to where and how
participants move around the virtual world.

Conclusion

Framing online role play in relation to problems, roles and rules allows us to find a
corner for this particular learning design within the field of computer-based
simulation and computer games. The Simulation Triad illustrates clearly that



online role play is about interaction between roles rather than interaction with a
computer. The Triad also lays the basis for a Design Space Framework that
supports designers in the numerous design decisions they make in designing online
role play as an effective learning environment for students. Understanding the
design differences between computer-mediated online role play and computer-
based simulation assists teachers to choose the learning design which best matches
their learning objectives, as illustrated clearly by the examples in other chapters in
this volume. It assists those seeking to transform university teaching into learning
to use co-created learning designs that emphasise student-to-student interaction and
student team work for researching authentic problems.
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