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Abstract

In this article, we focus on the development of Rome: The Game — a large, lower-division online course crossed-listed in the History of Art
and Architecture Department and Writing Program at the University of California, Santa Barbara — that features a choose-your-own-
adventure-style interactive narrative. We explore the design principles underpinning the development of this type of gamified course, the
mechanics of the course itself, student experiences, and learning outcomes. Citing relevant research in several fields — such as game studies,
educational psychology, and communication studies — we argue that creating an online course in the style of an interactive, narrative-
driven digital game presents a model for engaging and effective active learning in an online environment - one that goes beyond
conventional virtual learning to offer an innovative, active, and deeply immersive model for online teaching.
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You're the first to arrive at the archaeological site, just as the
sun is rising. You see, with a mixture of delight and sorrow, that
most of the artifacts that were stolen have indeed been returned.
Some are in the trenches, and some are wrapped in newspaper
and loosely packed into old wine boxes.

The Venus mosaic once again rests on the floor of your
archaeological trench, but it has been sawed into jagged pieces,
each one roughly sized to be framed and put up on someone’s
living room wall.

As you open one of the boxes and begin to take out the hastily
packed items, you find some in good shape, but others appear
to have been intentionally broken - perhaps because they’re
easier to smuggle or sell that way. You carefully consider your
response to Dr. Forza and the Carabinieri. You think of the
importance of preserving dig sites, knowledge, and artifacts;
you think, too, about your promise to Fede and what could
happen to her, as well as to her father.

You realise there is no easy answer. In the end, you decide to:

(a) tell Dr. Forza and the Carabinieri that you showed Fede the
dig site the night before the tombaroli (tomb robbers) raided.
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(b) tell Dr. Forza and the Carabinieri that, unfortunately, you
don’t have any helpful information for them.

(c) evade Dr. Forza and the Carabinieri, at least for now, and
immediately confront Fede yourself.

The above passage comes from the last chapter of the online,
game-based course, Rome: The Game, cross-listed in the History of
Art & Architecture Department and the Writing Program at the
University of California, Santa Barbara. In the game, which features
a choose-your-own-adventure-style interactive narrative,
undergraduate students play the role of a graduate student who is
sent to Rome by a Getty Museum curator in order to solve a mystery
involving an ancient statue found in the museum’s storeroom.
Along the way, the student (or player) visits local museums and
areas of cultural interest, gives tours of ancient Roman monuments
and sites, becomes a trench supervisor on an archaeological
excavation, and encounters the shadowy world of the tombaroli
(tomb robbers) and the mafia-run black market for antiquities.
Rome: The Game is a fully online course presented as an adventure
game; it is organised in chapters (nine chapters total, covering the
ten-week quarter) with all course materials (e.g., readings, videos,
podcasts, etc.) and assessments embedded within the world of the
game.

In the following discussion of Rome: The Game, we explain the
rationale and methods for creating a class in this style, the
mechanics of the course itself, the research that informed the
design of the course, student experiences, and learning outcomes.
Citing relevant research in several fields - such as game studies,
educational psychology, and communication studies — we argue
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that creating an online course in the style of an interactive, narrative
digital game presents a model for immersive and effective active
learning in an online environment.

Choose-your-own-adventure

In the passage quoted at the beginning of this article, the student
has - in the game - just finished working at an archaeological site
and has witnessed first-hand the looting and destruction of artifacts
from the excavated site. The student realises that a close friend
named Federica (nicknamed Fede) tipped off the tombaroli (tomb
robbers).! The choice the student makes involving how to deal with
Fede leads to one of several paths in the story, each with its own set
of specific consequences.

Player choices like this one are at the core of Rome: The Game.?
The branching narrative of Rome: The Game is similar to that of the
Choose Your Own Adventure books, a popular and influential
series of interactive books first published in the 1970s by Bantam
Books.? This style features a narrative crafted in the second-person
point of view, allowing the reader to step into the role of protagonist
and assume a measure of control over the shape of the narrative.

Choices the student makes in Rome: The Game can be seen as
assessments. Some choices are related to embedded readings,
testing students’ knowledge and memory of the information
presented, much like a multiple-choice question after an
assignment; other choices are related to images of art and
architecture or to city maps, asking students to choose a route, for
example, in order to demonstrate their knowledge of the
topography of Rome. Choices may also involve the information
presented in an embedded video that students have just watched,
with students formulating questions to ask a character in the story
to learn more about the city. Or choices can, as in the passage at the
beginning of this article, ask the student to reflect on the
consequences of the illicit looting of cultural property through
participation in a realistic scenario. In all these cases, when the
student makes a choice, the narrative takes a turn down one of
several branches, presenting a specific storyline and consequences.
If the student’s choice is based on a misunderstanding of the
material, the game responds with relevant information, as well as
new chances to make different choices, offering the student the
opportunity to learn from past ‘mistakes.

Course rationale: why the game format?

In a world before Covid-19, just before many institutions were
forced into the hasty adoption of remote learning, we designed
Rome: The Game to function as a more accessible and engaging
alternative to traditional large lecture courses.? At our home
university, physical classroom space was growing tighter every year
as student enrollments were increasing — an added incentive. But
most importantly, we felt this course could take advantage of a
number of the unique attributes offered by the digital medium.
When we first starting designing this course, Zoom had yet to
become the default virtual classroom; flipped classrooms were
concepts that were generally not implemented at scale within our
university, especially outside the STEM fields.> But the Covid-19
pandemic shaped (and continues to shape) higher education’s
experience with online teaching, as both students and educators
have become increasingly familiar with the disadvantages and the
advantages that come with different implementations of online
learning (D’Agostino, 2022; Miiller and Mildenberger, 2021; Peters
et al., 2020; Saichaie, 2020). In this continually changing educational
landscape, we argue that Rome: The Game goes beyond
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conventional virtual learning to offer an engaging and effective
model for online teaching.

As in a flipped classroom, the course content and materials in
Rome: The Game - its ‘extra-curricular instruction” (Yang et al.,
2019) - are all delivered asynchronously. Students play through the
interactive narrative, which includes responding to the embedded
readings and other course material, on their own schedules
throughout the week. Students then meet once a week in a
synchronous, 25-person, TA-led, 50-minute Zoom section to
engage in group activities based on that week’s course content.®

In addition to the method of content delivery and to the allocation
of course time and course materials, Rome: The Game, in shifting the
paradigm from teacher-centred toward student-centred learning,
incorporates the most essential aspect of the flipped classroom: active
learning.” Here we follow Prince’s definition (2004, 1) of active
learning as ‘any instruction method that engages students in the
learning process...[it] requires students to do meaningful learning
activities and think about what they are doing’® While some
proponents of active learning prioritise in-class activities and
discussions (for example Bonwell and Eison, 1991; Prince, 2004),° we
argue that the independent, interactive narrative for our course is the
activity that most promotes student engagement.'® Furthermore, the
game format offers a novel way to put students at the centre of the
experience in which they can actively engage in ‘meaningful learning
activities and think about what they are doing), by considering the
choices they make as well as the consequences of those choices
(Bonwell and Eison, 1991, 2). And putting the student in charge of the
direction of the narrative helps develop ‘an emotional commitment. ..
to integrate new knowledge’ (Drake, 2012, 43).

Course style and mechanics

Not only the choices but also the range of media - videos, podcasts
and other audial experiences, mini-games, images, interactive
websites, texts — embedded in Rome: The Game fosters active
learning. (A sample passage from the game with branching paths is
accessible here."") Students are highly motivated to complete the
course readings — which include excerpts from textbooks about
archaeology, current newspaper articles about the antiquities trade,
historical fiction, essays about the art and architecture of Rome,
passages from ancient Latin literature (in translation), or
descriptions of antiquities on auction-house websites — as they
occur in the interactive narrative, because successful choices can
only be made with knowledge gleaned from the readings and other
course materials.

Other course materials include embedded videos, which are
also tied to choices in the narrative, and are filmed from the first-
person perspective, so students feel that they are actually walking
through these sites or museums. The videos include tours of ancient
Roman monuments and museums, such as the Roman Forum, the
Colosseum, the Pantheon, and the Montemartini Museum. There
are also interactive videos in which students, for example, decide
which statues they wish to learn more about in the Getty Villa
Museum; other interactive vidoes allow students to choose different
paths leading to specific ancient monuments as they race through
the streets of Rome on a Vespa.

The embedded digital archaeological dig mini-game (created by
a team of expert designers and programmers'?) looks and plays
more like a traditional 3D video game than does the main
interactive narrative created in Twine. It allows students to
participate in all steps of the archaeological process — from staking
out a trench (with a ruined Roman temple in the background)
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Figure 1. Site of Casavenere, excavation mini game.

(Figure 1), to selecting a pick or trowel to excavate, to determining
the force with which to wield the chosen tool (Figure 2), to
documenting the site and recording different layers, or strata,
excavated and the artifacts found (with photographs and context
sheets). Students learn the importance of stratigraphy through the
game. Additional aspects of an archaeological excavation - the
need for water (and coffee!) breaks, back pain and knee pain while
digging in the hot Italian summer sun - are also elements of the
game. Along the way, students uncover roof tiles, coins, fragments
of frescoes and amphorae, bones, and at the deepest layer, a well-
preserved mosaic of the goddess Venus and her son Cupid (who

bears a striking resemblance to the mystery statue!) (Figure 3). The
first-hand experience of (virtually) excavating an archaeological
trench allows students to apply what they have learned through the
readings, videos, podcasts, site visits, and interactive conversations
with characters in the narrative.

Assessments

Just as course materials (such as readings, videos, and the
archaeological mini-game) are embedded within the interactive
narrative, so too are the assessments. The course is cross-listed
between the History and Art & Architecture Department and the

4 Alright, now the fun part. Here is your pickaxe and trowel. For i
{ now, let's use the pick. There seems to be a lot of rubble here, so
. this layer will take some serious strength.

Figure 2. Tool selection from excavation mini game.
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Figure 3. Mosaic of Venus.

Writing Program, and each assessment is designed to meet learning
goals of each discipline. The midterm exam is delivered as four
video questions (with transcripts) asked by the archaeological
‘soprintendente’ (in the story her name is Dr. Forza, the character in
charge of granting excavation permissions in the area in which the
student hopes to excavate). In the ‘interview’” with Dr. Forza (which
again, takes the form of video midterm questions) the student
needs to impress the soprintendente in order to get permission to
excavate. The intention here was to include an emotionally resonant
aspect of the story to encourage students to engage in a heightened
way with the course material during the midterm.

In addition to the midterm exam, weekly writing assignments
also take place within the world of the game, and are presented at
the end of each chapter. Each writing assignment focuses on a
different genre of writing - blog post, podcast script, travel
magazine article, museum catalogue entry, historical fiction,
academic essay, excavation journal entry, and social media post. In
TA-led sections preceding each assignment, students study the
particular genre of writing that they will need to produce the
following week, analysing, for example, the genre conventions,
target audience, purpose, and larger context of a sample blog or
sample Instagram post.

These weekly low-stakes assignments are designed to increase
students’ genre awareness and writing skills, and also to prepare them
for the course’s final paper. By the end of Chapter 1, students know
what the final, and main, assignment for the course will be: they will
report back to the Getty Museum, making an argument built on
evidence culled from the game, related to what they believe is the
original context, provenance, and purpose of the mystery statue.
Students also must argue whether the statue should stay at the Getty
Museum or be returned to Italy. Students can choose to compose this
final report in any of the nine genres that they have studied and
practised working in throughout the course. In their writing, students
are asked to pay particular attention to context, purpose, and the use
of genre conventions, but they have the freedom to explore crafting
their report in something other than the traditional academic essay
format as long as their writing meets the requirements of the
assignment: a visual analysis of the mystery statue; a comparison to
other statues and contexts seen in the story; a discussion of one
monument or site visited; a theory about the original placement and
function of the mystery statue; and an argument addressing whether
or not the statue should be returned to Italy.

Do learning games work?

Autonomy, choice, and game design

The final paper assignment, mentioned above, was designed to give
students a high degree of autonomy by allowing them to write in
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any of nine different genres they study in the course. Choice is, of
course, also one of the main components of the overarching
narrative of the game, as students are able to decide what their
character says or does at important moments, which then spins the
narrative off into different directions. But while many educators
may be convinced of the effectiveness of offering choice as a way to
support student empowerment and active learning, some may
wonder whether the context we're working with — that of digital
games - can effectively promote learning.

The body of research that addresses this question is large and
complex, but a comprehensive meta-analysis on digital games and
learning (Clark et al., 2016) provides an overview. With data
accumulated from a large number of studies over a period of several
years on digital games used in learning contexts, Clark et al. (2016)
concluded that games were, on average, significantly more effective
than traditional teaching methods (e.g., lectures, readings, ‘drill
and practice’ exercises) at enhancing students’ cognitive processes
and strategies, knowledge, and creativity. Digital games used in
learning contexts were also found to significantly increase students’
motivation, intellectual openness, work ethic, conscientiousness,
and positive ‘core self-evaluation’’®

The game elements we focused on in Rome: The Game are the
narrative and choices which afford students significant control over
what their character says and does. One study noted that course
designers often shy away from including the extra content that
choices require (although we believe that using a choose-your-
own-adventure-style format can make course design compelling
for both instructor and learner!) and therefore experimented with
a ‘feigned choice’ option (Schneider et al., 2018). The feigned choice
appeared to offer students the option to read a text on ‘social
science’ or ‘natural science’ In reality, regardless of what students
chose, they were led to the exact same text, which incorporated
equal amounts of social and natural science. Students involved in
the study appear to have believed the choice had a real effect, as no
participants who were offered the feigned choice reported
dissatisfaction with the content of the learning text or choice. The
study’s authors concluded that even these feigned choices enhanced
retention of knowledge and transfer performance (learning scores),
as long as the choices were relevant to learning goals.1

Game narratives

Alongside choices, narrative, too, can be a powerful educational
tool. As Armstrong and Landers (2017) state, narrative used in
games has been linked to increases in knowledge and motivation."®
However, Armstrong and Landers (2017) are careful to point out
that studies which are able to truly isolate narratives in games are
rare. This may be because a well-crafted game narrative is usually
deeply entwined with other game elements (as we hope we have
accomplished in our design of Rome: The Game), and when game
elements are working intimately together, it can be difficult to
accurately pinpoint the effects of individual components.

There is another reason to believe that the basic design of Rome:
The Game - with its emphasis on narrative and choices that allow
the student to have a measure of control over the main character’s
actions and the plot - is effective for learning. A study of the
choose-your-own-adventure style book, The Brewsters (which uses
narrative and choices to teach ethics and professionalism to
students preparing to become health care providers), showed that
students increased their knowledge significantly by reading/playing
The Brewsters, while also rating the activity positively (Rozmus
et al., 2015).


https://doi.org/10.1017/S2058631024000394

The Journal of Classics Teaching

Standalone narratives, without any interactivity, have also been
studied in great depth from a number of different perspectives. Of
particular consideration in our design of the narrative in Rome: The
Game is Green and Brocks (2000) study which argues that
narratives have a unique ability to speak to audiences because of
their similarity to direct personal experience, and because
narratives elicit strong emotions toward characters.!® Green and
Brock (2002) also suggest that narratives which immerse, or
transport, audiences can promote belief change.”” Researchers have
also argued that immersive stories might be particularly helpful
learning tools in that they are capable of reducing resistance, aiding
with the processing of new, complex information, and provide
social connections and role models for behaviour change (Green,
2006; Kreuter et al., 2007; Murphy et al., 2013). For example,
Murphy et al. (2013) showed that a fictional narrative film had
greater impact on knowledge, attitudes, and behavioural intention
in audiences than information presented in a non-fiction, non-
narrative format. The authors found that transportation
(immersion), identification with characters, and emotion
contributed to knowledge and to positive changes in attitude and
behavioural intention; the authors also note that their findings
support the argument made in recent years by an increasing
number of researchers (see, for example, Houston et al., 2011;
Larkey and Hecht, 2010; McQueen et al., 2011; Robillard and Larkey,
2009; Unger et al., 2013) that ‘narratives and storytelling may be
particularly effective for minority populations and racial/ethnic
groups with a rich tradition of storytelling’ (Murphy et al., 2013).
Our home university is a Hispanic-serving institution with a large
number of first-generation students: one of our expectations for
Rome: The Game is that the featured narrative format might speak
to these students.

Furthermore, the format of the game allows students, in effect,
to be instructors. The idea here is to have students learn, in part,
through teaching. Research has shown that teaching others is itself
an effective learning strategy, since preparing to teach, and then
engaging in the act of explaining, leads to large gains in short and
long-term learning (Fiorella and Mayer, 2014).!® In Rome: The
Game, in their role as graduate student supervisors, students
instruct characters (undergraduates) in the narrative working
under their supervision on the archaeological dig; they teach these
characters about archaeological methods and about the issues
surrounding looting. We hope that this type of roleplaying® will
also have the effect of demystifying graduate school, convincing
first-generation students and others who may feel that graduate
school is too unfamiliar or unattainable, that it is indeed within
their reach.

Emotions and learning

Eliciting emotions through a narrative can also aid learning, as the
health-related narrative study detailed above shows (Murphy et al.,
2013). Tyng et al. (2017) echo this finding, adding that it is
specifically the increased attentional and motivational components
of emotion that have been linked with heightened learning and
memory.

Providing an emotional experience for students, then, became
one of our main goals when we were designing the narrative for
Rome: The Game. We also wanted to make sure that the narrative’s
focus stayed squarely on the learning goals, attempting to use
emotional moments to punctuate the most important of those
goals. In order to do this, we decided to begin the interactive
narrative by presenting students with a mystery that would rouse
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Figure 4. Mystery Statue from Getty Villa Museum.

their curiosity: in Chapter 1, players are asked to go to the Getty
Villa Museum to inspect a mysterious ancient Roman statue -
which looks like a sleeping boy - that has been locked away in the
museum’s storeroom for decades (Figure 4). Students then (in the
game) travel to Rome to investigate the provenance and function of
the statue. As students explore the city of Rome and visit sites (e.g.,
temples, bath complexes, villas, gardens, tombs) where different
types of statues were used for different purposes, students begin to
form theories as to where, and for what purpose, the mystery statue
was originally created.?® Each site visit is accompanied by
descriptive texts, maps, images, audio files, and videos. This rich
context is designed to aid with immersion; and immersion or
transportation can increase the impact of the narrative (see Green,
2006 for a discussion of immersion and narrative impact).

Once we felt our students were hooked with a compelling reason
(i.e., to solve the mystery) to pay attention to statues and their
contexts, our next step was to infuse the interactive story with
emotional character relationships and situations. In this attempt,
we took inspiration from the process that the writers and designers
at the renowned video game studio, Telltale Games, went through
when creating the popular narrative-driven game The Wolf Among
Us (2014). At the time The Wolf Among Us was created, Telltale
Games was just coming off the success of The Walking Dead: A
Telltale Games Series (2012), which won the BAFTA Games Award
for Story, as well as several other awards, and was known for its
intensely emotional storytelling. According to Ryan Kaufman, who
was creative lead on The Wolf Among Us, the first iteration of the
game was plot-heavy, focusing largely on a mystery, but people who
play-tested this version did not respond to it emotionally (Thomas,
2021). This was a disappointment to the writers and designers, who
were seeking to elicit the same kind of intense emotions that their
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1a.Narrative/Game Format: Do you find the game/story
format of this course to be effective? (2022)

m Positive Response, Comments on narrative/story/interactivity (87%)

= Negative Responses (narrative/story/interactive doesn't help) (4%)

Neutral Responses (yes and no, some positive and some negative reactions) (7%)

Blank Responses (2%)

Figure 5. Chart 1a: Narrative-Game Format.

previous game, The Walking Dead: A Telltale Games Series (2012),
had done. So, the writers and designers at Telltale Games started
over, retaining the mystery component, but this time, giving it a
secondary role. The main goal of the new iteration of The Wolf
Among Us became the characters: the gut-wrenching problems they
faced, and perhaps most importantly, the way the characters
treated, or mistreated each other — an aspect of the game that was
intended to elicit intense emotions in players.?

We took a similar approach in the design of Rome: The Game in
that we created a mystery for students to solve, but we also leaned
heavily on the student’s relationship with other characters in order
to elicit the most intense emotions. In Chapter 2, for example, the
student meets a character who is an Italian graduate student named
Federica (Fede, for short). Fede shows the student around the city
of Rome, its museums and monuments, and is a friendly companion
for conversations about Roman art, architecture, and culture, as
well as theories involving the mystery statue. Fede also, the student
comes to understand, has recently lost her brother and is struggling
to support her father (who is grief-stricken and out of work) on the
small stipend she receives from her university. Not long after
learning this, the student invites Fede to visit the archaeological site
where the student has found several artifacts, including a beautiful
mosaic depicting the goddess Venus and her son Cupid. As seen in
the passage at the start of this article, the morning after Fede's visit,
the student returns to the dig site and finds that it has been pillaged
by tombaroli (tomb robbers). Dr. Rosella Forza (another character
previously mentioned in the discussion of the midterm exam) gives
the player reason to believe that Fede told the tombaroli about the
dig site: the student then is given a series of choices that involve
trying to retrieve some of the artifacts, and deciding whether to
help Fede, or turn her in.

Fede’s betrayal and the loss of the mosaic (that the student
personally excavated) are meant to elicit emotions in a part of the
narrative that is focused on one of the main learning goals in Rome:
The Game, which involves the looting of antiquities and destruction
of sites that have archaeological and cultural importance. We
wanted students not just to understand on an intellectual level the
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complex reasons behind the looting of antiquities and the horrific
damage that looting causes to both the objects themselves and to
archaeological contexts, but we also wanted students to feel the
tragedy in a personal, visceral way such that, should the opportunity
arise, students might choose to be active parts of the solution to this
problem - or to be parts of the solution to other problems that are
similar in ethical terms.

Alongside supporting learning goals, narratives can also help
create a sense of social connectedness - which instructors
sometimes struggle to do in the classroom, and perhaps even more
50, in online learning environments. In ‘Using Imaginary Worlds
for Real Social Benefits, the authors give an overview of research
into the way narratives impart a sense of belonging, partly because
when people are immersed in story worlds, they have parasocial
relationships with characters (Gabriel et al., 2022). These
relationships create a real sense of belonging that protects against
the effects of loneliness, rejection, and social isolation, and
increases mood and life satisfaction.

Student experiences and outcome

In line with the research just discussed, the intention behind the
design of the narrative and choices in Rome: The Game was to
immerse students inside a rich interactive world that encourages
students to engage with and retain information more effectively, to
feel more invested in the course and its assessments, and to reflect
meaningfully on course material. We have not conducted any
experiments under laboratory conditions to try to determine how
effective the evidence-based design of Rome: The Game is in
promoting learning outcomes. We do, however, have student
comments, which shed some light on student experiences with the
game. The course has, to date, had four occasions on which students
have anonymously evaluated the course: two midway through the
quarters that we, as instructors, initiated, and final evaluation forms
administered through the University at the end of the quarters.
These evaluations help reveal how students experienced the
connection between the narrative and the choice elements of the
course and their own learning.
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1b.Narrative/Story Format: Do you find the story format of
this course to be effective? Why or why not? Does it have
an effect on how you absorb course material (2023)

m Positive Repsonses (comments on narrative and absorption of material) (90%)

= Negative Responses (narrative and story don't help with absorption of material) (2%)

Neutral (yes and no, some positive some negative reactions) (8%)

Figure 6. Chart 1b: Narrative-Story Format.

Narrative

In the anonymous evaluations, students frequently commented on
their sense that the narrative structure of the game helped them
remember material and enhanced their feeling of investment in
their own learning. The charts below show the results (2022, 2023)
of mid-quarter surveys with the questions: (1a, 2022; 126 responses)
‘Do you find the game/story format of this course to be effective?’
(Figure 5) and (1b, 2023; 49 responses): ‘Do you find the story
format of this course to be effective? Why or why not? Does it have
an effect on how you absorb course material?’ (Figure 6).

The following are examples of student comments from these
two surveys on the course narrative, which echo research cited
above regarding the affordances of narratives used in learning
contexts (emphasis our own):

‘Because it is a story format, it makes me want to keep reading
through and learn more about these concepts to follow along
in the story, and makes learning easier’ (2022).

‘It’s easier to remember story narrative than specific facts. I
can make connections between the narrative and the
information to help remember the information better’
(2022).

‘“The story of the course kept me engaged which allowed me
to remember and understand the topics more. So when it
came to writing on the various artifacts and themes it was
easier to start writing and thinking of ideas’ (2022).

‘The immersive nature of the story helped keep interest and
fascination’ (2022).

‘Ifind that when I am in the mind of the grad-student and am
actually picturing myself in Rome reading the texts, I absorb
the information a lot better and take better notes. I like how
personal it is and find the story format really engaging’
(2023).

Students frequently noted how the story elements made them
feel personally invested in the course material, also echoing
research cited in the above section:

‘It makes me pay attention because I feel like the story is
centred around me’ (2022).

‘Tt makes it feel like the content has more real-life
applications’ (2022).

‘Information resonates with me more because it feels more
important to absorb and understand when I am actively
playing the role of someone who is involved in this type of
work’ (2022).

T feel like the story format of the course does help me feel
more engaged personally. Rather than having to just read
article after article for a class, it’s a lot more fun and engaging
to me when it connects to the story and I can then apply it in
the game as well...feeling like I actually am playing a part
in this story’ (2023).

T feel that having a story that we can personalise with our
input is great for keeping us engaged’ (2023).

I feel that having a story that we can personalise with our
input is great for keeping us engaged. This format is much
more informative — because I am going through it with a first
person point of view, I am retaining the information much
better than when I am lectured at’ (2023).
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Choices

As discussed in the previous section, including choice within
courses has been shown to enhance learning (see, for example,
Patall et al., 2008, 2017; Reynolds and Symons, 2001), and is, for us,
intrinsic to student-centred learning. Since choices are a key
component of the format of the course, we wanted to see if students
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1a. Retention of Material: How does learning through the
game/story format affect how you absorb course material?
2022

m Positive Responses (comments on how the story helped them absorb material) (76%)

= Negative Responses (comments about how story/game did not help them retain or absorb material)
(4%)

= Neutral Responses (comments that say game/story helped some and also did not help them; comments
that didn't address absorbtion of material) (17%)
Blank Responses (3%)

Figure 7. Chart 1a: Retention of material.

felt the interactivity of the story helped them to engage more deeply T think the course allowed me to make a lot of decisions in
with the material and to absorb the information better. regard to how I wanted to learn the information, which was
The following charts show student responses in two mid- really interesting and insightful!” (2022)

quarter surveys (2022, 2023) to the two questions: (la, 2022; 126
responses) ‘How does learning through the game/story format
affect how you absorb course material?’ (Figure 7) and (1b, 2023; 51
responses): ‘Does the interactivity (for example, choices and
interactive videos) affect your learning? If so, how?’ (Figure 8).

Examples of student comments supporting the importance of
choice for student retention, autonomy, and motivation include the
following (emphasis our own):

T feel like being able to make choices makes me want to
remember prior details and information more, which makes
me therefore pay more attention’ (2023).

“The interactivity helps keep me engaged in the topics and
forces me to think before I answer. I honestly really
appreciate my knowledge being challenged as it gives
confirmation I know what learned or that I need to review’

I think that having the interactive choices make you think (2023)

about what you have just read, heard, or seen so that you
remember it for later’ (2022).

‘The interactive videos do affect my learning, as I feel
‘Choices within the story makes it so I feel invested with the encouraged to pick the choices that will result in me
character and my learning’ (2022). obtaining more knowledge. Also being asked questions

1b. Does the interactivity (for example, choices and interactive
videos) affect your learning? If so, how? 2023

m Positive Responses (yes, choices and interactivity help learning) (76%)
= Negative (no, interativity doesn't help learning) (10%)
Neutral (yes and no, doesn't help or not help one way or another) (12%)

Blank (2%)

Figure 8. Chart 1b: Interactivity.
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keeps me active which is why I like when I have to answer
questions about something I just read’ (2023).

In addition to the feeling of investment, students repeatedly
commented on the ‘quiz’ aspect of some of the choices, as
components that helped them pay attention and retain information
more efficiently:

I think the dialogue choices at the end of a page allow me to
recap and review information presented’ (2022)

... allowing me to make choices forces me to actively read’
(2022)

‘We can test what we actually know and remember when we
click the answer’ (2022).

‘Some of the choices are based on if you read the readings and
watched/listened to videos so it really makes me pay
attention’ (2022).

T feel like the different choices are a unique way to test my
knowledge or understanding of the texts since it will correct
me if P'm wrong’ (2023)

“The choices make me actually think and recall what I have
read and the videos + allow for a more visual sense of what we
are looking at’ (2023).

In these select student comments from mid-quarter and final
evaluations, which are representative of the majority of student
evaluations from the course as shown in the charts above, students
repeatedly signal out narrative and interactivity as key components
in their learning. It should be noted that student assessments too
reflected this level of retention and investment, with high marks on
the weekly writing assignments, midterm exam, and final papers
and strong evidence of student commitment, creativity, and
retention of knowledge.

Next steps and the future of game-based learning

If certain aspects of Rome: The Game can be considered essential to
an effective model of online, game-based, active learning, what
does this imply for the future possibilities for online, interactive
learning? Our own university is increasing enrollments, with
classroom space becoming ever more limited. Other universities
are seeking to engage learners who prefer asynchronous, remote
options. We argue that the game-based model offers an alternative
not only to a large in-person lecture course but also to the flipped
classroom model.

For course designers and instructors who are trying to reach
students who come from cultures with traditions rich in storytelling
(or if the instructors themselves enjoy using stories to teach), we
have found this to be an exciting and provocative approach to
online course design, a model in which both instructors and
students literally play to teach and learn.

Notes

1 The emotional impact of this choice, along with its connection to the structure
of the narrative and to the course’s learning goals, is discussed in a section below.
2 The spine of the game was made in Twine (http://twinery.org/), an open-
source tool primarily used for creating text-based branching narratives with the
ability to embed other content.
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3 For more on interactive fiction, see: Montfort (2003) and Green and Jenkins
(2014). Other popular examples include The Brewsters (Spike et al., 2012), an
interactive novel in which the protagonist (a medical student) is confronted
with ethical medical dilemmas.

4 The development of the course has been generously funded by an Innovative
Learning and Technology Initiative Grant through the University of California.
5 The flipped classroom or flipped learning model carries a number of different
definitions and ideas. One consistent characteristic, cited by Overmyer (2015),
that we follow here, is that flipped learning is a ‘kind of instructional approach
which directs and shifts the instruction from the group learning space into the
individual learning space’. For flipped learning, see also Akcayir and Akgayir
(2018), Bishop and Verleger (2013), Fleischmann (2021), and Li et al. (2021).

6 We are enormously grateful for the numerous TAs we have had when teaching
Rome: The Game for their insightful and helpful suggestions in iterations of the
sections and course content.

7 AsLietal. (2021) firmly state: ‘Despite the lack of a universal definition of FL,
the active learning component remains a common theme across the definitions
used in FL research’ Rome: The Game also follows the theoretical frameworks
found in Flipped Learning, such as: personalisation, higher-order thinking, self-
direction, collaboration, problem-based learning, peer assisted learning,
cognitive load theory and Self-Determination Theory (Bishop and Verleger,
2013; Li et al., 2021).

8 Though, at this point, this study is almost 20 years old, we find this definition
to be a persuasive understanding of active learning, and the ideas presented in
this article are continued in more recent articles (for example, see Li et al., 2021;
Yang et al., 2019). For an early proponent of active learning, see Bonwell and
Eison, 1991, 2.

9 Drake (2012, 41) argues that in fact many out of classroom activities can and
do promote ‘thoughtful engagement around learning outcomes.

10 The themes identified in active learning education from a U.S. Government
report are consistent with the learning goals and outcomes of Rome: The Game
(cited in Drake, 2012, 40-41 quoting Bonwell and Eison, 1991): (1) students do
more than just listen; (2) emphasis is placed on developing students’ skills; (3)
students undertake analysis, synthesis, and evaluation; (4) students participate
in activities; (5) students explore their own attitudes and values.

11 https://media.textadventures.co.uk/games/zwlFovTo2U2JPIDemudOmA/
Sample%20Rome%20the%20Game%20for%20JCT.html

12 Tyler Johnson was the director of the digital archaeological dig mini-game
project. Team members include William Loder, Adam Schoelz, Mika Moore,
and Julio Nolasco.

13 Core self-evaluations are defined as basic appraisals of the self, and are
strong predictors of personal well-being, job satisfaction, and job performance
(Ferris et al., 2012; Howard, 2017; Judge et al., 2003, 2005).

14 For other discussions of the role of choices to enhance student performance,
see Patall et al., 2008; Patall et al., 2017; Reynolds and Symons, 2001.

15 For increases in knowledge, see Vivrou et al., 2005; for motivations, see
Parker and Lepper, 1992. Pilegard and Mayer (2016) also argue that game
narratives can increase player motivation, as previous studies by Lieberman
(2004) and Schank (1997, 2002) show to be the case.

16 See student comments in the following section speaking to this sensation of
being ‘part of the action themselves’

17 Green and Jenkins (2014) found that interactive narratives can be more
transporting than traditional narratives, and therefore more capable of changing
attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors. See also, Green et al., 2004.

18 Although the teaching in this study was through a video lecture, it may be
that an interactive format (like Rome: The Game), where the teacher fields
questions from students, would further increase learning. Mayer himself
elsewhere speculates that this is the case (see Stock, 2019).

19 The idea of game-play in the classroom has gained traction in recent
decades, encouraged especially through the implementation of role-playing
games like Reacting to the Past (RTTP). Numerous studies have confirmed the
effectiveness of such role-playing games. See, for example: Carnes, 2014; Higbee,
2009. Rome: The Game could, in some sense, be seen as its own sort of role-
playing game, with the undergraduate student playing the character of a
graduate student in the History of Art & Architecture Department. However,
the gender and race of the main character in Rome: The Game is intentionally
neutral as opposed to the identified, known, historical characters that students
take the roles of in RTTP.
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20 In the final project, students can argue for any context they find compelling,
as long as they back their arguments up with evidence.

21 The player-character in The Wolf Among Us, for example, (named Bigby) is
extremely lonely, and although he is physically powerful, his use of power has
serious effects on other characters, giving his actions an emotional cast.

References

Akgayir G and Akgayir M (2018) The flipped classroom: a review of its
advantages and challenges. Computers ¢ Education 126, 334-345.

Armstrong M and Landers R (2017) An evaluation of gamified training: using
narrative to improve reactions and learning. Simulation & Gaming 48, 513-538.

Bishop JL and Verleger M (2013) The flipped classroom: a survey of the
research. 2013 ASEE Annual Conference & Exposition: 23.1200.1-23.1200.18.

Bonwell C and Eison J (1991) Active Learning: Creating Excitement in the
Classroom. 1991 ASHE-ERIC Higher Education Reports. Washington, DC:
Association for the Study of Higher Education.

Carnes MC (2014) Minds on Fire: How Role-Immersion Games Transform
College. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Clark D, Tanner-Smith E and Killingsworth S (2016) Digital games, design,
and learning: a systematic review and meta-analysis. Review of Educational
Research 86, 79-122.

D’Agostino S (2022) Gap between online and in person learning narrows. In:
Inside Higher Ed. Available at https://www.insidehighered.com/
news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-
narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed&utm_campaign=648f00ea25-
DNU_2021_COPY_02&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-
648f00ea25-234501445&mc_cid=648f00ea25&mc_eid=1a9c0eclb9

Drake J (2012) A critical analysis of active learning and an alternative
pedagogical framework for introductory information systems courses.
Journal of Information Technology Education 11, 39-52.

Ferris DL, Johnson RE, Rosen CC and Tan JA (2012) Core self-evaluations a
review and evaluation of the literature. Journal of Management 38, 81-128.
Fiorella L and Mayer RE (2014) Role of expectations and explanations in

learning by teaching. Contemporary Educational Psychology 39, 75-85.

Fleischmann K (2021) Hands-on versus virtual: reshaping the design classroom
with blended learning. Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 20, 27-112.

Gabriel S, Green M, Naidu E and Paravati E (2022) Using imaginary worlds for
real social benefits. Behavioral and Brain Sciences 45, E283.

Green MC (2006) Narratives and cancer communication. Journal of
Communication 56(S1), S163-S183.

Green MC and Brock TC (2000) The role of transportation in the persuasiveness
of public narratives. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 79, 701-721.

Green MC and Brock TC (2002) In the mind’s eye: transportation-imagery
model of narrative persuasion. In Green MC, Strange JJ and Brock TC (eds),
Narrative Impact: Social and Cognitive Foundations. Mahwah, New Jersey:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, Inc., pp. 315-341.

Green MC, Brock TC and Kaufman G (2004) Understanding media
enjoyment: the role of transportation into narrative worlds. Communication
Theory 14, 311-327.

Green M and Jenkins K (2014) Interactive narratives: processes and outcomes
in user-directed stories. Journal of Communication 64, 479-500.

Higbee M (2009) How reacting to the past games ‘made me want to come to
class and learn’: an assessment of the reacting pedagogy at EMU, 2007-2008.
The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning at EMU 2, 41-74.

Houston TK, Allison JJ, Sussman M, Horn W, Holt CL, Trobaugh J, Salas M,
Pisu M, Cuffee YL, Larkin D, Person SD, Barton B, Kiefe CI and Hullett
S (2011) Culturally appropriate storytelling to improve blood pressure: a
randomized trial. Annals of Internal Medicine 154, 77-84.

Howard M (2017) The empirical distinction of core self-evaluations and
psychological capital and the identification of negative core self-evaluations
and negative psychological capital. Personality and Individual Differences 114,
109-118.

Judge TA, Bono JE, Erez A and Locke EA (2005) Core self-evaluations and job
and life satisfaction: the role of self-concordance and goal attainment. Journal
of Applied Psychology 90, 257.

Judge TA, Erez A, Bono JE and Thoresen C (2003) The core self-evaluations
scale: development of a measure. Personnel Psychology 56, 303-331.

https://doi.org/10.1017/52058631024000394 Published online by Cambridge University Press

Claudia Moser and Christian Thomas

Kreuter MW, Green MC, Cappella JN, Slater MD, Wise ME, Storey D and
Woolley S (2007) Narrative communication in cancer prevention and
control: a framework to guide research and application. Annals of Behavioral
Medicine 33, 221-235.

Larkey LK and Hecht M (2010) A model of effects of narrative as culture-
centric health promotion. Journal of Health Communication 15, 114-135.

Li R, Lund A and Nordsteien A (2021) The link between flipped and active
learning: a scoping review. Teaching in Higher Education: Critical Perspectives
28(8),1993-2027.

Lieberman DA (2004) Impacts of narrative, nurturing, and game-play on
health related outcomes in an action-adventure health game. Proceedings
from Meaningful Play Conference. East Lansing, MA.

McQueen A, Kreuter MW, Kalesan B and Alcaraz KI (2011) Understanding
narrative effects: the impact of breast cancer survivor stories on message
processing, attitudes, and beliefs among African American women. Health
Psychology: Official Journal of the Division of Health Psychology, American
Psychological Association 30, 674-182.

Montfort N (2003) Twisty Little Passages: An Approach to Interactive Fiction.
Cambridge: MIT Press.

Miiller C and Mildenberger T (2021) Facilitating flexible learning by replacing
classroom time with an online learning environment: a systematic review of
blended learning in higher education. Educational Research Review
34. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2021.100394

Murphy ST, Frank LB, Chatterjee JS and Baezconde-Garbanati L (2013)
Narrative versus nonnarrative: the role of identification, transportation, and
emotion in reducing health disparities. Journal of Communication 63,116-137.

Overmyer J (2015) Research on flipping college algebra: lessons learned and
practical advice for flipping multiple sections. PRIMUS 25, 792-802.

Parker LE and Lepper MR (1992) Effects of fantasy contexts on children’s
learning and motivation: making learning more fun. Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology 62, 625-633.

Patall EA, Cooper H and Robinson JC (2008) The effects of choice on intrinsic
motivation and related outcomes: a meta-analysis of research findings.
Psychological Bulletin 134, 270-300.

Patall EA, Vasquez AC, Steingut RR, Trimble SS and Pituch KA (2017)
Supporting and thwarting autonomy in the high school science classroom.
Cognition and Instruction 35, 337-362.

Peters MA, Rizvi F, Mcculloch G, Gibbs P, Goror R and Hong M (2020)
Reimagining the new pedagogical possibilities for universities post-
COVID-19. Educational Philosophy and Theory 54(3), 1-44.

Pilegard C and Mayer RE (2016) Improving academic learning from computer-
based narrative games. Contemporary Educational Psychology 44-45, 12-20.

Prince M (2004) Does active learning work? A review of the research. Journal of
Engineering Education 93, 223-231.

Reynolds PL and Symons S (2001) Motivational variables and children’s text
search. Journal of Educational Psychology 93,14-22.

Robillard AG and Larkey L (2009) Health disadvantages in colorectal cancer
screening among African Americans: considering the cultural context of
narrative health promotion. Journal of Health Care for the Poor and
Underserved 20(2 Suppl), 102-119.

Rozmus CL, Carlin N, Polczynski A, Spike ] and Buday R (2015) The
Brewsters: a new resource for interprofessional ethics education. Nursing
Ethics 22, 815-826.

Saichaie K (2020) Blended, flipped, and hybrid learning: definitions, developments,
and directions. New Directions for Teaching and Learning 164, 95-104.

Schank RC (1997) Virtual Learning: A Revolutionary Approach to Building a
Highly Skilled Workforce. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Schank RC (2002) Designing World-Class E-Learning. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Schneider S, Nebel S, Beege M and Rey GD (2018) The autonomy-enhancing
effects of choice on cognitive load, motivation and learning with digital
media. Learning and Instruction 58, 161-172.

Spike J, Cole T and Buday R (2012) The Brewsters: An Interactive Adventure in
Ethics for the Health Professions. Houston: The University of Health Science.

Stock E (2019) Want students to remember what they learn? Have them teach it.
In: EdSurge. Available at https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-24-want-
students-to-remember-what-they-learn-have-them-teach-it

The Walking Dead: A Telltale Games Series (2012) Mobile Game. Marin:
Telltale Games.


https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed%26utm_campaign=648f00ea25-DNU_2021_COPY_02%26utm_medium=email%26utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-648f00ea25-234501445%26mc_cid=648f00ea25%26mc_eid=1a9c0ec1b9
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed%26utm_campaign=648f00ea25-DNU_2021_COPY_02%26utm_medium=email%26utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-648f00ea25-234501445%26mc_cid=648f00ea25%26mc_eid=1a9c0ec1b9
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed%26utm_campaign=648f00ea25-DNU_2021_COPY_02%26utm_medium=email%26utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-648f00ea25-234501445%26mc_cid=648f00ea25%26mc_eid=1a9c0ec1b9
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed%26utm_campaign=648f00ea25-DNU_2021_COPY_02%26utm_medium=email%26utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-648f00ea25-234501445%26mc_cid=648f00ea25%26mc_eid=1a9c0ec1b9
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2022/07/13/law-school-gaps-between-online-and-person-learning-narrow?utm_source=Inside+Higher+Ed%26utm_campaign=648f00ea25-DNU_2021_COPY_02%26utm_medium=email%26utm_term=0_1fcbc04421-648f00ea25-234501445%26mc_cid=648f00ea25%26mc_eid=1a9c0ec1b9
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2021.100394
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-24-want-students-to-remember-what-they-learn-have-them-teach-it
https://www.edsurge.com/news/2019-01-24-want-students-to-remember-what-they-learn-have-them-teach-it
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2058631024000394

The Journal of Classics Teaching

The Wolf Among Us (2014) Mobile Game. Marin: Telltale Games.

Thomas C (2021) Interview: acclaimed game designer Ryan Kaufman
discusses Telltale Games, Star Wars, Harry Potter, and how video games
can transform us. Arts 10, 35-47. https://doi.org/10.3390/arts10030046

Tyng CM, Amin HU, Saad MNM and Malik AS (2017) The influences of
emotion on learning and memory. Frontiers in Psychology 8. https://doi.
0rg/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01454

Unger JB, Cabassa LJ, Molina GB, Contreras S and Baron M (2013)
Evaluation of a fotonovela to increase depression knowledge and reduce

https://doi.org/10.1017/52058631024000394 Published online by Cambridge University Press

165

stigma among Hispanic adults. Journal of Immigrant and Minority Health 15,
398-406.

Vivrou M, Katsionis G and Manos K (2005) Combining software games with
education: evaluation of its educational effectiveness. Educational Technology
& Society 8, 54-65.

Yang QF, Lin CJ and Hwang GJ (2019) Research focuses and findings of flipping
mathematics classes: a review of journal publications based on the technology-
enhanced learning model. Interactive Learning Environments 29(6),
905-938.


https://doi.org/10.3390/arts10030046
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01454
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2017.01454
https://doi.org/10.1017/S2058631024000394

