
Page 1/11

Exploring the Effectiveness of Virtual Reality Role-Playing in Debating
Repatriation of Artworks in Active Learning Art History Classes
James Hutson  (  jhutson@lindenwood.edu )

Lindenwood University
Trent Olsen 

Lindenwood University

Research Article

Keywords: virtual reality, art history, social anxiety disorder, active learning, pedagogy, role-playing games, groupwork, debate

Posted Date: February 7th, 2023

DOI: https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-2530843/v1

License:   This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.   Read Full License

https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-2530843/v1
mailto:jhutson@lindenwood.edu
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-2530843/v1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Page 2/11

Abstract
The calls for the repatriation of looted or stolen artworks to host countries continues to grow. With the return of the Benin Bronzes in 2022, renewed calls for
the return of the Elgin Marbles from the British Museum have ampli�ed. At the same time, the death of Queen Elizabeth II raises further debate over
repatriation and the lingering effects of colonialization. Nevertheless, effectively facilitating such a debate in class has increased in challenge with the
lingering effects of the pandemic, the resistance of Gen Z to groupwork and interaction, and elevated levels of anxiety reported among college-age students.
One approach that has seen success in face-to-face classes with regards to successful facilitating of debates is the active learning strategy of role playing.
Role playing games (RPGs) have the ability to allow students to take on the persona of another to avoid directly confronting the thoughts and opinions of
others. At the same time, this approach has been limited only to synchronous activities. This study seeks to investigate the applicability of role-playing within
a virtual learning environment (VLE) and whether the control over individual student appearance with avatars and being immersed in a relevant historical
environment improves student engagement, immersion, presence, and learning outcomes. Results demonstrate a positive correlation between the activities
and understanding diverse perspectives, the ethics involved in cultural repatriation, and lowered anxiety and improved comfort in engaging in groupwork.

Introduction
The concept of playing games has been theorized by Suits (1978, p.11) as a "voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles." This notion is supported
by the idea that the act of facing challenges in a game setting provides a unique and engaging experience for players. When viewed as a method for learning,
role-playing games (RPGs) have been shown to provide valuable insights into the player's personality and foster the development of empathy towards others.
By approaching game play as a means of self-discovery and social understanding, players can engage in a rich and meaningful learning experience. Though
often dismissed as ‘just play’, RPGs are used for disaster preparedness, military training, and as an opportunity to begin to understand people from across the
globe (Stark, 2012). These games have increasingly been utilized as a means of exploring and facilitating an understanding of complex personal and societal
issues. The utilization of gaming in education should not be viewed as a means of making education more palatable, but rather as a tool for exploring and
understanding important topics in a unique and engaging way. With established cognitive, social and emotional bene�ts, games often provide an environment
in which students may be willing to take the risks that foster their ethical, moral and social development (Chilcoat & Ligon, 1998; Lee & Hammer, 2011).
Education role-playing techniques have become fairly common, though the degree to which they are applied in classrooms varies greatly. The most familiar
use of gaming techniques is asking a student to assume an unfamiliar role or contemplate ‘what-if’ questions as a classroom exercise to decenter their point
of view (Bean, 2011), or to connect with social concerns that exist in environments outside of the classroom (Hale, 2011).

Virtual learning environments (VLE) have the ability, as do traditional classrooms, to allow groups of students to interact and further engage with topics
covered in videos or traditional lectures. While the potential for immersive technologies to facilitate pedagogical bene�ts is widely recognized, there is a lack of
research in understanding the extent to which instructors may leverage these capabilities. The engagement potential of video games and other immersive
technologies is undeniable, but their effectiveness in supporting the acquisition of emotional skills requires a deeper examination. While traditional forms of
media, such as cinema, have the ability to evoke emotions, they do not provide a consistent and controlled method for eliciting emotional responses in a
manner that supports learning. In order to effectively simulate real-life experiences, it is necessary to induce emotions in an authentic way. Virtual reality (VR)
technology presents a unique solution to this challenge, as it provides a controlled virtual environment in which stimuli can be manipulated to elicit desired
emotional responses. This makes VR an ideal platform for immersive educational experiences that aim to simulate real-life scenarios and facilitate the
acquisition of emotional skills (Louie, Coverdale, Balon, Beresin, Brenner, Guerrero, and Roberts, 2018).

This study seeks to investigate the applicability of role-playing within a virtual learning environment (VLE) and whether the control over individual student
appearance with avatars and being immersed in a relevant historical environment improves student engagement, immersion, presence, and learning
outcomes. Students from two sections of History of Western Art to 1300, which covers prehistory to the Renaissance, engaged in a role-playing scenario
whereby a mock trial over the return of the Elgin Marbles in the British Museum were debated. With the return of the Benin Bronzes, and questions over the
ethics of repatriation in the media, the calls for the return of the Elgin Marbles and the Queen of England’s death were ripe for debate (Frum, 2022). The �rst
class carried out the mock debate in the classroom where regular weekly lectures took place, while the second met in virtual reality using headsets in the XR
and Gaming Lab for the experience. Student surveys, instructor feedback, and artifacts produced following the experience found that both cohorts stated that
preparing for the exercise made them more responsible for their own learning; improved an understanding of diverse perspectives; and helped them
understand the ethical complexities of repatriation of cultural heritage. Additionally, while technical issues complicated survey data, the artifacts students
produced noted the relative potential effectiveness of VR in engaging distance education and asynchronous learners. Many students in their re�ective essays
noted the technical di�culties but noted the bene�ts in that the technology helps break down barriers that one might confront in a person-to-person dialogue,
reduce anxiety, and improve comfort of students in group settings.

Literature Review

Virtual Reality in the Art History Classroom
The utilization of virtual reality (VR) technology in the �eld of art history has garnered increasing attention as the availability of hardware and applications has
increased (Hutson & Olsen, 2021). Early studies in this area explored the elements of immersion, presence, engagement, and educational potential of VR
technology, with a focus on its potential for enhancing traditional art history lecture formats. For instance, a project by Casu, Spano, Sorrentino, and Scateni
(2015) aimed to exploit the lower cost of consumer hardware to develop an application for the teaching of Art History, which allowed for works to be
juxtaposed with each other in virtual rooms, with instructors able to add multimedia content, such as audio or textual descriptions. One of the immediate
bene�ts of such virtual spaces is that comparisons can be made in a physical space that would be impossible in reality. Other VR tools designed for art history
students and teachers have emerged, such as ArtRift, which allows for the con�guration of virtual rooms in a museum with pre-selected artworks and is



Page 3/11

enhanced by multimodal annotation. Brownridge (2020) also proposed a curriculum to integrate VR into history and social studies classes in K-12 education,
where students would take virtual �eld trips using Google Expedition (GE). A series of studies have con�rmed improved engagement and motivation in
students once VR was integrated into coursework.

Similar positive correlations between the use of VR and learning outcomes were con�rmed in postsecondary studies. In recent years, the utilization of
immersive reality technology in the classroom has gained considerable traction, particularly in the �elds of history and art history. Ghida (2020) sheds light on
the use of immersive technology in teaching the history of Western architecture. By leveraging the capabilities of immersive technology, such as Google Earth
VR (released in 2017), Ghida was able to provide his students with a three-dimensional representation of the monuments, which allowed them to experience
the structures in human scale. Similarly, the use of immersive reality technology was explored in a Renaissance art history class at the University of Indiana,
Bloomington. Brennan (2018a), in collaboration with subject-matter expert Dr. Giles Knox, developed four fresco cycles using the Unity game engine. Due to
the limitations of the HTV Vive headset, which needed to be connected to a desktop computer, the virtual reality lab on campus hosted small groups of
students outside of class time. After covering the material in the traditional classroom setting, students had the opportunity to explore the frescoes in an
immersive environment. 360-degree photographs of the cycles were utilized as skyboxes, and students moved through the experience via teleportation
between skyboxes/nodes. The application also incorporated Smarthistory lectures, which were triggered when approaching the respective scenes. It is worth
noting that while the production phase was followed by playtesting and several iterations to optimize the user experience, no data was collected regarding the
outcomes and taxonomic considerations. Further research is needed to fully understand the impact of immersive technology on student engagement and
learning outcomes in the classroom.

More recent studies have further investigated the use of virtual learning environments (VLE) and pedagogical applications of VR for art history. Hutson and
Olsen (2022a) conducted a study to examine the perceived educational bene�ts and technical and pedagogical challenges of using virtual reality (VR)
technology in higher education. The study was based on surveys conducted among students enrolled in online and hybrid courses in the Department of Art
History and Visual Culture and faculty representatives from 12 schools across the university during the 2020–2021 academic year. The results of the study
support the �ndings of previous research and demonstrate a positive correlation between the use of VR technology and positive educational outcomes such
as increased excitement for the learning process, motivation, deeper learning, and long-term retention. The students reported that they had experienced deeper
learning through the use of VR technology as compared to other media or engagement strategies. Based on the results of the study, strategies for the
incorporation of VR technology into postsecondary curriculum were introduced. In another study, Hutson and Olsen (2022b) aimed to determine the most
effective pedagogical use of VR technology using Bloom's revised taxonomy. The study was conducted among students from two sections of History of
Western Art to 1300, covering prehistory to the Renaissance. The students were instructed to complete the same VR applications, which took them through a
reconstruction of Pompeii. The �rst class had the VR experience before covering the material in class, while the second class had a lecture covering the
material in class, followed by the VR experience without further debrie�ng.

The results of the study indicated that the best results were obtained when the topic was introduced to students with a VR experience and other supplementary
materials, followed by a lecture and discussion in class. The students claimed that the limited interaction of the selected VR experience was best suited for the
lower levels of Bloom's revised taxonomy, including the ability to explain ideas or concepts (understanding), draw connections among ideas (analyzing), and
recall facts and basic concepts (remembering). The results of the study con�rm the positive impact of VR technology on student engagement and outcomes,
as well as better understanding of the topics covered. The use of VR technology improved student engagement and outcomes, demonstrating its potential as
a valuable tool in higher education.

Virtual Reality and Active Learning
The utilization of virtual reality in the learning process has been extensively studied and the results have consistently indicated its positive impact. Salzman et
al. (1999) proposed a model which outlines the ways in which virtual reality improves conceptual learning and its impact on the learning process and
outcomes. The claims of the model have been supported by numerous studies that have demonstrated the e�cacy of virtual reality in enhancing learning and
comprehension. Bowman et al. (1998) have emphasized that the virtual environment is capable of providing "a tight coupling between symbolic and
experiential information" which ultimately stimulates learning and comprehension. Multiple studies have established a positive correlation between the
utilization of immersive technology and motivation (Cheung et al. 2013; Jacobson et al. 2005; Sharma et al. 2013; Brownridge 2020), time-on-task (Huang et
al. 2010; Johnson et al. 1998), enjoyment of learning (Apostolellis & Bowman, 2014; Ferracane et al. 2014), deeper learning and long-term retention (Huang et
al. 2010; Rizzo et al. 2006; Hussein & Nätterdal, 2015). The �ndings of these studies provide further evidence for the potential of virtual reality as a tool to
improve learning outcomes.

Virtual Reality (VR) has garnered signi�cant attention in the realm of active learning as an innovative approach to education. Unlike traditional information
delivery systems that are primarily passive, VR and gaming possess the unique capability to dynamically engage students and educators. The goal is
accomplished through the establishment of a contextual relationship between users, virtual content, and cultural context, enabling collaboration between
users and fostering engagement with the cultural context and the virtual environment itself. As articulated by Bekele and Champion (2019), the three de�ning
characteristics of VR for active learning are the ability to establish a contextual relationship, facilitate collaboration, and enable engagement. These features
enable users to interact with the experience, other users, and gain a deeper understanding of the relationship between the three in a virtual environment. This
integration of contextual relationship, collaboration, and engagement provides a dynamic and immersive learning experience that has the potential to
revolutionize the way education is conducted. The ability to actively engage with virtual environments and other users, in addition to having the capability to
understand the relationship between the virtual content and cultural context, creates an experience that is unparalleled in traditional education settings. The
same is true for in-class role-playing games that have hitherto been held only in a physical environment.
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Role-Playing Games
Role-playing games (RPGs) have grown and evolved over the last thirty years in education and include both digital as well as non-digital media (Hitchens &
Drachen, 2009). These games, which have their roots in Dungeons & Dragons in the 1970s (Mason, 2004), exhibit a vast diversity in terms of the number of
participants, mode of play, and the formal and informal systems that govern them. An RPG is a type of game in which a group of players assumes the ability
to de�ne and rede�ne the properties of an imaginary, real, or re-imagined world (Montola, 2008). The ability is achieved through the utilization of a game
system as a framework for communal storytelling and identity alteration (Bowman, 2010), offering players the opportunity to create events that result from the
collective efforts and actions of the participants. Within RPGs there are several different categories that are de�ned by how they are played, with each tending
to emphasize different sorts of interactions. Whereas there are many formats and genres of RPGs, such as tabletop, live action role-playing (larp), alternate
reality game (ARG), or the online world of virtual gaming, the potential to gamify education with the active learning provided by the communal and social
experiences has already been demonstrated.

While the most popular role-playing games, even those designed speci�cally for academia such as Reacting to the Past, are played through non-digital
interactions, more digital versions are being created for educational purposes. As noted by Klopfer (2017), the simulated online world of games is an excellent
platform to harness the immersive and engaging features of virtual reality (VR). These games offer a set of structures that not only support learners in
tackling intricate problems but also allow ample room for personal exploration of intriguing pathways. Speci�cally, Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing
Games (MMOs) provide an environment that fosters social learning and exploration around increasingly complex issues. The incorporation of VR into MMOs
can greatly amplify the learning experience through the enhancement of natural and expressive communication, collaboration, and visualization of complex
information arising from interactions within the virtual space. In an educational setting, learners can be presented with challenging problems requiring the
participation of multiple players, centered around realistic scienti�c concepts.

Klopfer was most interested in teaching scienti�c concepts through MMOs but other research has applied such games to arts education. For instance, Cox
(2014) related how the RPG genre may be incorporated into arts-based research and classrooms to engage students through interpersonal discourse and
re�ection as a tool for collaborative art production. While the example provided by Cox was played in a physical classroom, the applicability to the arts is
relevant for the study at hand. y J. Tuomas Harviainen’s The Tribunal (2012), a type of live-action role-playing game (LARP) that uses a style known as called
jeepform was used in this instance. Cox posits that such RPGs possess the capability of evoking emotions and introspection that art should be able to elicit,
while also transforming the audience into an active participant in the experience. In the realm of education, Live-Action Role-Playing Games (EDU-LARP) serve
as experiential forms of learning that associate subject matter with emotive and memorable experiences, rather than relying solely on rote memorization of
factual information devoid of personal context. Studies have shown that certain scenarios, particularly those that involve �rst-person identi�cation with a
character, offer the potential for personal growth, self-awareness, and the development of empathy towards others. Well-designed role-playing activities have
been found to enhance the acquisition of a multitude of skills in learners, including subject matter knowledge, diplomacy, debate, leadership, public speaking,
critical thinking, and spontaneous problem-solving (Bowman, 2014). These �ndings highlight the potential of RPGs and EDU-LARP as powerful tools for
fostering meaningful learning experiences. The ability to place students in various historical scenarios and have them identify and empathize with different
perspectives is clear.

The use of RPGs to teach the disciplines of art and art history remains novel but their use to teach ethics is not. In an effort to guide educators in selecting
appropriate video games for ethics education, Schrier (2015) proposed the Ethics Practice and Implementation Categorization (EPIC) Framework. The
framework is based on classic models of moral development, learning, and ethical decision-making, as well as prior research and theories associated with
games and ethics. The EPIC Framework encompasses seven goals of ethics education, such as enhancing ethical awareness and promoting re�ection, and 12
strategies that are present in video games, such as role-play and simulation. Of particular relevance to this study is Schrier's (2011) model of ethical decision-
making in video games, which he developed through empirical data and a coding scheme based on Invivo coding and thematic analysis. Using the RPG game
Fable III as a case study, Schrier identi�ed four types of skills and thought processes used in ethical decision-making in video games, as well as the underlying
motivators or "drivers" of player decision-making. These skills and thought processes were categorized into four classi�cations: re�ection-related, information
gathering-related, reasoning-related, and empathy-related. This model is useful in helping educators design ethically impactful scenarios to promote ethical
thinking and decision-making.

Finally, the use of social VR has demonstrated to have widespread appeal for a number of populations, and not just due to �rst-year standing or lack of
emotional maturity. The notion that introverts and individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may prefer virtual environments for social interaction over
traditional face-to-face communication has been previously supported by research. A study by Amichai-Hamburger, Wainapel and Fox (2002) explored the use
of chat on the internet and compared the experiences of introverted and "neurotic" individuals with those of extroverts and "non-neurotic" individuals. The
�ndings indicated that introverts and "neurotic" individuals felt that their true selves were better represented in virtual interactions on the internet, while
extroverts and "non-neurotic" individuals felt that their true selves were more authentically expressed through face-to-face communication and social
interaction. Recent studies have further supported this hypothesis by demonstrating that the use of avatars in virtual reality environments can help reduce
anxiety among various populations. Vianez, Marques, and Simões de Almeida (2022) and Suh and Ahn (2022) found that all demographics reported a greater
ease in engaging with avatars in immersive virtual environments, with introverts, individuals with social anxiety disorders, post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD), and those with ASD reporting a more effective engagement in social virtual reality compared to face-to-face interactions. This research highlights the
potential bene�ts of virtual reality environments for individuals who may otherwise struggle with face-to-face social interactions, and it underscores the
importance of further exploring the therapeutic potential of avatars in virtual environments for these populations.

Methodology
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A mixed-methods study was conducted to evaluate the effectiveness of utilizing virtual reality (VR) in active learning, role-playing scenarios at Lindenwood
University, a private, four-year liberal arts institution located in the suburban area of St. Louis, Missouri. The sample consisted of 50 students from various
academic colleges, including the Colleges of Education and Human Services, Arts and Humanities, Science, Health and Technology, and The Plaster College of
Business and Entrepreneurship, who were enrolled in two General Education sections of History of Western Art to 1300. The two hybrid sections were
conducted during the Fall semester of 2021, and involved a blend of face-to-face instruction with additional activities such as readings, research, and recorded
lectures outside of class.

The purpose of the project was to assess the effectiveness of VR in active learning and role-playing scenarios from the perspectives of students, instructors,
and observations. The study employed surveys from students, instructor feedback, and short essays as artifacts to gather data. The objective was to gain
insights into the students' perceptions, performance, and feedback in combination with instructor feedback and observations.

Students were tasked with researching the arguments for and against the repatriation of the Elgin Marbles. One class was randomly assigned roles, which
included the prosecution, defense, judge, and jury at the outset of each trial. One class carried out the trial in class and face to face, while the other were
instructed to do so while using a VLE in VR. All students submitted a re�ection paper in conjunction with the assignment. The experience occurred at the
midpoint of the semester in addition to other standard course assignments that included a traditional formal analysis paper and two exams with slide
identi�cations and comparison essays.

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of using role-playing game (RPG) scenarios for learning about repatriation through a mixed-methods
approach. Data was collected from students enrolled in an eight-week course at a university in the United States during the fall of 2022. A total of 50 students
from various academic colleges participated in the study, which was administered through an online survey.

The survey instrument consisted of both qualitative and quantitative data, including questions related to student demographics, feedback on the in-class and
virtual reality (VR) experiences, and student preferences for RPG scenarios. Additionally, students were asked to provide open-ended comments regarding their
experience and perception of RPG scenarios in a classroom setting. Data was collected using Qualtrics to ensure the privacy and anonymity of responses, and
was available for approximately two weeks after the end of the course. Descriptive statistics were calculated and used to compare the results between
different demographic groups.

In order to gain a deeper understanding of the learning outcomes and student feedback, the results from the survey were paired with data from re�ection
papers, assignments, and exams. The re�ective essays were evaluated and compared to the survey results to gain further insight into the students'
experiences. The results of the study indicated that using RPG scenarios in a classroom setting was positively received by students and was considered to be
a valuable tool for learning about repatriation. Students reported that the modality of the RPG scenario had a signi�cant impact on their level of comfort,
learning outcomes, engagement, and the immersive nature of the exchange. Furthermore, the results showed that students were highly engaged, participated
actively in discussions, and expressed excitement about the topics covered.

Results
The demographics of the participants re�ected that of previous studies (Hutson & Olsen, 2022a; Hutson & Olsen, 2022b). Of the 50 student respondents, 96%
of participants were between 18–24 years of age and 4% between 25–34; 54% identi�ed as female, 42% male, 2% non-gender queer, and 2% non-binary; 74%
identi�ed as White, 14% Black or African American, 8% Hispanic or Latino, and 4% Native Hawaiian or Other Paci�c Islander. The majority (72%) of students
were enrolled in the course to ful�ll a General Education requirement, 20% enrolled to ful�ll major requirements, and 8% as an elective.

With regards to the modality in which the exercise took place, overall, 58% completed the experience face-to-face in regular class time and 42% using VR
headsets and a VLE (Engage). When asked about how well-prepared respondents felt for the experience, 86.27% selected somewhat or very prepared. In
considering how engaging the experience was and in assisting with an understanding of the topic covered versus reading 68.62% selected moderately to very
useful, while 64.7% when compared to watching a video. However, when considering the cohorts separately, there were noticeable differences. While 86.21% of
both cohorts claimed to be somewhat or very prepared for the experience, 37.93% of those that participated face-to-face selected very prepared whereas only
18.18% of the VR group said the same. The different sentiment became more evident when reviewing responses on how engaging the experience was and
assisting in understanding of the topic. 62% of the face-to-face group selected very to extremely useful, while only 22.73% of the VR group said the same. In
fact, while there was relatively little disagreement on the importance of the experience for the former group, 27.28% of the latter actually stated it was slightly
or not at all useful. The same lower scores were also re�ected in comparing the experience with reading or watching a video- 58.62% of the in-person group
selected very or extremely useful compared to watching a video, while only 31.82% of the virtual cohort saying the same.

While most of the responses for the VR cohort were less promising for the use of RPGs than the in-person, when asked about whether the experience inhibited
their learning in any way, responses were surprising. Here the results were inverted with only 18.18% of the VR cohort claiming any inhibitions with their
learning whereas 27.59% of the face-to-face group reporting issues. Moreover, 72.73% of the VR cohort stated they did not with only 9% stating “maybe” they
experienced some issues and 55.17% of face-to-face responded in the negative with 17.24% claiming “maybe.” In the following free responses that asked only
respondents who indicated their learning had been inhibited to identify what could have reduced or eliminated frustration, there was frustration expressed for
the amount of time and level of effort required of the assignment. In the face-to-face cohort, several students noted the amount of time to prepare as the
assignment was “That big of a deal,” suggesting that the grade weight for the assignment did not match their perceived level of effort put in. The VR cohort
there were less who indicated they had a negative learning experience and thus less responses, but the few that did note the dislike of mandatory grouping
and preference one indicated a preference to do the assignment face-to-face.
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The next series of questions related to the experience in particular and results con�rm previous research on the improved comfort level of using VR as a social
intermediary device (Anderson, Rothbaum, & Hodges, 2003; Chesham, Malouff, & Schutte, 2018; Kim et al. 2022). Respondents were asked about their comfort
level in participating in the experience and as hypothesized, those that participated face-to-face demonstrated higher levels of extreme discomfort than did the
VR cohort where none noted such. Interestingly, both cohorts reported roughly the same (10%) level of extreme comfort (Figs. 1, 2). At the same time, when
asked about whether the environment where the experience took place contributed to a sense of immersion, 64% of the in-person cohort (Fig. 3) responded in
the negative, 25% stated that it did and 11% were unsure; 45% of the VR cohort (Fig. 4) stated that the environment was impactful, the same percentage that it
did not and 10% were unsure. Overwhelmingly, both cohorts stated that preparing for the exercise made them more responsible for their own learning with 82%
of in-person agreeing and 86% of the VR doing the same. The same was true for the experience improved an understanding of diverse perspectives at 71% in-
person and 77% VR. Finally, both groups agreed on the fact that the experience helped them understand the ethical complexities of repatriation of cultural
heritage with 75% agreeing from the in-person group and 72% from the VR group.

The free responses at the end of the survey asked respondents if they had any other thoughts on the experience with RPGs or how to improve the experience.
Those in the VR cohort noted technical issues of using the technology and expressed frustration for needing to �nd time outside of class to complete the
exercise. For instance, one student related that “While it was fun to explore the virtual reality headsets and program, we ran into a lot of problems while
creating accounts that lead to only half of our group making it into the meeting room.” A solution was offered by another student who stated, “In the future, it
would be nice to access the headsets in class and be more familiar with them before the activity.” The in-person group also noted di�culty in �nding time to
work with classmates outside of class time to prepare for the assignment. One wrote, “I enjoyed talking with classmates, I think that if we were able to do it in
class like the other class got to, it would have been more enjoyable because �nding time to get together with other classmates is a little di�cult with such
varying schedules.” The group did con�rm the engaging nature of the experience: “I like role-playing, not only is it fun it's de�nitely an engaging way to learn
and for me as well.” However, improvements to the game mechanics were also suggested: “it was good, have the setup / structure and organization of the
transitions of the ‘eu board’ a little more neat though because it seemed very uncertain or confusing.”

The artifacts were also insightful as to the relative potential effectiveness of VR in engaging distance education and asynchronous learners. Many students in
their re�ective essays noted the technical di�culties if they were in the VR cohort, but did, in fact, note the bene�ts. As one student wrote that there are
preliminary obstacles, but once you get past the learning curve, the technology helps break down barriers that one might confront in a person-to-person
dialogue. As the student wrote,

My only gripe about this exercise is setting up VR equipment.... Aside from that, I absolutely loved the entire experience once we got into it. I found that the
Virtual Room we did our project in helped to break the ice. It’s a lot easier to talk to an avatar of someone in VR than conversing in real life. We took the project
seriously and did it by the book, but there was also an aura of friendliness I had with my group members almost as if I had known these people for a while.
The trial was interesting because I went in with the predetermined idea that we would rule in favor of the return of the art, but instead the defense did a
fantastic job giving rebuttals and debate topics (some of which I used in my previous paragraphs talking about my opinion on the Elgin Marbles). The VR
space made it super easy for people who are acquaintances to begin talking about topics such as the Elgin Marbles and to even give incredible points of
argument with con�dence they would never have being face to face in real life.

The instructor of record noted that students enjoyed the engaging nature of the RPG activity. The majority for the responses indicated that they bene�tted
more from setting up the mock trial instead of reading independently; they gained a greater nuanced understanding of the topic; and understood the issues
more thanks to peers making comments and bringing up points instead of them merely reading the articles independently. A portion of the VR cohort
commented that the virtual space created an engaging environment to host their conversations. At the same time, some students reported the use of the VR
headsets felt super�uous given that the students were enrolled in a face-to-face class and completed the exercise in the same room. Being in the same space
negated the bene�t of completing the exercise remotely. One of the major obstacles for setting up the VR experience is helping students overcome the initial
learning curve and the support needed how to operate the equipment, and log into the application required of the experience. One student noted speci�cally
that the novelty of the VR device held some of the appeal for the activity as they had never used a headset before. Thus, being able to explore a new virtual
environment was part of what made the activity engaging.

Discussion
The present study con�rms the potential bene�ts of social virtual reality (VR) in terms of psychological outcomes. In their study, Barreda-Ángeles and
Hartmann (2022) investigated the relationship between activities performed in VR and feelings of presence during the COVID-19 pandemic. The psychological
bene�ts of the VR experience, including enjoyment, self-expansion, and relatedness, were also examined. The results indicated that feelings of spatial
presence were a predictor of all three outcomes, while social presence only predicted relatedness and enjoyment, but not self-expansion. Moreover, the bene�ts
provided by VR, such as presence and immersion, are essential in creating a safe and comfortable virtual social environment for individuals experiencing
social anxiety, depression, or introversion (Coban, Bolat, & Goksu, 2022). It is crucial to consider the psychological impact of virtual environments, as they
become increasingly integrated into daily life and offer a range of bene�ts for diverse populations.

Due largely to the global pandemic, both educators and administrators report increased fatigue, anxiety, and depression among students and the working
population at large. So-called “Zoom fatigue” has been reported in both populations as well, triggered by prolonged video conferencing interactions (Fosslien
& Duffy, 2020). Students now entering college spent some of their most formative years cloistered away from peers and unable to develop important social
skills. These students are now reporting higher levels of anxiety when entering college, especially in peer-to-peer interactions and public speaking assignments
(Gallego et al., 2022). Consequently, it can be inferred that marginalized groups, such as those suffering from social anxiety, depression or introversion, will
reap the maximum bene�ts from social VR and the metaverse. In support of this notion, various virtual environments have been created for collaboration and
meetings, such as Spatial, Horizons Workroom, Meeting VR, Rumii and Engage. These environments are characterized by low-key settings, such as minimal
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lighting and minimal sound or music, which can be adjusted or even muted by participants as per their preferences. Additionally, users are empowered to
present themselves in the virtual world through a customized avatar that accurately re�ects their desired image. Respondents noted the improved level of
comfort and ease of engagement with classmates using these strategies.

Conclusion
The realities of higher education require multimodal strategies for course instruction and learner outcomes. With the pandemic came a move to online,
asynchronous and hybrid models of classroom instruction that will only accelerate in adoption as the demographic cliff of 2026 nears. At the same time, each
generation of students has different experiences, learning background, and challenges. With increased anxiety brought on Gen Z by the global pandemic,
providing entry points for safe and effective engagement in critical thinking exercises is a pronounced challenge for educators (Katz et al. 2022). One
approach has been to use role playing in the classroom, and the preceding study outlines how RPGs can also be leveraged for use in a distance learning
environment where students are physically separate from one another. The ability to engage via avatars has also been proven to reduce time on task with
regard to initial awkwardness of group formation and interaction with mock debates. As such, results from this investigation indicate a further study is
required to see how student perceptions change if in remote locations to better understand the potential bene�ts for asynchronous and distance learning. With
the rise of the metaverse, the ability to engage virtually will open new doors for educators and students and allow for the free exchange of ideas across
geographical divides.
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Level of comfort reported by face-to-face cohort

Figure 2

Level of comfort reported by VR cohort

Figure 3

Environmental impact on immersion and engagement in face-to-face cohort

Figure 4

Environmental impact on immersion and engagement in VR cohort


