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Role-Playing Games for Common Well-Being in High
School — Notes from a Study Developed in Southern
Brazil

Rafael Ramires Jagues and Cl&udia Alquati Bisol

Abstract—As violence increases in Brazilian schools and the
dropout rates grow, common well-being becomes a challenge.
Several studies have been developed in order to understand
these phenomena and find solutions to these problems. This
paper begins with a brief contextualization of the current
Brazilian situation and some challenges regarding relationships
in Brazilian high schools. Suggesting that it may be possible to
promote companionship and common well-being in the school
environment through the use of games, this study also brings a
report of two workshops held in an educational institution in
southern Brazil in which Role-playing Game (RPG) was used
for educational purposes. From this experience, it is possible to
make some considerations about the use of this kind of game and
its potential.

Index Terms—Education, common well-being,
companionship, role-playing game.
. INTRODUCTION

In a society that has been more and more confrontational,
the school environment is suffering under the same
circumstances. Brazilian education is going through a crisis [1]
that has worsened due to recurrent problems of violence in
different levels of society, including the daily lives of students
and teachers [2].

Establishing positive relationships or simply “being
together” in the classroom has become a challenge due to
conflicts, disagreements, physical and verbal aggression that
occur daily and this impacts student learning [3]. At the same
time, there are statistics indicating that the number of students
who are quitting school is increasing [1]. Is violence
influencing the decision to drop out of school?

At this critical moment, in which the Minister of Education
affirmed that Brazilian High School is a “disaster” [4], little
by little the amount of research that seeks to investigate these
phenomena increases.

This paper is based on the assumption that it may be
possible to improve this situation through a project that seeks
to support students, to strengthen ties, to reduce conflicts, and
to increase acceptance of the different points of view that exist
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in society.

To do so, we use one of the approaches that have been
studied to try to promote common well-being and
companionship in school: the use of games in the classroom
[5]-[7]. This paper seeks to bring some notes about the use of
a specific game (Role-playing Game) and, from the reports of
some workshops that were carried out with high school
students in southern Brazil, offers some suggestions on how to
use this game in the school to try to increase integration and
acceptance among students.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEW

A. High School in Brazil

Two data points draw attention in the current Brazilian
educational context: school violence and dropout. In Brazil,
violence has been part of the daily life in schools. In a report
published in 2016 [2], 42% of the students interviewed stated
that they had already suffered some physical or verbal
aggression in school. According to high school students, the
lack of acceptance turns into verbal, physical and
psychological violence, implicating the entire school
community [3].

A study reveals that there has been an increase in the rate of
high school dropout, which, until 2014, had been falling
gradually [1]. The same study brings references showing that
students who have dropped out are more likely to be exposed
to violence, which could worsen a situation that is already
critical.

At the same time, it is known that in 2017, only 59.2% of
Brazilian youths up to 19 years completed high school [1].
Therefore, students are exposed to violence both in and out of
school and this can be one of the causes of the conflicts that
occur in classroom relationships.

In a context where a number of factors have contributed to
the worsening of the situation (such as threats, robberies,
thefts, bullying, etc.) [2], “being together” has been a constant
challenge. To be in school, to be with others, represents being
in diverse social relationships [8]. It is, at the same time,
living the conflict.

This daily tension, despite having different roots, creates a
scenario that opens the way to study how to mitigate the
problem. The research that pointed out the rates of students
who were victims of aggression in the school environment [2]
offers suggestions on how to deal with the situation. One of
them concerns the implementation of programs to promote
companionship and common well-being.
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Thus, research has been conducted on the use of games in
the classroom, seeking to verify if it is possible to increase the
permanence of the students and to improve the human
relations in the school [6], [9], [10].

B. Games in Education

Playing is a cultural element present in daily life. People
play because they want to escape from the real world — they
want to have fun [11]. The suspension of reality allowed by
games and the experience of situations through the imaginary
makes it possible to see games beyond entertainment [12].

Therefore, it is possible to find games in several contexts,
including the pedagogical field. There are many studies that
explore the use of games in education (i.e. [5]-[7], [9]-[10],
[13], [14]). In general, these studies aim to understand how it
is possible to teach something through the act of playing.

In this paper, however, the objective is not to propose the
use of games to teach lessons, but to allow students to be
together. To achieve that, the chosen game was the
Role-playing Game (RPG). This is not the first time that the
RPG is used for this purpose (as can be seen in [15], [16]), but
this study attempts to offer new ways of thinking about the
game in the classroom.

C. Tabletop Role-Playing Games

In a simple way, Role-playing Games (RPG) can be
distinguished in two categories: electronic and tabletop. This
study concerns the tabletop RPG, which is a spoken,
collective, cooperative game with characters created by the
players, in which fiction is produced [10], [17]. In general,
RPGs are played around a table using only paper, pen, and
dice. One of the players, called the Game Master (or
Storyteller), is responsible for the progress of the game
sessions and for the description of the events of the imaginary
world. The other players interpret their characters, also
verbally.

Players make an agreement about the setting in the
beginning (such as the context where the story takes place and
the abilities and limitations of the characters) and after that,
the game session starts — it will be like an improvised theater
[17]. The Game Master describes the scene and the settings,
then the players assume the role of their characters describing
their actions. Afterward, the Game Master describes the
events unleashed from the actions of the players and the game
follows this dynamic. RPGs differs from most of the other
games (especially electronics) because it gives the players
endless possibilities — whatever it is possible to imagine can
be tried in game [10].

Because it is a cooperative game, RPGs have been
investigated in several studies as a possible way to promote
and support human relationships [10], [18]. Therefore, this
work aims to point out some RPGs feature that can be used as
a pedagogical tool based on the experiences of its use in the
educational environment.

This study presents two workshops that took place in the
years of 2012 and 2017 in the IFRS (Education, Science and
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Technology Federal Institute of Rio Grande do Sul), an
educational and research institution located in the state of Rio
Grande do Sul (southern Brazil), which receives students
from high to graduate school.

In 2012, an RPG workshop was held in which 33 high
school students (ages 14-17) participated in 7 groups of up to
5 participants (Workshop 1). The teacher responsible for the
workshops was the Game Master and the students were the
regular players. The group creation was initially made
according to the participants' choice. Students were allocated
randomly when they did not want to or could not choose the
groups.

Based on studies that pointed out RPGs as a game capable
of supporting the development of social skills and interaction
[19], [20], the possibility of taking it into the classroom was
first thought. Thus, with this purpose, Workshop 1 was held,
and lasted 6 weeks, with weekly one-hour meetings for each
of the 7 groups.

Another workshop was held in 2017, aimed to the general
public, both internal and external to the institution (Workshop
2). The purpose of this second workshop was to publicize
Role-playing Game as a cultural, leisure and potentially
educational element. Eleven people participated in this
workshop (students from different educational institutions of
the city, aged between 16 and 30 years), attending a
presentation about the RPG and its possible uses for leisure
and education. Participants were then divided into two groups
and were able to experience the game in hands-on sessions
where everyone took turns in the roles of player and Game
Master. The whole workshop lasted approximately 4 hours.

V.

From the work done with the participants of the two
workshops and with the feedback obtained, it is possible to
make some observations regarding the use of games in the
classroom and the relationships in the school environment.

Some groups from Workshop 1 were formed by affinity
between participants, others were created randomly. In both
cases, there was cooperation in the game. It was also possible
to see that there was integration among the students,
especially related to those who were participating in groups in
which, although they knew their classmates, they did not have
a close bond with them.

In addition, it was possible to observe that the students
began to share other moments together, outside the workshops,
talking about the game and even scheduling games sessions
on their own.

Another characteristic that drew attention throughout the
workshops concerns some students who appeared to be shy at
the beginning of the process. Over time, they were more
communicative, participating in the group discussions,
something they initially avoided.

None of the students missed the meetings, appearing to be
very interested in the game. When the workshops ended, some
of them requested the extension of the period, but this was not
possible. Thereupon, they chose to continue playing, creating
their own RPG meetings, in and out of school, demonstrating
an integration that went beyond the educational environment.

“BEING TOGETHER” DURING THE WORKSHOPS
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In Workshop 2, participants expressed their interest in
using RPG with pedagogical purposes. Some of them already
knew the game and attended the workshop to find ways to
apply it in the classroom. The participants who wanted to
know the game, after trying it, considered the possibility of
applying it in school. They also pointed out the alternation of
characters as positive in the workshop, helping to have
different experiences of role-playing.

After the Workshop 2, one of the participants organized
some RPG events in a local cafeteria, gathering around 30
people in each event, which seems to have promoted social
integration.

In both workshops, the creation of random groups allowed
interactions between people who, until then, did not know
each other or did not relate much. Even in this context, the
players managed to work together as a team. This is a very
interesting attribute of cultural activities and, based on this
experience, it was possible to verify that the RPG also
provides moments of integration.

V. RPGs IN THE CLASSROOM: PEDAGOGICAL
CONSIDERATIONS

From the perceptions about the activities developed in the
workshops, it is possible to point out some topics regarding
the use of RPG in classes in order to promote companionship
among students.

In general, games used in the classroom are designed for
pedagogical purposes or transformed to fulfill some
pedagogical role [21]. However, as mentioned before, RPG is
a type of game that needs little or no adaptation when it comes
to working towards integration among students. Cooperation
and teamwork are part of the essence of the Role-playing
Game and this, combined with the fact that there is no
competition, provides a moment of integration with less
conflict.

The cooperative situations made available by the game can
help players to understand and experience real-life moments
through role-playing. In this context, practicing cooperation
and understanding more about interdependence in society is
part of the exercise of playing RPG. This kind of game can be
used as an educational technology that provides new ways of
socializing in the educational environment. The game can
thus bring to the classroom new forms of dialogue, teamwork,
and collaboration [22].

To provide access to play, entertainment, and fun through
non-competitive games (where the goal is not to defeat the
other players) may encourage students to use their skills not
only for their own benefit but also to bring gain to those
around them. Thus, exercising the dialogue to find the best
solutions to the challenges proposed is also to exercise their
social skills. In the staging, it is possible to understand that all
actions have consequences, which can help develop a sense of
responsibility [23].

According to the abilities and personality traits of each
individual, social interaction and argumentation become more
explored resources instead of always searching for conflict. It
is common for players, especially beginners, to try using
superpowers to find the solution of problems, avoiding
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dialogue and moving directly to a quick solution [23]. As they
become more experienced, players tend to decrease the
frequency with which they use “brute force” and to appreciate
social interaction and dialogue, discussing with their peers’
strategies for solving problems [23].

Discussing with other players, relating to other people,
living the difference that exists between individuals, may
promote common well-being. It is also worth mentioning the
possible benefits that can come from the creation of random
groups for playing. Students often prefer to play with
classmates whom they have more affinity, and this is not a
problem. However, allowing a closer contact with other
people can lead to the creation of hew bonds.

Likewise, allowing students to take turns in the roles of
player and storyteller can lead to different ways to approach
the same situation. It is also possible to remain in the role of
player, only changing characters. This alternation allows the
interpretation of new roles, bringing new perspectives and, in
a certain way, experimenting what it is like to be in the place
of the other, assuming new characteristics.

This way of being in relation to the other, of being in
relation to the differences, has an important role because it
can lead to less conflictive relations in the school environment.
These workshops with the RPG in the classroom led to the
formalization of a research about the potentialities that the
RPG has of creating relationships between the students [10].
Under those circumstances, it is possible to affirm that the
Role-playing Game can be a pedagogical tool of integration in
the classroom, which opens the possibility for many studies to
be realized.

VI.

Brazilian reality presents itself with growing violence.
Schools are part of this scenario. In a conflict-ridden society,
bringing people together and strengthening the bonds of
companionship can help reduce strife.

Bringing the game to the school environment may, in
addition to helping keep students' interest in school, teach
values such as respect and acceptance, something that, when
not present, may trigger violence.

This study aimed to better understand how it is possible to
use the game in the classroom to provide different forms of
social integration among students. Throughout the process, it
was possible to note some insights on how students behaved
during the period.

Students of different ages were followed in two separate
workshops. High school students who participated in
Workshop 1 already knew each other. Workshop 2 was
opened to the general public so there was no previous
interaction. Following the students during the workshops
allowed us to identify some behaviors that seem to be
promising, in the sense of advancing the study regarding the
use of Role-playing Games as a common well-being
educational tool.

In Workshop 1, in which players were followed for a longer
period, it was possible to notice the strengthening of ties. The
way students dedicated themselves to the game, getting
together to discuss game strategies, exchanging information

CONCLUSION
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about their characters and even scheduling game sessions
outside the school environment, provides good clues towards
future work concerning the use of RPGs. In Workshop 2,
however, there was no way to verify this because of its short
duration. Still, as with Workshop 1, there were scheduling of
new game matches for the future, which may reveal some
social integration, even among people who did not know each
other.

In both Workshops, it was noticeable that there was
creation of bonds. People who came from different contexts
of life, with different points of view, met, played and
cooperated. These relaxed and friendly interactions between
the players allows us to think about future research, seeking to
identify whether there is indeed an increase in integration and
acceptance among students.

While our reality proves itself challenging, there is a
growing need to find ways to enrich the common well-being.
In RPGs, the way players are placed face to face and interact,
even when playing characters, can be considered “being in
relation to the other”. Although RPG is role-playing, “being
together” is not [10]. The moments of integration provided by
the game can be valuable in the school context and result in a
sense of collaboration towards common well-being.

In the workshops held in southern Brazilian schools, the
students were very interested in the game and it was possible
to notice that the socialization that began as a school activity
eventually surpassed the walls of the classroom to the external
context.

From this study, new ways of using the RPG in the school
context may be formalized, seeking student’s integration,
acceptance of differences and respect between individuals.
Proceeding with the studies may give more strength to games
in the classroom so that pedagogical activities may continue
to fulfill their objective: to transform society.
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