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Abstract

The present study aims to determine the impact of tabletop role-playing in the
development and elicitation of the interaction and mediation modes of communication
in higher secondary EFL school students in Venice, Italy. Alongside the observation of
linguistic skills, linguistic self-confidence and motivation have also been taken into
account as a possible area of influence for the use of tabletop role-playing games. To
determine the outcome of the games’ implementation in the classroom, the study has
gathered a number of voluntary participants to take part in an after-school language
workshop that indeed consisted in no more than playing Zalka’s (2016) simplified
system for tabletop role-playing while prioritizing the English language over the
student’s native tongue. The data gathered during the study were of duplicitous nature:
quantitative data gathered through a self-assessment questionnaire and qualitative data
from the compilation of anecdotal records. The elaboration of the data was conducted
by comparing entry and exit self-assessment questionnaires while holding the anecdotal
records as an instrument to better understand the context’s influence in the results. The
final results of the present thesis see tabletop role-playing games as having a neutral
impact on the researched linguistic abilities, perhaps because of the reduced time in
which the participants were exposed to the method employed here. On the other hand,
tabletop role-playing appears to have a decisive impact on student’s motivation and

linguistic self-confidence, aligning with previous research in its findings.
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Introduction

The present study is an attempt at applying Zalka’s (2016) game system for
implementing tabletop role-playing games in the classroom for higher secondary school
students. The system here repurposed mainly consists in a simplification of popular
tabletop role-playing games’ game systems in order to render it accessible in both time
required for implementation and complexity for its players. While the method employed
by Zalka (2016) was utilized for teaching classical literature, such in the case of
Argonautica, the present study desires to elicit target linguistic proficiencies and denote
possible effects of the use of tabletop role-playing in relation to linguistic motivation
and self-confidence in its target audience. Though the studies seem divergent at first, it
is Zalka themselves that recognizes the games here researched as able to develop a vast
suite of skills among which appear vocabulary, leadership, public speaking and social
skills (Zalka V. C., 2016) while also citing studies that employed commercial game
systems that had proven to be successful in developing linguistic skills (Botturi L., 2010
in Zalka V. C. 2016). As the games intrinsically rely on speech and collaboration, it
seemed natural to focus this study on mediation and interaction, both of which rely on
communal problem-solving, construction of concepts and, broadly speaking, the
conveying of information. To determine the efficacy of the method employed in the
present thesis both quantitative and qualitative data have been gathered during a
linguistic workshop in the higher secondary school for tourism in Venice “LIL.S.
Francesco Algarotti” during after-school hours. The workshop consisted of small groups
participating in a two-and-a-half hour long tabletop role-playing session once a week for
a month. The participation in the study was wholly voluntary and no external
recognition could be granted for the student’s participation. The only requirement for
participation was for the students to have a self-assessed Bl or B2 level of English
proficiency. The quantitative data collected during the study were gathered at the
beginning and end of the four workshops by submitting two identical self-assessment
questionnaires to the participants. The data collected with this method were used to
extrapolate percentile changes in the target proficiencies and in motivation. The
qualitative data were instead gathered during the study in the form of anecdotal records
and used to better contextualize the findings as a whole. To conclude this brief
introduction, the structure of the thesis is thus: the first two sections are dedicated to

background and theoretical information, the third section is relative to the methodology



employed to gather data and the study’s contextual information, the fourth section is a
presentation of the raw data gathered, while the fifth and sixth sections are dedicated to
the analysis and discussion of the results. No claim of ownership is attributed to any
product rightfully owned by Wizards of the Coast, the Dungeon and Dragons trademark

and all places, names and storylines attributed to the company or its creative teams.



1. On Tabletop Role-playing Games

1.1. Insights on the Definition of Play

The arduous task of the definition of games and play has been famously undertaken by
Huizinga (1949) in Homo Ludens: a study of the play element in culture, a work that is
yet considered one of the most influential in the contemporary study of play (Frissen V.
et al, 2015). Huizinga defines play as the antithesis of seriousness and determinism, a
haven from everyday life, an escape both willing and spontaneous into a separate reality
that is governed by different rules and whose inhabitants generally identify themselves
by exhibiting some form of behavior, insignia, clothing (Anchor R., 1978). According to
Frissen (2015), the original definition of Huizinga can be more succinctly divided into
six fundamental characteristics that are proper to a game to be called such: firstly, play
and games are an expression of freedom as a disinterested entity unconcerned by the
daily struggles of survival, existing for itself only, purposeless and a delightful
intermezzo into our own life; secondly, play is “not meant”, or rather, it is a mimicry of
everyday life and can be the context to rituality; thirdly, it entrances the players in a
state that varies in nature (euphoria, solemnity, seriousness and so on) but that
irreversibly consists in emotional tension; fourthly, the quality of play existing in its
own time and space, a cyclical repetitive experience located in a “magic circle”, that is,
a designated space that exists beyond ordinary reality; fifthly, the presence of rigid rules
whose trespassing causes play to collapse on itself and cease to exist; and lastly, play
brings and is order, as a constructed space, mimicry of life and cultural product.
Huizinga’s theorization of play does not end with its definition but rather considers play
as a fundamental principle of organized culture and tries to delineate its presence in
“higher forms of culture”(Anchor R., 1978). Among the characteristics that Frissen
(2015) has identified one emerges in its contradictory nature: the conception of play as a
dichotomy in contrast to reality and seriousness is irreconcilable with the modern
understanding of reality. This dichotomous relationship is one of the many points that

Ehrmann and his colleagues will contest in their famous critical piece (Ehrmann J.,



Lewis C. & Lewis P., 1968). Ehrmann' finds the claim of an a priori reality being used
as a contrast medium to define play to be preposterous and methodologically unsound
since Huizinga’s claims falter in non-utilitarian cultures that do not deem play unfruitful
or barren (Anchor R. 1978). To clarify, in claiming a required stepping into a “magic
circle” comprising a secondary play-space, the philosopher fails to recognize that the
reality that play ushers its participants into is not separate but rather generated from the
player’s cultural and societal context (Calleja G., 2015). Once more, Huzinga’s claim of
there being a “magic circle” in which the players step into would acknowledge the
existence of a “true” reality that is somehow not inextricably tied to culture the moment
it is experienced while also ignoring that the player exists in a duplicitous moment both
in the meta-culture created by the game and without it in contemporaneity, that is: the
ludentes while wholly engaged in play remain both existing and conscious within their
own reality by being able to comment and realize their participation to the game itself
(Frissen V. et al, 2015). Once more is Frissen (2015) critical of Huzinga’s tenets of play
in regards to the rigidity of games’ rules, his very own claim is in fact questioned by his
very self in his observations: he claims play as an ever-changing “higher” construct that
is, consequently, fluid and therefore not monolithic. Though, arguably, Frissen and their
colleagues may humorously mistake Huizinga’s claim to be too rigid themselves,
Huizinga may understand play’s rules as a strict entity until they are agreed not to be
strict anymore. That is, a game’s rules are indeed a fundamental constituent of play in
the cases where play is game and they exist as an agreed upon ritual. Rules are then
understandable as absolute in the precise moment they are acknowledged and followed
but no further. This statement might be an echo of Motte’s (2009) insight on latent
literature. Motte, by guiding the reader through French poetry, connects Ehramnn’s
critique of the essential unfruitfulness of play and the stretching of and building upon
rules of experimental poetry to paint the usefulness of play as an intrinsic and, at times,
self-reflective exercise in which rules are indeed strict but also freely accepted or shed.
The claims here contested are, in fact, at the basis of Huizinga’s further considerations
on play and culture: play, being elevated to the higher systems of culture but,
conversely, antecedent to culture itself, present in animals and all the similar to instincts,
becomes to Huizinga the root of culture itself, constructing as civilisations “mature”
separate realities and times in which play is allowed and, to a degree, constructs the

rhythms of rituality, sport, musical performance. Humans are better understood as sub

! For ease of prose, when referring to Ehrmann one is referring to him and his colleagues.



specie ludis, constructing interaction through play while holding in parallel survival
and instinct (Van Lente D., 2013). To better understand Huizinga’s point of view, one
might think of play as a brush and life as its canvas, an embellishment, the colour

between the lines, blending seamlessly in our everyday lives.

In further unraveling Huizinga’s trailblazing piece, one shall inevitably cast their gaze
on Caillois’ elaboration of the aforementioned master’s work: his Les Jeux et les
Hommes (1958) marks yet another interesting proposal in the taxonomy of play. Caillois
(1958) proposes a separation of game into different categories placed along a continuum
defined by extremes of structure that eventually all construct a yet relevant compass on
the nature of games. Before further examining the nature of tabletop role-playing
games, one must first delve back once more into the fundamental categories of play.
Games fall, as proposed by Caillois, into the categories of chance, competition,
simulation and vertigo. Games of chance take their name after the Latin word for dice:
Alea, these games verge on decisions that are outside of the players’ influence and are
generally entrusted to a third party or a game object. Caillois paints the games of chance
as ones of abandon, of delegation of responsibility and of equalization of chance. In
contrast to the games of Alea lay the games of skill and competition, those of Agon. The
competitive games of skill supposedly create a level playing field in which the only
factor determining one’s victory over the others is a form of inherent skill such as
dexterity, wit, strength. The games of Mimicry are those of temporary “illusion” and
pretense, ones of suspension of disbelief and of hyperreality. Lastly, the games of
vertigo, or Ilinx are those that are meant to dull the senses and perceptions for small
periods of time such as rapidly spinning to induce vertigo in oneself (Caillois, 1958).
These four categories, as previewed, exist themselves on a continuum between Ludus
and Paidia, a simple dichotomy that poses formalization, complexity and structure as
pertaining to the sphere of Ludus on one end and spontaneity to that of Paidia on the
other (Gouglas S. et al, 2014). The four categories would then unveil a tendency
towards either side and divide themselves twofold: the games of Il/inx and Alea more
naturally tendent to the dimension of Paidia while the remaining categories would
better align with the concept of Ludus (Caillois, 1958). Not only does Caillois propose
categories of play and game alike, he also further supports them by theorizing the
possible conjunctions of attributes that could be used as categorizers for supposed

games. Among these, some are considered impossible either because of their contrastive



nature (such as agonistic pursuits and pure chance) or simply impossible, further
stiffening the close taxonomy proposed by the Frenchman (Boratav P. N., 1960).
According to Ehrmann, Lewis C. and Lewis P. (1968), Caillois also appears to conceive

a six-point definition of play, here reported as translated by Lewis C. and Lewis P.

(1968):

1. free: the player cannot be obliged to participate without robbing play of its nature as
alluring and joyful diversion;

2. separate: it is circumscribed within limits of space and time which are precise and
fixed in advance;

3. uncertain: its course cannot be determined nor its outcome reached in advance, a
certain latitude for innovation being left necessarily to the initiative of the player;

4. unproductive: it creates neither goods nor wealth nor new elements of any kind; and,
except for redistribution of property within the circle of players, it results in a situation
identical to that with which it began;

5. controlled: it is subject to conventions which suspend ordinary laws and introduce
temporarily a new body of legislation endowed with exclusive authority;

6. fictive; it is accompanied by a specific awareness of a second reality or of
straightforward unreality in relation to everyday life.

As Caillois’ work itself is a criticism and expansion on Huizinga's, we can easily note
that this definition reinforces the points made by its predecessor. Stress is once again
imposed on the presence of different realities, the overabundance of rules and
organization and play’s nature as being unfruitful and generally purposeless. Ultimately,
the faults of both works here cited seem to fall into an ubiquitous attempt at defining
play and positioning it in a dichotomic or otherwise rigid relation to the absence of it
(Frissen V. et al, 2015) and, in doing so, falling into the tendency of oversimplifying a
product, creator and instrument of culture that would otherwise be fluid and complex. In
expanding upon Huizinga, Caillois (1958) affirms the presence of an interesting
dichotomy within reality: that of play and seriousness. The delineation of such
opposition is, in fact, borne at first by Huizinga in his presentation of play as a respite
from everyday serious life and its struggles, later further exacerbated by the positioning
of the play-world in a separate reality and time in contrast to everyday experience.
Despite affirming this cleavage in the nature of play, Huizinga appears to be still

conscious of the interrelations of the two and, to an extent, contradicts himself by
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recognizing the “elevation” of play into seriousness (such as the birth of music and the
fine arts) and the debasing of seriousness into play (such is the transition of once
institutionalized rituals such as the duel into mere play) thus acknowledging the
existence of “serious play” and therefore hybrid states of the two macro-categories
(Ehrmann J., Lewis C. & Lewis P., 1968). Caillois (1958) also acknowledges the
presence of “corrupt play”, or rather, play that is tainted by the “real” rather than the
playful world and that finds its examples in the expressions of base instinct such as war

or, as Caillois would put it, the most base exertion of Agén (Boratav N. 1960).

Ehrmann and colleagues (1968) pause on the attempt of the two aforementioned works
at delineating an all-too rigid classification of play. Among Ehrmann’s criticisms is the
inherent contradiction of the involvement of play in the evolution of society and culture.
In fact, according to Ehrmann, Lewis C. and Lewis P. (1968), Caillois and Huizinga
construct play as a fundamental of “mature” or higher culture that is both product and
foster of cultural growth and would in reasonable consequence grow in presence in
more “advanced” societies. That is, according to the two thinkers and, to Ehrmann’s
confusion, not the case. Another criticism that would then careen into Ehrmann’s stance
on play is that considering the interconnectedness of play, reality and culture, they
would be better understood as a single entity rather than distinct super-systems given
the claim that reality is played (see Caillois’ considerations on rituality) and does not
exist prior to culture. Ehrmann's perspective is that the player is a constant subject and
object of play where different “realities” of play blend together and are ultimately one
(Ehrmann J, Lewis C. & Lewis P. , 1968). Ehrmann’s main criticisms lie on the
teleological approach of his two subjects of study: the, once more mentioned, antinomy
of play and seriousness and the presence or absence of meaning as a discerning
characteristic of the two. Furthermore, the nature of play as an instrument of cultural
growth appears to Ehrmann as a manifestation of the metaphysical prejudice that all
reality exists as an unfolding act of creation of meaning posed on a straight line from
meaninglessness towards meaning (Motte W., 2009). Ehrmann’s perspective on play
being one with culture and reality is put into question by Frissen and her colleagues
(2015) who propose that such a statement could be disproven by the simple distinction
between play and non-play being understood by virtually all human cultures. An
essential dichotomy that should to some extent be grounded in culture itself. Ehrmann’s

theory is, in fact, questioned mainly in the writers’ inability to decidedly present a
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reason for the inseparability of play, culture and reality, much like Huizinga could not
definitively prove their separation. One last perspective presented in this small window
onto the definition of play is given by Frissen (2015)’s closing considerations and the
accosting of the aesthetic experience to that of play, an out and in-body experience that
is typical to the human experience: the ability of experiencing different realities at once,
the superimposition of perspectives, the dissimulation of two realities. In some way;, it
arguably echoes back to Ehrmann’s intuitions: play is to a degree part of reality and
culture as it sees us a constant player and played, object and subject, a continuous flow

of imposition of experience.

Coming to a close, this section does naught but scratch the surface and follow the more
popular and critiqued minds of the last two centuries in regards to the understanding and
the definition of play. Though some, like Huizinga and Caillois, have attempted to
expand on the classical greek taxonomy of games, consensus is clearly far from having
been reached on how games and play should be classified in relation to their

interactions with culture and reality.

1.2 Tabletop Role-playing History

Before trying to define tabletop role-playing games, one must firstly be made aware of
their history, since in it lies the difficulty of their very definition and their current

tendencies and peculiarities.

Tabletop role-playing and, more specifically, fantasy tabletop role-playing, finds its
roots in modern tabletop miniature wargames, that is, the waging of fictional wars
among armies of tokens or figurines. Up until the beginning of the 19th century,
European wargaming consisted mostly of chess derivatives that emulated the play of
war and relied on a checkerboard. On the way towards modern wargaming, it is
imperative to mention Christopher Weichmann’s Kénigsspiel” which marks the
beginning of the research for more realistic and complex games which will eventually

lead to the emancipation of wargames from the classical black and white grid of chess

2 Weichmann’s Kénigsspiel or “King’s game” introduced a higher number of units each with more varied
patterns of movement in contrast to its predecessors. The game attempted a more realistic depiction of
warfare but remained somewhat similar to chess. (Gouglas S. et al., 2014)
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(Gouglas S. et al., 2014). In 1811, the German baron Von Reisswitz developed the first
modern wargame utilizing a board covered in sand as staging rather than the traditional
board of black and white squares. Following the refining of the game by the German
baron’s nephew, its introduction to the Prussian court saw its growth and consequent
adoption in military training and simulation (Morgan T., 1991). The increasing attempt
at simulation of real-life battlefield operations and organization eventually lead to
increasingly complex rules and a major schism in the genre: in contrast to the more
complex and utilitarian Kriegspiel that remained in wide use in military academies
arose a free Kriegspiel that focussed on symbolic play, playability and entertainment
(Gouglas S. et al., 2014). Thanks to its less complex counterpart, wargaming spread in
civilian contexts and eventually evolved in the first attempts at tabletop role-playing of
the 60s and 70s, when part of its audience split once more and desired a more “first
person” approach to the game and the pretence of being part of its battles as a singular
hero rather than commanding an entire army (Williams P. et al, 2006). Dungeons &
Dragons, known most colloquially as D&D, is widely considered to be the first iteration
of modern fantasy tabletop role-playing games (Williams P. et al, 2006), though the
meagre academic literature surrounding the inception of the game renders the attempt of
truly defining the one true ancestor of fantasy tabletop role-playing quite difficult. In
fact, according to Mason (2004), Dungeons & Dragons had no mention of
“role-playing” at the time of its publication but rather it explicitly presented itself as a
new set of rules for fantastic medieval war games. The experience of the early
Dungeons & Dragons player was indeed one of skirmish wargaming® which was at
times colored by bouts of role-playing to the players’ discretion. In corroboration of the
clear wargaming roots was the audience that had embraced it at first: the first thousand
copies were indeed bought mainly by wargaming enthusiasts at conventions and
through adverts on topical fanzines (White J. W. et al., 2018). Dungeons & Dragons
became rapidly popular in the set of five years between its publication in 1974 and
1979, the year in which it was declared the hottest game in the United States (Waskul T,
2004). Testament to the mounting popularity of the game was the flurry of commercial
publications in the very same five years: the most relevant of which was AD&D or

Advanced Dungeons & Dragons, understandable as the first iteration of the more

3 Skirmish wargaming, also known as “man-to-man” wargaming, is a subset of wargames that focuses
much more heavily on individual units rather than the organization of armies. Individual units often carry
extremely specific attributes such as morale, perception, skill and so on.
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modern Players Handbook®, this book managed to refine, organize and polish the rules
of the game (Scapolo V,. 2023) that were, at the time, much open to interpretation and
controversy’ (Mason P,. 2004). Essential to the game’s early steps into popularity was
the establishment of the three-corebooks approach in the commercialization of new
game material and rules: The Player s Handbook, The Dungeon Master s Guide and The
Monster Manual, still used as of present by the publishing company. Attributed to the
popularity of the game was the apparent pop-cultural need to further appreciate and
explore Tolkien’s original work, a supposition that finds ground in the libertine
incorporation of explicit references to Lord of The Rings and its setting, later cause for
light legal tribulations that were easily dismissed by a few changes of nomenclature
(White J. W. et al., 2018). Nevertheless, the game’s popularity was not immediate and
found the very first year incredibly barren and slow in sales; the inadequacy of the rules
published in the earliest version of the game is the very reason of the splintering of the
genre into different game systems and approaches in the 70s and 80s which, according
to Mason (2004), are all historically conceived as Dungeon and Dragons rather than
independent games when looking back to the very infancy of the genre. Regardless of
their peculiarities, all games that were at the time referred to as Dungeon and Dragons
consisted of the opposition of a varying number of players to a Dungeon Master, a
player that represented the game as a whole by determining, interpreting and managing
the monsters the adventurers were slaying, the world itself and the results of the players’
actions in relations to their environment. Though the roots of the game were ones of
competition and hostility among the players, the direct opposition of the adventurers to
a single threat ultimately led the game towards cooperation and eventually settled on the
modern “players against the game” formula (Mason P., 2004). Given the general
disinterest and difficulty in tracing a detailed history and genealogy of fantasy tabletop
role-playing, the duty of tracing the genre’s path through the 80s is once more Mason’s
(2004). According to the scholar, the game in this stage of its history had found a
coherent direction in its cooperative concept but its overall definition was still far from
clear: players fervently debated whether the game’s direction should have been one of

realism or one of playability while the dungeon format of play was receiving its first

* The Players Handbook, as mentioned later in this section, is one of the three core rulebooks of the game
and it contains all information pertaining to character creation and rules for play.

> For most of the early period of D&D, many rule intricacies and doubts were cause for discussion over
fanzines, non-professional publications related to the hobby (Mason P, .2004)
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overhaul. The aforementioned “dungeon format” refers to the game’s setting: in its very
first iteration, being yet an extension of skirmish wargames, a game of Dungeons &
Dragons would play in its entirety within a dungeon in which loot and monsters were
positioned completely arbitrarily; later, the game would evolve towards “living
dungeons” which would then be imagined as subterranean complexes in which the
monsters, traps and loot would be positioned logically, by imagining where and how its
inhabitants would survive within it and how it would be arranged to allow that (Mason
P., 2004). Unsurprisingly, in the time period of the aforementioned internal turmoils,
one of the narrative pillars of the game sees the light of day: The Forgotten Realms, a
setting popularised by the players themselves and later incorporated in the franchise as
the “default” setting of a Dungeons & Dragons’ game arose champion among the
primordial soup of the player’s new takes on the game system. The setting saw its
conception exactly between 1975 and 1979 and was later jointly published by the author
and TSR® in 1986, ultimately demarcating the direction the publishing house was taking
in relation to play-pattern and overall setting (Scapolo V,. 2023): a deviation from the
dungeon-crawler wargaming fantasy that the game intended at first. The current and
latest iteration of the game sees the player explore an entire world instead, shaped to the
player’s volition. The Dungeon Master s Guide (Wizards of the coast, 2014a) introduces
the greenhorn Dungeon Master’ to the limitless possibilities of the world of Dungeons
& Dragons: though there may be official settings from which one may draw inspiration
from, there is no real restriction of any kind in how one may shape their own world.
Diverging ever so further from its initial roots, the Dungeon Master s Guide (Wizards of
the Coast., 2014a) references the different playstyles that one may want to engage in
while playing Dungeons & Dragons: one may defer back to the traditional dungeon
system, engage in exploration of a fantastical world, avoid combat altogether or even
forego all the rules that the book itself proposes (Scapolo V., 2023). Returning to the
historical lens held over the game up until now, the migration from an enclosed and

predetermined dungeon to a much more open-ended world setting caused a decisive

¢ Tactical Studies Rules, known as TSR, was a Winsconsin-based company understood as the first
publishing house for Dungeons & Dragons. The company was at first founded by Gary Gygax and was
understood between 1973 and 1975 as a partnership of hobbyists in which shares of revenue were divided
equally. Peterson J. (2024 October 12) Units of Value and the Tactical Studies Rules Partnership.
https:/playingattheworld.blogspot 2021/10/units-of-value-and-tactical-studies.html.

" Dungeon Master, the personification of the rules and generally the one directing the narrative in tabletop
role-playing games. At times referred to as Game Master.
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turning point in relation to how the game was conceived by its players. The
self-contained nature of wargames was gradually substituted by the creation of complex
storylines that drew enthusiastically from popular fantasy media such as books and
films: having the players improvise themselves as authors and giving their games a
cinematic direction were now ultimately inextricably entangled with role-playing
(Mason P.,2004; Cover G. J. 2010; Scapolo V., 2023). To this extent, role-playing games
can be understood as emergent narration as also understood by Zalka (2016). As the 80s
dawned on the game so did the infamous satanic panic, a wave of misinformation in the
United States that painted the hobby as some form of satanic ritual and the reason to the
suicide of a pair of young men (Lasley J.,2025). Unsurprisingly, the period was
relatively barren in terms of development with an attempt from Gary Gigax himself, the
self-appointed creator and developer of the game, to steer the game towards its
wargaming roots with little success (Mason P.,2004). The game was under constant
scrutiny in this period of time and the symptoms of the veritable witch hunt (as Gary
Gygax himself had stated) were apparent in the appeasing strategy that the game’s
publishing had taken at the time: the nomenclature of certain monsters, namely demons
and devils, had been changed and the hasty renaming of the Gods & Demigods manual
to a much more palatable Lore & Legends constitute the more glaring examples
(Scapolo V,. 2023). Such moral fear-mongering is not proper only of rural America, it
does in fact worm its way into Europe but a few decades later as Ghilardi and Salerno
(2007) remind us: Spain, Italy and France had constructed a much similar narrative in
relation to a few haphazardly-connected murders and suicides with the sole intention of
bastardizing role-playing. The moral, if one may allow a word of levity,
“pearl-clutching” of the 80s was unfounded and profoundly disproven both by
psychological and psychiatric evidence (Scapolo V,. 2023; Mason P., 2004) and later by
factual evidence as the steady rising in number of role-players did not cause a rise in
“oddly correlated” homicide or suicide cases. The 80s are also a time of financial
struggle for TSR, preluding its inevitable acquisition by Wizards of The Coast in the
late 90s, a prolific publishing house that homes fantasy titles of the league of Magic:
The Gathering (Toninelli L. 2023). Having weathered successfully the era of moral
panic surrounding the game, its popularity grew steadily in time. Riding the newfound
wave of popularity, a major overhaul of the game was held in the first three years of the
21st century: the publication of the 3rd edition rulebook and its further expansion,

happily named D&D 3.5, harbors major changes in the basic game system. Among
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these changes is the incredibly popular D20-centric system, a standardization and
simplification of the many-diced system that, from this change on, will rely mainly on
twenty-sided dice. The D20 will quickly become synonymous with the franchise and a
staple of the Dungeons & Dragons gameplay loop. More relevantly so, in the same
years the company renewed its vow of engagement with its audience in the
collaborative creation of Dungeons & Dragons by licensing the product under the
ad-hoc created OGL (Open Game License), a license permitting the use of the game
system and the publication or otherwise commercialization of system-adjacent or
compatible product by third parties while retaining the strict regulation of its product
identity, brand and characters (Scapolo V,. 2023). The active participation of the playing
community was at first understood as the game’s most peculiar and powerful asset,
boasting a surprising amount of non-official publications, fanzines and discussion
surrounding it in its infancy and, arguably, causing its hasty soar in popularity (Mason
P,. 2004) but was later abandoned by TSR in fear of losing profit (Scapolo V,. 2023).
The collaboration of the players with the publishing house marked a decidedly
profitable partnership for both sides with a surprising seven-year-long streak of growth
in active players culminating in 2020 (Lasley J., 2025) and an ever growing amount of
content being created in favor and around the game. A reactionary coup in regards to the
aforementioned licensing agreement would be once more staged in the recent year of
2023, when an unofficially published document of Hasbro found its way on several
internet forums; such a document would state the planned reformation of the
soon-to-be-renewed OGL license to financially tighten the grip around the necks of the
creators of system-compatible content (Scapolo V,. 2023). The reformation of the
licensing agreement would lead to a much less accessible game controlled in totality by
Hasbro, the parent-company of Wizards of the Coast, who could decide on which
platforms, in which form and which content would be allowed to be published by third
parties and even retaining the liberty of taking away full rights of any compatible
creation as if it were a property of the corporation itself. The resulting outcry and
outrage was unanimous despite the relatively small number of creators that would be
affected in the short run by this decision; online protest and a campaign of information

was set up by major content creators (Scapolo V,. 2023). The licensing agreement has
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not been amended as of the time of writing®. As it is readily apparent, this section has
been mainly dedicated to the reconstruction of the history of Dungeons & Dragons, this
is so because of the manyfold difficulties in the reconstruction of the history of tabletop
gaming. Though Dungeons & Dragons is but one of many tabletop rolep-laying games
it also is, as mentioned above, most commonly understood to be the very first and, as
proudly sported by its own publishing house, the most played worldwide. Moreover, the
bulk of the, at the time of writing, relatively meagre academic literature on tabletop
role-playing games’ history is centered around Dungeons & Dragons rather than the

genre as a whole.

1.3 Role-playing and Role-playing Games, an Attempt at Definition

Tabletop role-playing games are part of a broader category of games that encompasses
all playful activities that are understood to include role-playing, whose degree of impact
on the game system itself varies in magnitude. Among the different types of
role-playing games one may find tabletop role-playing games (commonly referred to as
TTRPGs or TRPGs) which are generally played out around a table; live-action
role-playing games (known also as LARP) in which players don costumes and act as if
they were in the game-world themselves, interpreting their characters; and computer and
video role-playing games which are understood to be very similar to tabletop
role-playing games in their core game mechanics but are acted out through the means of
video-gaming. Further peculiar to this last form of role-playing is the ability to perform
single-player role-play (Zagal J. P. and Deterding S. 2018; Helido S., 2004). The
definition of role-playing is difficult to pin down and many scholars, according to
Hitchens and Drachen (2008), have avoided the arduous task of doing so by omitting
altogether the issue in their work or by giving theatrical sweeping statements that are

knowingly vague such as:

[role-play is] a media, where a person,through immersion into a role and the world of
this role, is given the opportunity to participate in and interact with the contents of this

world. (Henriksen, 2002 in Hitchens M. & Drachens A., 2008)

SWizards of the Coast. (2017, November 15) Wizards of the Coast's Fan Content Policy
https://company.wizards.com/en/legal/fancontentpolicy, as visited on 23/03/2025

18


https://company.wizards.com/en/legal/fancontentpolicy

Additional statements further reported by the two academics focus on different aspects,
or less aspects altogether, of role-playing: role-playing understood as experiencing and
creating experience by Petterson, the more descriptive approach of the definition of
role-playing tackled by Stenros and Hakkarainen by delineating essential components of
the experience such as the interaction between players and Dungeon Master (or Game
Master) and the existence of a diegetic framework (Hitchens M. & Drachens A., 2008).
Role-playing games appear difficult in their definition by their virtue of being socially
constructed entities according to Zagal and Deterding (2018), as a construct they do not
thus hold an unchanging quality or essence but rather are better understood as a tool for
individuating either how a certain group of people uses the word in relation to certain
activities and the organization of the material world around them or as a broadly
defining term for scientific observation relating to specific contexts and areas of
interest. Zagal and Deterding (2018) ultimately still believe role-playing games hold a
core identity which is generally traceable back to their common ancestry: in the case of
occidental role-playing games the genealogy is firmly traced back to Dungeons &
Dragons and the core values may be summarized as achieving within a rule system a
number of short term goals and acting out while immersing oneself into a role, creating
a story or simulating a world. All forms, peculiarities, diversions would be attributed to
the idiosyncratic branching evolution of the genre. Another perspective worth
mentioning is Helié’s (2004) tentative description of role-playing games which also
focuses on the description of essential elements non-monolithically common in the
games themselves: they all consist of simulated or strategic actions with supported
structures of conflict, the players usually live the game through the eyes of a character
whose life they immerse into, conflict can be internal or external and can be used as
starting point, dynamic element or motivator. In their article, Helid interestingly
mentions games that teeter on the edge of role-playing that may or may not be defined
as such: Warhammer 40k’ and Magic the Gathering'® are two such games which present

some element of role-play that is neither essential nor consistently present in their

® A wargame of myriad settings. Testament to the presence of some modicum of role-playing elements is
the proliferation of a number of D&D-adjacent tabletop role-playing games based on the mechanics and
settings of the game. In case of further interest in the genre one may be interested in learning of the games
“Dark Heresy”, “Rogue Trader”, “Deathwatch”, “Black Crusade”, “Only War”.

' Magic the Gathering is a trading card game of the self-same publishing house of Dungeons & Dragons
“Wizards of the Coast”. Though recently partially abandoned from a narrative standpoint, the game would
have its players think of themselves as “Planeswalkers” slinging spells (represented by the cards played)
alongside the main characters of the game’s narration.
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gameplay. The potential absence of role-playing in role-playing games is not lost to
Montola (2008) whose work had likely been of influence to the previously mentioned
work of Zagal and Deterding (2018). Montola (2008) proposes games to be seen under
two distinct lenses: games seen as social processes and formal game systems. Formal
game systems are the explicit rules of a game and the actions formally allowed within
them, while the social processes are constituted by social action taken in relation to
other players with or without the intention of influencing the game itself. The difficulty
of academia to truly define role-playing might lie in its misunderstanding of how
role-playing relates to the game system according to Montola (2008); role-playing
would be, in fact, a method of play rather than a play system or a genre of play
altogether. In support of his claims are the very role-playless role-play games that were
mentioned by Heli6 (2004) and the ability of playing role-playing games, be they LARP
or tabletop role-playing games, as game systems even without role-play. Montola
(2008) argues that most role-playing games explicate only the rules relative to the game
system that the role-playing is built upon rather than those that are implicitly tied to the
activity itself. Role-playing would then be constructed upon three rules that are
generally conveyed indirectly when a game system overlays the method of role-play
into its mechanics: the world rule, that is, role-playing is based on a constant process of
defining and redefining of contents, state and properties of an imaginary game world,
the power rule, which bestows the players power to shape and recognize the existence
of the “magic circle” world and, lastly, the character rule which institutes the ability of
players to influence the world through constructed characters that abide to the diegetic
rules of the world (Montola M., 2008). All games abiding to these rules would be
considered as overlaying a system of role-play while those who do not would not.
Hitchens and Drachens (2008) acknowledge Montola’s efforts in defining role-playing
but they point to the fact that his own definition cannot escape the accosting of
role-playing to role-playing games which seem to be hopelessly intertwined. The list of
essential features often proposed by a slough of different academics (See Tychsen et al.,
Mackay and Stenos and Hakkarainen as cited by Hitchens and Drachen’s 2008 article
presently discussed), generally tend to provide an extremely broad definition that might
fit games not colloquially understood to be role-play or ignore the possibility of
role-playing in games that do not entail any form of active change in the game world

they take place in (the most problematic being computer games). A real cleavage of
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colloquially known RPGs and other games does not appear to have been as of yet

distinguished (Hitchens M. & Drachens A., 2008).

An interesting note is how role-playing games could also be understood as ergodic texts
as briefly mentioned by Montola (2008) in their definition of the game world.
Ergodicity first appears as a mathematical theorem introduced in the late 1920s by John
von Neumann and Ludwig Bolzmann (Benettin G., 2019), the theorem, simply put,
states that given a dynamical system (within mathematical stipulations beyond my
expertise) a point in motion tends, in definable time, to a certain predictable mean
within known limits in vector, angle and space in which it would end in (Birkhoff G. D.,
1942). Though at first not directly tied to its mathematical homonym, to the purposes of
this paper, the ergodic theorem can be applied to literature in the way an ergodic text is
indeed one that is non-linear in its narrative, or rather, the way the text unfolds is meant
to be determined by the way the reader chooses to interact with the text itself. The text
always remains within its own confines and its own narrative but, much alike the
mathematical applications of the theorem, the way a reader moves through it is never
monolithic but it does tend to the purpose and structure of the text itself (Hayot, E. &
Wesp, E., 2004). Ergodic literature first appeared by the hands of Espen J. Aarseth in
1997 and it referred to a literary subgenre that defies the physical limitations of books
and therefore unfolds on multiple layers and modalities with which a reader has to
engage with actively (Medaglia F., 2023). The first iteration of the concept of ergodicity
in literature was at first meant to refer mainly to cybertexts and other multicursal
narratives, having as defining quality that non-trivial effort be required to allow the
reader to traverse the text (Aarseth, E. 1997) but it was later expanded in its meaning.
One of such expansions upon the term is Hayot and Wesp’s (2004) understanding of
agency as choice in the context of ergodic literature: decisions taken within ergodic
texts are meant to be taken and generate change in the text itself, the reader is
encouraged to actively engage with the text within its own system rather than only
metatextually such as in the case of choosing to read a book backwards. The choices of
linear and naturalized logic in relation to works of literature as a whole (such as the
turning of a page) are to be excluded as they operate, to once again reiterate, within the
metatextual dimension and are, therefore, external to the goals and “rules” of the
ergodic text. Hayot and Wesp (2004) propose strategy and mimesis as defining

characteristics in addendum to the multilayeredness, multimediality and complexity of
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ergodic texts: strategy refers to the possibility of choice which in turn refers to the
presence of multiple paths experienceable within the ergodic text (take the mathematical
theorem of the self-same name, a point is going to move in predictable patterns within a
system’s limits while outliers are still present: multiple paths are likewise carvable
within a same narrative); mimesis is a process of encoding a message within the rule
system itself, in the case of video games, that is the user interface. Easier as a
comparison might be Aarseth’s (1997) collation of an ergodic text to a labyrinth, it
requires effort and a nonlinear path despite having a linear “solution”. Returning to the
topic this paragraph intends to explore, Hilton (2023) argues Dungeons & Dragons to
be an ergodic text by virtue of being a multimediatic text that requires effort to traverse
since the way the plot is engaged with is mostly left to the “readers” and how they
decide to wind through the story, interact with the non-player characters (NPCs) and the
decisions they take both actively within the story and passively in the creation of their
character. A game of Dungeons & Dragons is so ostensibly hinged on the player’s
agency that Hilton (2023) argues that the non-participation and the non-compliance of a
player to the rules of the game is in itself a way to engage with the story and move the
narrative forward as it causes adjustments in the story as it unfolds. Hilton (2023) also
cites Hayot and Wesp’s and their understanding of mimesis to further support their
claims, Dungeons & Dragons would offer, according to Hilton still, a form of coercive
mimesis that forces the players to don game mechanics under the guise of attributes,
races, classes, backgrounds to have access to the narration to begin with. One last
decisive citation leads Hilton (2023) to their conclusion: Karth’s 2014 Ergodic
Literature: How Play Manifests Understanding, and the scholar’s attempt at defining
components that measure engagement and agency of a player within a text and,
therefore, would identify a text as ergodic in the reader’s participation. Karth (2014, as
cited in Hilton M. 2023) would identify three limitations that, in their interaction, would
measure the player’s agency in a game’s narrative; such limitations are: formal
constraints (that is to say, the rules themselves of the game), material constraints (the
physical manifestation of the game such as game pieces, board, dice) and lastly,
efficient constraints (more easily understood as the shifting understanding of the
interrelation of the previous limitations). The balance of formal constraints and material
constraints allows the players to receive material feedback and, therefore, recognize the
impact of their theoretical actions within the player-world and ultimately legitimize

their agency within the virtual reality itself. The efficient constraints are in some form
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the result of the contemporaneous awareness of the previous principles and they allow
for full agency and investment of the player. Coming to a close on Hilton’s analysis,
Dungeons & Dragons would see its formal constraint as the written rules, the material
constraints as the game pieces (character sheets, maps, manuals) and the efficient
constraints as the awareness of the theme of a campaign. The definition may prove at
first foolproof but, while the intrinsic mimesis of Dungeons & Dragons is irrefutable,
one cannot but pause on Karth’s system of limitations when applied to the game under
analysis. Most apparently mayhaps, given the concerns raised multiple times in this
work, the formal constraints principle is dubitably applicable to any role-playing game;
in the case of Dungeons & Dragons, Hilton remains rather vague in relation to what
they consider formal restraints citing rules, tactics and guidelines for encounters (Hilton
M, 2023 p. 86) while also acknowledging the fluidity of the games’ rules through time.
While reflecting on Montola’s (2008) understanding of role-playing games as two
coexisting systems one may indeed connect Hilton’s definition of the game’s formal
constraints as pertaining to the formal, mechanical game artefact that runs in parallel
with the social processes that a game of role-play entails; in the case of Dungeons &
Dragons, the formal system is rather nebulous and, in support to this statement is in the
preface of the second edition of the rulebook of the game itself Advanced D&D (Cook
Z.,1981 p.4):

“The AD&D game is a role-playing game, not a board game or game with rigid rules.
The rules are guidelines to help you play the game, not restrict you. [...]. But the rules
are not the final word - that is reserved for the Dungeon Master. ... The important thing

is that the game is fun for everyone”

Or Mike Mearl’s preface of the recently-made-obsolete fifth edition Player s Handbook
(Wizards of the Coast, 2014b):

To play D&D, and to play it well, you don t need to read all the rules, memorize every
detail about the game, or master the fine art of rolling funny looking dice. [...] Above
all else, D&D is yours. The friendships you make around the table will be unique to you.
The adventures you embark on, the characters you create, the memories you make —
these will be yours. D&D is your personal corner of the universe, a place where you

have free reign to do as you wish. [...]

23



It is clear how the design principles of the game remain unchanged regardless of how
much the “suggested” rules change throughout the history of the product. The rules are
presented as secondary in the game playing out and not necessarily essential to playing
the game itself, in support of such a claim, one may turn once more to the fifth edition
Player’s Handbook and how it handles the gameplay-loop. According to the rulebook,
the game is simplified into three core actions that are namely: the description by the
Dungeon Master of the environs of the players, the players deciding their respective
characters actions in relation to their context and, in turn, the Dungeon Master’s
unraveling of the consequences of their actions within the game world. The book
introduces the role of dice rolling as a method of conflict resolution and according to
Scapolo (2023) the rolling of dice altogether is left arbitrarily to the players’ decision:
the more unlikely a player suggested resolution is, the more likely the rolling of dice to
determine the result. As Hilton and Scapolo claim, the liberty in dice rolling seems
endemic to the fifth edition since earlier editions, with the third edition being the more
egregious offender, would have had players roll for the resolution of mundane actions.
Though some of their observations remain pertinent, Scapolo (2023) quickly states how
rules, to the minimum extent of just rolling a die, are essential for the game to be the
game it is; quickly conjuring the ghost of Huizinga’s theory. Essentializing the game
engine into core components may also leave the boundaries of the game itself too blurry
as many game systems and genres function on similar rules (one may think of the
different games stemming from Dungeons & Dragons itself as an example). Moving to
a second point of the present analysis of Hilton’s claim, the rule-breaking or general
looseness of the rules is not only accepted but also encouraged by the Dungeons &
Dragons community under the guise of that which is colloquially called “the rule of
cool” and whoever does adhere to such a rule is in no way considered not to be playing
Dungeons & Dragons or to be playing a different game altogether. That is to say, rules
are difficult to fully understand as a solid system of boundaries when the rules are
generally implied to be a suggestion rather than a solid frame of reference. If we behold
Dungeons & Dragons purely as a game system, it is indeed bound by the formal
limitations Hilton speaks of but, virtually, playing Dungeons & Dragons appears as a
near infinite number of permutations of similar game experiences which are,
paradoxically, understood as belonging to the same game construct. Exorcising the
thought of disproving Hilton’s point on the game’s ergodic nature, one may believe the

root of the slippery definition of tabletop role-playing games to be the selfsame problem
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that plagues the role-playing academia: the inability to truly divest role-playing from
games forbids a deep understanding of the phenomenon, leaving room for doubt in
regards to whether the analysis in question is related to the game system, its overlaid

social processes or their contemporaneous experience.

1.4 Dungeons & Dragons, a Mechanical Overview

The game revolves around two categories of participants, the so-called Dungeon Master
and the players. The Dungeon Master functions as both a narrator and as a rule referee
for the game system, embodying the game world and interpreting all characters aside
from those that other players have donned''. The role of rule refereeing is thought to be
reticent of the game’s past as a branching evolution of wargames (Mason P., 2004) but
the final decision on matters of rule contention is generally left to the Dungeon Master
(more commonly, DM) to this day (Wizards of the Coast, 2014a). On the other side of
the table are sat the players and the characters they decide to embody, carefully crafted
constructs that abide by a series of determining qualities such as race (of which there are
9 in the 2014 Player’s Handbook of the Dungeons & Dragons’ fifth edition), class (the
character’s job or vocation)(Walsh & Linehan, 2024), an alignment (simply put, the
tendency towards evil or good) (Yessler & Craig, 2024) and a background.

1.4.1 The Dungeon Master

According to Spence (2018), the role of the Dungeon Master is better understood as a
three-function system itself. The Dungeon Master embodies that which would be
presently undertaken by an automated system in a video game. The first role of the
Dungeon Master is that of creation, the acts of gathering of knowledge, creation of an
intended storyline, planning of combat and social encounters within the game world and
bears, therefore, the responsibility of crafting the gameworld itself (Spence J., 2018).
The gameworld hinges on essential parameters that are given by the rules themselves in

order to facilitate the creation of a suitable environment and to allow for the logistics

""Dungeons & Dragons (2021, February 21) How to be a Dungeon Master [video]. Youtube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P7hcHznltio&list=PLfS8QgUdeGYr-v1QfBH4x_diAZ7SGNFj4&in
dex=7 as visited on 14/04/2025.
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provided in the official support material to the Dungeon Master. The base parameters
provided by the fifth edition’s Dungeon Master s Guide (2014a) are as follows: the gods
oversee the world, most of the world is wild and unexplored, the world is ancient,
conflicts shape the world’s history and the world is magic. Granted, all parameters are
immediately clarified to be more or less spectrums on which a Dungeon Master has a
final say in their presence, in fact, the book goes on by suggesting the breaking of said
parameters. Despite the game’s philosophy regarding rules and the avoiding of
absolutes, Spence (2018) seems to theorize the provided fantasy frame and logistics to
be a possible element of discord and limitation to a creator’s freedom. The creative role
of the Dungeon Master is not relegated only to the creation of the world surrounding the
players, but rather generally continues on during the character creation process, by
counseling the players on how they should be preparing their characters and by giving
them creative direction in order to fully incorporate a character into the narrative
(Scapolo V,. 2023). Furthermore, one cannot deem the sketching of the boundaries of
the gameworld to be the entirety of the creative work of a game of Dungeons &
Dragons, but rather a preliminary narrative structure that will come to life only during
the collaborative storytelling effort of the game itself. Indeed, testament to the
procedural nature of the narration, is the structure of game modules better understood as
officially published adventures which avoid any direct storytelling and limit themselves
to providing notes, inspiration, description of potential locations and structure for social
and combat encounters (Cover G. J., 2010). Considering the nature of the narrative of a
Dungeons & Dragons campaign, authoriality can be attributed to the collective of
individuals collaboratively creating the story in question and it is comprised of
intradiegetic elements as understood in traditional narratives and extradiegetic elements
such as background music (generally intended as reflective of the emotional state of the
characters or the general mood of the narration) and the overarching “out of character”
banter and gossip among the players in relation to the diegesis (Helio S., 2004). An
interesting view of authorship within role-playing games is provided by Jessica
Hammer (2007), the scholar argues a three-leveled system of authorship that sees the
primary author as the one that creates the system and the setting at large, the secondary
author as the one that creates the story in detail such as the encounters and the
immediate context within the gameplay and, lastly, the tertiary author as the one that
ultimately gives form to the role-playing text. In the context of a game of Dungeons &

Dragons one may understand the primary author to be the publishers of either the core
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rulebook or the pre-made adventure, the secondary author to be the Dungeon Master
carefully crafting the social and combat encounters and the environs of their players
within the boundaries of the adventure and game rules and the tertiary authors as the
players that effectively engage and “bring to life” the role-playing text by giving
movement and protagonists to the game world (Cover G. J., 2010). As argued by Cover
(2010) themselves, these categories in the context of a role-playing game are far from
monolithic; the Dungeon Master straddles the line of primary and secondary authorship
in the active role of both creating within the rules and creating the rules and boundaries
themselves which are, in turn, pliable and adaptable to the players movement within the
story. To better explicate this concept, the Dungeon Master may simply elect a city to be
present in a certain space, perhaps initially thought to be wild jungle, after the
suggestion by one of the players that a city should be present in such a place given
certain circumstances such as the signs of the presence of an ancient civilization in the
area. The world shapes around player action rather than players simply passively
navigating the world, through player action (and convenience) lo ,suddenly, a shovel is
found on the ground where there was none before. But to forsake further unnecessary

digression, this note will remain as such in favour of returning to the topic at hand.

The second function attributed to the Dungeon Master by Spence (2018) is the one of
recitation, that is, the active and procedural description of the elements of narration.
According to Aarseth (1997) narrative is broken down into the event plane and the
progression plane, both of which in traditional literature are in conjunction as
description of events and progression coincide and unfold simultaneously and
unchangingly. In the case of ergodic texts, whose affiliation with tabletop role-playing
was theorized in subsection 1.3, a third plane appears, one of negotiation, where the
reader engages within the confines of the text to determine the unfolding of the narrative
(Aarseth E,. 1997 in Spence L,. 2018; Cover G. J., 2010; Scapolo V., 2023). While in
more traditional ergodic texts the reader is confined by the limits of the text itself (e. g.
not being able to exit an area in a videogame or not having a certain option available
altogether), in the case of Dungeons & Dragons and other tabletop role-playing games
the reader has the ability to engage with a game entity, the Dungeon Master, capable of
directing narrative in any and all possible directions. The dichotomy game/player in
which the player is submitted to the circumstances of the game is broken in tabletop

role-playing games as it is the game that folds itself in favor of the player’s choice
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(Spence L., 2018). Spence (2018) also mentions the peculiar bivalent position of the
Dungeon Master, that of a maker and reciter, a creator that procedurally performs their
work; a stance that is also taken by Cover (2010) in the small paragraph on authorship
here earlier discussed with the notable difference being the extension of the concept to
all participants of a game of role-play. Though all participants are authors to different
degrees, only to the Dungeon Master falls the peculiar ability to actively shape narration
not only in the description of the gameworld but also in the ability to “censor” actions
that are dissonant to the narrative itself. At first maybe clashing with the earlier
presented concept of near infinite reactive narrative that sees the Dungeon Master as a
conduit, to him alone is the ability to simply respond negatively to any suggestion of
action of one of the players. As previously mentioned, the Dungeon Master is not the
only narrator to the communal text of a Dungeons & Dragons session'? and must not
therefore be mistaken to hold traditional narrative authority but rather procedural
authorship, the ability to consistently modify and create the game world limits in which
the participants play (Murray J., 1997 in Scapolo V., 2023) and is therefore both bound
and free from the game’s mechanical constraints as will be discussed in the paragraph

on the third and last function.

The last function attributed to Dungeon Masters by Spence (2018) is that of arbitration,
a constant tension between the rules and their application that is entirely held by the
player in question. The Dungeon Master’s role would be one of deliberation over which
rules to enforce and when. The “poacher”"® Dungeon Master is not subject to rules but
rather subjects the rules to his own interests and those of his players and he does so
while trying to balance the “rule of cool” (briefly mentioned in subsection 1.4) and the
upholding of a consistent system of rules. The unconsidered breaching of the rules may
lead to the players efforts being perceived as illegitimate or unsatisfactory while also
causing frustration in the rampant inconsistencies (Spence J., 2018). Spence’s intuition
may be a simplification of the broader power structure encompassing role-playing

games glimpsed by Montola (2008): power, or maybe more simply put, player agency

12 A gaming session is an episodic-style subdivision of the overarching narration of a D&D campaign and
is confined to a single sitting in time. A game night, so to speak.

'3 Understood as an entity that is fully subjected by the rules but also picks and chooses which to abide by
and which to forego to increase the likelihood of achieving their goals. An originally military concept
adapted to everyday contexts by De Certeau in The Practise of Everyday Life (1988) and further adapted
to game design by Spence (2018).
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can be exerted over the game system on different levels such as endogenous (internal to
the game rules), diegetic (according to narrative relevancy) and exogenous levels
(relating to the encompassing social context of the game). According to Montola (2008)
exogenous power takes precedence over the other two, as the concerted agreement of all
participants is essential in the upholding of the gameworld. Exogenous power is also
able to intervene upon the other two by shaping the rules of the games in order to
facilitate the enjoyment of its participants, given the agreement of all players, the rules
are amended and become stern once more (as previously discussed in the paragraph
dedicated to Huizinga’s considerations on games, in subsection 1.1). One may then
understand Spence’s point of view, given this perspective, as the intuition of how the
Dungeon Master exists in the tension of mediating both the explicit and implicit
exogenous power surmised either by the behaviour of players (as also suggested by the
Dungeon Master s guide) or their explicit requests, while also being beheld to the very

same rules the players navigate both on a formal and diegetic level.

Moving away from Spence’s more functional analysis, another important role held by
the Dungeon Master is that of implicit authority within the game’s overarching social
interactions, the Dungeon Master is responsible for the maintenance of a suitable
environment for play and creativity while remaining attentive of the needs and
sensibilities of their players (Lasley J., 2020). The Dungeon Master’s Guide (2014a)
provides several instruments and suggestions to help the novice Dungeon Master create
a suitable environment for storytelling and gaming by suggesting the creation of a social
contract colloquially called “table rules”. Table rules run parallel to the formal game
rules and their goal is that of making sure all participants are aware of the expected
behaviour and gameplay when playing. The “table rules” cover both mechanical aspects
of the game, such as how rule disputes are resolved and how or where game dice should
be rolled, informal expectations regarding social interaction while playing, such as
respecting other players’ boundaries, expected tone of play (ranging from mechanically
optimized gameplay to a more role-play-central approach) and the extent to which
metagame knowledge may be brought into play'*(Wizards of the Coast, 2014a).

Important to note is the nature of the relationship between players and the Dungeon

4 Metagaming is considered by the Dungeon Master’s guide (Wizards of the Coast, 2014a) to be the
knowledge attributable to the player’s understanding of the game or the context clues that the narrated and
physical nature of the game. Acting upon knowledge not privy to one’s own in-game character is heavily
discouraged and the book presents ways to discourage the behaviour.
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Master. As mentioned before, the primordial relationship between the different
participants changed in time from antagonistic to cooperative (see subsection 1.2). Such
a change is also noted in the language used in the rulebooks throughout the years as
noted by Lasley (2020) with a shift from an authoritarian outlook on the role of the
Dungeon Master to a more supportive and directive one in more recent iterations.
Though the official stance on the role of the Dungeon Master has changed, it is
important to mention Trammel’s (2018) insight on the matter; the scholar, in examining
misogynistic and militaristic patterns in Dungeons & Dragons, notes how both
constructs influence the structure of the game. Though the game itself does not promote
nor condone the absolute authority of the Dungeon Master over the other players, the
power structure remains unchanged as the player retains both mechanical and social

authority over the table.

1.4.2 The Players

The players stand opposite of the Dungeon Master in their seating but, as previously
mentioned, not only are they not antagonized by the Dungeon Master, they take part in
the co-authoriality of the role-playing text. To access the game world at all, interpretable
characters (commonly known as player-characters) are necessary. The coercive mimesis
thrusted upon the players has been already pointed out by Hilton (2023) as a sign of the
game being an inherently ergodic text. The construction of a character begins with the
determination of essential characteristics that are going to influence the way it itself and
others perceive the character within the gameworld and may also have an influence on
how the character behaves in relation to its environs. The essential characteristics of a
character, briefly mentioned in the introduction of this section, will now be defined in

better detail.

1.4.2.1 Race

The construction of a character’s identity generally hinges on the determination of the
race to which it itself belongs to. A race does not only determine the physical traits and

appearance, it also entails a certain culture, moral tendency, prejudice and knowledge
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that are justified by the context in which people that belong to the race in question are
commonly imagined to be immersed in. As usual, any information found in the core
rule books is generally a suggestion to world and character building; to all rules a player
is free of creating an exception and diverge their own character from their suggested
cultural context. The game reflects natural tendencies of races into its mechanical
system by having some races be intrinsically more keen to a certain set of attributes
(some races may be more slenderly built than others and be more apt in dexterity while
others may be naturally more intelligent) and by assigning specific racial traits and
abilities that reflect some natural advantage or quality (Garcia A., 2017) (for example,
the ability to see better in the dark or a natural affinity or resistance to magic). The
accosting of inherent advantages and traits relative to certain subset of characters is
reticent of the game’s roots being tightly connected to J.R.R. Tolkien’s Lord of The
Rings (Garcia A., 2017; Yessler & Craig, 2024; Mason P., 2004) and the strong
characterization of race within his works and the role it takes as embodiment of
essential yet discordant traits of British heritage (Stuart R. 2022). Whether Tolkien’s
influence had been deliberate or not, all modern and contemporary fantasy literature
appears to uphold a set of narrative preconceptions that, according to Helen Young
(2015), have been largely inherited by the works of Lovecraft, Howard and Tolkien and
construct fantasy worlds in which races link physical and non-physical traits to
biological descent constructing a whiteness - otherness binary that exploits racist
stereotypes in the characterization of the opposition (Young H. 2015 in Holmes S, 2023;
Heine & Prémont, 2021). Consequently, standing at the center of the Dungeons &
Dragons fantasy world are humans, representing the whiteness in the aforementioned
binary. To support the identification of humans with whiteness, one may denote how
humans are generally represented as, in the more recent iterations of the game,
heterogeneous in skin color, culture and aptitudes and function as a blank slate over
which other races are drawn in a negative fashion. That is to say, non-humans races are,
in fact, mainly identifiable by their diverging from human qualities and, therefore, by
their very otherness. Moreover, non-human races are prone to evoking a certain
stereotyped “ethnic resemblance” either culturally or physically to non-european people
and culture groups (Monson M. J. 2012 in Heine & Prémont, 2021) (One such example
may be the Juan-Ti, a race of intrinsically evil snake-people that live in mayan-like
jungle temples and worship elder gods) (Wizards of the Coast, 2014a). In addendum,

humans are very scarcely described and to them are attributed ambition, cohesion and,
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perhaps more relevantly so, statecraft. Indeed, humans are beheld as being one of the
few races that are exempt from engaging in more “primitive” structures of power in
their society and are generally seen as helming territorially ambitious empires, drawing
ever so markedly the connection between the archetypal human and medieval Europe.
Human empires are seldom evil and, in turn, non-human empires are generally corrupt
and sinister, embodying the character of feond mancynnes, their culture built on slavery
and predation of more gentle races; though there are exceptions to the case (Heine &
Prémont, 2021). On a more apparent level, the origins of the game explicitly linked
humannes with being white as the entirety of the first four books’ illustrations depicted
only people of white complexion and imposed limits in the potential of non-human
characters on a mechanical level. Furthermore, the yet contemporary presence of
half-human races (as the only mixed races conceived in the world of Dungeons &
Dragons) evidently centered the human as a default-race to which the others were

inevitably connected (Holmes, S. 2023).

1.4.2.2 A Note on Gender Expression

Regarding gender and sex, there are no strict limitations, advantages or any mechanical
impact on the game as of the fifth edition of Dungeons & Dragons (Wizards of the
Coast, 2014b) but, historically, female-presenting characters and readers were self-same
ostracized by the authors themselves. Older editions of the core rulebooks referred to
the reader as a “he” and the term man (as in the title “Men & Magic” for the 1st edition
equivalent of the player’s handbook) was generally used to reference adventurers at
large. On a graphical level, women were scarcely depicted in earlier rulebooks and were
generally characterized by traditionally misogynistic tropes and as side-characters (the
succinctly clothed temptress, the witch, the prostitute) (Garcia A., 2017). Infamous and
often presented as the Nadir of female representation in the game is the “Harlot Table”,
a grid containing encounters with female characters in an urban setting. The women
presented as encounters in this table were all defined by their instrumentality to the
player or objectified for their beauty while accompanied by colorful adjectives in their
descriptions (Trammel A., 2018). Furthermore, though the representation of women in
Dungeons & Dragons has sharply increased in quantity and quality, the represented

characters seem to gravitate still towards western beauty standards (Garcia A., 2017).
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The feminine found in early Dungeons & Dragons holds an air of mythology and
opposition in relation to the heroic male, when women were made objects of the
martial, they became monsters and objectified: the medusa was referred to as “it”, the
woman became a Hag and those that were still humanized could but recur to charms and

guile to lure men astray and to their deaths (Trammel A., 2018).

1.4.2.3 Class

Classes can be understood to be a character’s vocation and occupation, their skills,
abilities. As a game system they can shape and embody how a character acts, reacts and
understands the world around them. Classes are not alike day-to-day jobs of course
(though in some tabletop role-playing games it may be so) and they can be placed on a
continuum of magic-affinity ranging from the frail but powerful magic-wielding wizard
to the brawny and brutish barbarian. Subset to classes are subclasses, specializations of
a character’s main vocation, which specialize into certain combat styles or categories of

magic and lean more heavily into respective class-characteristics.

All classes have combat abilities and, in fact, combat appears to be the most dice-rolling
intensive activity in the entire game and tends to shape character construction on a
mechanical level (Albom S,. 2021). Indeed, the pervasive presence of combat in
Dungeons & Dragons has not gone unnoticed by scholars of roleplay and has been
famously problematized by Trammel (2018): the over-pervasiveness of militarism
within the game finds its roots in questions of masculinity and misogyny that date back
to the very conception of the game and its ties to wargames. The archetypal wargaming
player had been groomed by company-curated content to enjoy and expect from its
games a certain social environment of misogynism and militaristic themes which in turn
they fostered around them in a reciprocal relationship of shaper and shaped which
solidified the early depictions of women (as stated in the above paragraph) and the
militaristic tropes of combat in early Dungeons & Dragons (Trammel A,. 2018).
Currently still, the language of the rulebooks heavily hints towards the prevalence of
combat within the game system itself, most examples of gameplay and class abilities’
applications refer to combat in the 2014 Player’s Handbook as attested by Albom’s
(2021) research. Furthermore, most of the abilities attributed to classes remain related to

combat in some form and class descriptions appeal to traditional tropes of heroism

33



inextricably tying them to masculinity by accosting social acceptance and validation to
themes of conquest and violence in relation to not-quite-human opposition or loosely
morally justified extermination of undeniably evil enemies (Albom S., 2021). Despite
the forward leaps in representation, female and queer bodies are not exempt from being
clad in traditional tropes of military might and violence and they are instead vehicles of
the self-same narrative. As Trammel (2018) somberly declares, the positive steps in
representation have been all but an answer to the male question in the game but they do
not answer the masculine: queer, female and non-white bodies are made participant to a
narrative of masculine depictions of bodies, of heroic tropes and showing of strength
while not actively shaping the narrative around them but rather being included into its

violence.

1.4.3 General Rules

Though the most iconic attribute of a game of Dungeons & Dragons may be its dice,
they are not immediately introduced to the player when discussing the rules, indeed, the
most basic iteration of the gameplay loop of the game is represented by three distinct
instances of social interaction: firstly, the Dungeon Master describes the surroundings of
the players in detail, secondly, the players describe back what their characters will be
doing and, lastly, the Dungeon Master describes the results of the players’ actions
(Wizards of the Coast, 2014 in Scapolo V., 2023). Only when the action is non-trivially
uncertain does a player prompt the use of dice as a form of either conflict resolution or
simulation of chance. The fifth edition of Dungeons & Dragons famously revolves
around the rolling of the colloquially named D20, that is, a 20-sided polyhedral die. To
the dice’s result is then added a number of numeral modifiers that vary on the nature of
the action, the level of the character and the character’s competence in a particular skill.

Among the more common modifiers are:

1) Proficiency: a character’s proficiency statistic determines their mastery over
skills they are trained in. For example, a warrior will be proficient in physical
skills such as the athletics skill, while a druid will be more proficient in the
nature and animal handling skills. A character’s proficiency skill is determined
by their level and its application is determined by its class, background and, at

times, race (Wizards of the Coast, 2014Db).
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2)

3)

Ability Scores: ability scores are the core statistics of a character in a game of
Dungeons & Dragons, they represent the physical and mental strengths and
weaknesses of a character. They number six in total and are: strength,
constitution, dexterity, wisdom, intelligence and charisma. To all of them, a
number between 1 and 20 is assigned with 1 being the lowest possible score and
20 being the highest score barring the intervention of magical items or spells.
From a mechanical standpoint, the statistic determines a modifier that is zero at
the 10 ability score and either increases or decreases by one every other number
(e.g. a character with 8 strength would have a -1 modifier in strength and related
abilities, while a character with 12 strength would have a +1 increase). Ability
scores are determined in a number of ways, players may roll dice and craft a
character around the results, they may use a standard array of numbers or they
may determine them based on how their character is supposed to behave (e.g. a
frail wizard may be more lacking in strength, a kobold may not be able to read
and may therefore have a lower intelligence score). Most commonly, ability
scores determine the outcome of a character’s attacks and the potency of their

spells (Scapolo V., 2023; Wizards of the Coast, 2014b).

Skills: skills are predetermined categories of action that a character may be able
to perform. A character’s skill is determined by their ability scores’ modifier and
by the addition (or lack thereof) of a character’s proficiency. All skills are
generally not directly related to combat and they determine the character’s

interaction with the world (Wizards of the Coast, 2014b).

Layering over the above modifiers is the possibility of situational advantage or
disadvantage: if a character is in a dire or extremely difficult situation the Dungeon
Master (or the game system itself in some cases) may impose disadvantage upon a roll,
having the player roll two dice and keeping the lowest roll of the two; conversely, if a
character had advantage from a certain context, the player would once again roll two
dice but choose the highest result instead. The result of the dice, modified by the
appropriate statistics, is then compared to another statistic: armor class, known as AC,
in the case of combat or the difficulty class, or DC in short, in regards to any other
situation. If the character’s roll is higher or equal to these statistics, their action will

have succeeded (Scapolo V., 2023)
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2. Theoretical Background

2.1 2001 CEFR

Before moving onto the current revision of the Common European Framework of
reference, pause will be given to its still valid predecessor. Indeed, the 2001 CEFR is
not to be considered obsolete and does still remain accessible and valid in relation to its
theoretical framework and the core values behind it (Council of Europe, 2020; Council
of Europe, 2016). The 2001 CEFR presented itself as a common basis for the
collaboration and coordination of language professionals across Europe and aimed at
providing a common frame of reference based on objective criteria in order to enhance
mutual recognition of language course validity, the transparency of the language courses
offered and overall mobility in Europe (Council of Europe, 2001). Most importantly, the
advent of the 2001 CEFR had brought the end of the, profusely lamented as obsolete,
four-skill model for language competency (North B., 2023). Alongside the introduction
of the task-oriented approach to language acquisition, the CEFR is notable for
pioneering the plurilingual and pluricultural approach. Plurilingualism as defined by the
CEFR (2001), emphasizes how different languages, as they are used and acquired by
speakers, do not exist as separate entities but rather all coalesce within a pool of
communicative competences that are accessed in relation to a user’s context and
intention to efficiently reach communicative goals. For example, one may note how an
hypothetical plurilingual person may use different communicative strategies or different
lexicon from differing languages in order to convene a certain meaning more
effectively. Plurilingualism does not stop with language production competencies: a
reader may use their knowledge of different languages to fully understand a text,
mediate meaning'® or meaningfully activate metalinguistic knowledge to understand an
otherwise unknown language (Piccardo E,. 2014). The notion of plurilingualism and the
CEFR principles it is built upon renewed the position of the mother tongue in the
classroom and in language learning as a whole: understanding second languages as

drawing from the very same well of competencies as the learner’s first language dispels

'S Mediation in the 2001 CEFR is but generally drafted rather than explored thoroughly, mediation would
mostly entail the mediation of a text (both oral or written) such as translation or acting as intermediary
(North B., 2023).
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the theory of the learner’s mother tongue being a detriment or an obstacle in second
language acquisition (Piccardo E,. 2014). Alongside plurilingualism stands
pluriculturalism which may find its roots, in the same way all CEFR theories do, in the
historical and political background of the document in question. In fact, according to
Beacco and their colleagues (2016), the core values of the CEFR are part of the
cohesive efforts of the European Union to fulfil to the utmost extent each citizen’s right
to education by guiding future citizens to free mobility within a multicultural and
multilingual community. Being able to understand several transverse dimensions is
essential for a citizen’s right to a mindful participation in all democratic processes of the

Union (Beacco et al., 2016).

2.1.1 The Action-oriented Approach

Perhaps most importantly, the CEFR presented an innovative new perspective to the
notion of learner/user and the development of their linguistic competencies: the
action-oriented approach. This approach would see its learners as social agents that are
related to their context and surroundings and have social tasks, rather than linguistic
tasks, to accomplish. Language learning, and language use on a broader scale, would be
any action that engages both general and linguistic competences activated to complete a
task within a determined context and constraints in order to produce or receive texts
relating to certain themes in specific domains (Council of Europe, 2001). Indeed, the
CEFR understands language use and acquisition as the concerted effort of competencies
both general and language specific. In this perspective, context may be thought of as in
the physical situation (the very embodiment, so to speak) of a language user, the social
environment and goals of a speaker/learner and the strategies needed for the resolution
of a task; that is any action necessary to the fulfilment of a goal (Council of Europe,
2001). This theoretical insight has allowed for a redesign of the older four-skill model
for language competencies by understanding language “action” as an integrationist,
ecological and complex approach rather than a more rigidly taxonomist
compartmentalization of language competency (North B., 2023). The older model of
skills, namely the “speaking”, “listening”, “writing” and “reading” model, was not
reflective of real-life language use and was considered obsolete by the fact that little or

no interaction between the skills and their respective level was foreseen (Council of
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Europe, 2020). The CEFR-proposed structure of language acquisition that would
upheave older theoretical constructs is grounded in the understanding of language as the
co-creation of meaning and interaction through the collaboration of different modes of
communication rather than the activation of separate skills. Pausing once more on the
redefinition of language learning of the CEFR (2001), the importance given to context,
both mental and environmental, is the direct result of the realisation that language use is
a constant interaction between external input and the internal cognitive structures of the
learners in specific situations. The learner’s cognitive structures, through which they
create meaning, act actively on the learner’s surroundings and the result of this action is
then, in turn, a cause for adaptation of the structures themselves in a constant cycle of
influence. Consequently, mentors and educators should be mindful of the context in
which their pupils are engaged and may find their most important goal in the designing
of real-life tasks that meaningfully activate the learner’s competences (Beacco J. et al.,
2016). Tasks as understood by the action-oriented approach are not schoolwork but
rather real-life situations that see the learner engage with different strategies to reach
their goal, not one of communicative or linguistic nature, but rather a “real” goal that,
nevertheless, entails the use of a target language in the simulated space that is the
classroom (Piccardo E,. 2014). Indeed, a classroom is a simulated space in virtue of
being a context that asks the participants to enter a state of suspension of disbelief to
accept the use of a less convenient target language to carry out meaningful tasks in
contrast to using the much more familiar learner’s mother tongue but they do still entail
a genuine social and interactive context (Council of Europe, 2001). To better specify, a
task should generally entail: a clearly communicated goal that produces an outcome, the
processing of real-life texts and experiences, the exertion of agency in an authentic
social context, conditions and constraints, collaborative work among students, the
drawing upon existing and developed consequences and the activation of strategies
(North B., 2023). Collaborative tasks in action-oriented approaches to language
teaching are essential given the, previously discussed, nature of the tasks themselves: as
pupils are not exposed to traditional exercises of repetition or openly instrumental
language activities, the interaction among themselves is the activator for the need of
communication and, therefore, the need for engaging with language. Of course, not all
tasks that do not include interaction do not engage with language in any way, indeed,
one may engage with any form of text to reach any one goal. But when a task is, as the

CEFR Companion Volume (2020) exemplifies, mainly physical (as in the case of
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moving furniture), communication would only be necessary when engaging with a
second person. Educators become facilitators of their pupils’ success when faced with a
task, at times by shoring up linguistic tools, counseling students on possible strategies or
explaining grammatical concepts. The most important trait of the action-oriented
approach is naturally creating context for the development of the learners’ competencies
through real-life implications rather than in a vacuum and with goals that are not the
simple accumulation of knowledge (Piccardo E,. 2014). According to North (2023), the
main differences between action-oriented approaches and task-based language teaching
rests in how the tasks are conceived: while in task-based language learning the tasks are
highly structured and generally aimed at very specific vocabulary or grammatical
notion, the action-oriented approach leaves room to the learner to try and achieve a goal

that is not strictly directly related to language.

2.1.2 Descriptor Scales of the 2001 CEFR

The culmination of the research effort that is the CEFR project is the creation of a
common system of reference for the evaluation of language proficiency. The descriptor
scales proposed in the 2001 CEFR operate by the intersection of the new common
reference levels introduced by the document and the relevant meta-categories of
language description outlined by the action-base approach: the communicative activities
(such as production, reception and interaction), strategies'® and communicative
language competences (linguistic, pragmatic and sociolinguistic competences) (Council

of Europe, 2001).

The common reference levels stand out as a major improvement of the previous
attempts at defining a common reference system in relation to language proficiency
(North B., 2023). The CEFR reference levels, as previously briefly introduced, are to be
considered only one part of the overall description scale system that the CEFR
proposes. They constitute the vertical development of proficiency or, more clearly put,

the depth of knowledge and competencies accrued in a specific dimension of language

4 strategy is any organised, purposeful and regulated line of action chosen by an individual to carry out
a task which he or she sets for himself or herself or with which he or she is confronted. (Council of
Europe, 2001 p:10)
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(Council of Europe, 2001). The task of creating general common ground for evaluation
and orientation for such a subjective dimension of development was tackled by
applying an ingenious branching approach to proficiency scaling. The reference levels
are, in fact, divided into three main macro-categories (A or basic user, B or
intermediate user, C or proficient user) which are reticent of previous attempts at
devising a tripartite system for proficiency evaluation. The macro-levels are then
divided into more specific sub-levels of proficiency (Al, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2) that
would represent progress within the macro levels. The most ingenious feature of the
branching approach to the schematization and subdivision of proficiency levels is the
flexibility it offers in relation to the specificity of one’s context (Council of Europe,
2001). The cutoff of a certain level is, in fact, never drawn markedly to allow for the
adoption of intermediate levels between existing categories or even intermediate
categories in between those levels as well (Council of Europe, 2020). This is true even
pertaining “upward” and “downward” movement in relation to the scales: when it
comes to the lowest level of proficiency, Al, the CEFR (2001) admits the possibility of
attributing lower, partial, levels to language users that do not quite reach the level but
do, in fact, still accomplish tasks that engage with their overall communicative and
linguistic competencies. Similarly, the C2 level was not considered to be the highest
level attainable by learners but rather the highest level reachable through mainstream
education systems and is in no way related to an hypothetical native-language adjacency
but rather a profound and natural mastery of the target language (Council of Europe,
2020). In relation to this topic, the originally proposed system for proficiency scaling
was indeed pitched as a seven-levelled system by David Wilkin during an
intergovernmental symposium in 1977. Though the existence of the seventh level was
later attested during the development progress of the CEFR present levels, the
“ambilingual proficiency” level was discarded from the general frame of reference as it
was deemed, as already mentioned, unattainable by the average user (North B., 2007;

Council of Europe, 2020).

The second dimension to the construction of a scale of descriptors is related to the
relevant domains in which language proficiency can manifest. In fact, according to the
CEFR (2001), progress cannot only be tracked as a vertical process in which a subject
deepens a single compartmentalized skill, but rather manifests on a horizontal level in

the ability to perform in larger communicative domains. As previously presented, the
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action-oriented approach identifies several elements that are concertedly activated when
a user is involved in any task that requires linguistic communication. The CEFR
proceeds to identify possible domains, situations, conditions, mental contexts, themes
and purposes that provide the horizontal, non-quantifiable, dimension of context that is
involved in communication. Though these categories are not situated on scales of
proficiency, one should be aware that linguistic progress and prowess include the ability
to engage with these dimensions of language. In relation to quantifiable proficiencies,
the 2001 CEFR reference scales were organized into two main macro-categories based
on the horizontal quality of language proficiency: linguistic activities and competences.
Linguistic activities are relative to observable language expression and were, therefore,
convenient in the development of a descriptor scale for language proficiency (Council
of Europe, 2001). Linguistic activities were themselves further organized into four
separate ways of engaging with a text: productive activities, receptive activities and
interaction activities received descriptive scales both for oral and written instances of
each mode of communication alongside scales for determining communicative
strategies appropriate for each proficiency level (Council of Europe, 2001). The last
mode of communication presented in the 2001 CEFR was mediation and though it did
receive a descriptive scheme, it was not provided with descriptive scales until the 2020
CEFR companion booklet (North B., 2007; Council of Europe, 2020). Regarding
competencies, the CEFR provided reference scales for linguistic, pragmatic and
sociolinguistic competencies while plurilingual and pluricultural competencies were

given a descriptive scheme but no scales of reference.

Overall, the descriptor scales were developed in relation to observable linguistic
activities, strategies and related competences to provide samples of an hypothetical
user’s typical language in relation to a specific contextual area and proficiency level
(Council of Europe, 2001). Indeed, descriptors were not developed as a strict metric for
proficiency level assessment but rather highlight new aspects of language proficiency
for users at the level of reference in order to provide a veritable bank of criterion
statements regarding the evolution of foreign language proficiency. Not meant for direct
use in evaluation, descriptor scales were to be a facilitator in the development of such
tools and the creation of a standard for curricula on an international level. Though
incredibly popular, the 2001 CEFR was perhaps misunderstood; the initial focus of the

international audience seemed to fall on the reference scales rather than the
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action-oriented approach and other novelty concepts presented in the document such as
the mediation skill, plurilingualism and pluriculturalism (North B. 2021). The need for a
standardized system of assessment was suddenly filled by the CEFR which was, broadly
speaking, mainly seen as a checklist of language proficiency. Nevertheless, the CEFR
first reception is far from strictly negative, in fact, the adoption of a common reference
system led to an overall revision and standardization of several certifications of foreign
language proficiency (North B. 2021), the action-oriented approach lead to proliferous
research mainly around the French-speaking academics and overall CEFR-inspired
improvement across all levels of education (North B., 2023). Most of the 2001 CEFR
remains generally valid but the update of its descriptor scales and the more clear
elaboration of its theoretical underpinnings in 2020 (North B. 2021), alongside a
complete redefinition of the applications as a tool for curriculum design in a later
separate document (Beacco et al. 2016) may render it functionally obsolete despite its

successor’s intentions.

2.2 The 2020 CEFR Companion Volume

The companion booklet is to be understood as an effort of renewal of its predecessor
and while it was intended to replace the 2001 CEFR as the main manual of reference for
would-be implementers of the common frame of reference, it does not invalidate the
information present in its older incarnation (Council of Europe, 2020). Indeed, the
companion volume does not contradict previous knowledge on the principles introduced
in 2001 but, rather, extends and clarifies the descriptor scales and other concepts that
were but sketched or overlooked in their debut onto the international stage. The
refreshment of the original CEFR is mainly due, as previously mentioned, to the general
confusion surrounding the original document. Among misinterpretations were the
assumptions that the method presented in the Common Framework was mandatory,
based on a native-speaker model (hence, the need for the updating of several entries in
the descriptor scales), exceedingly instrumentalist and a means for standardization or
somehow not based on empirical evidence (CEFR Expert Group, 2023). The refreshing
effort of the old document aims at tackling some of these misconceptions and render
easier to understand the theoretical background of the CEFR as, as already pointed out,

the original document was poorly structured (Council of Europe 2018, Council of
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Europe 2020, North B., 2023, Coste D. & Cavalli M., 2015; Council of Europe, 2016;
CEFR Expert Group, 2023). At the core of the update of the common reference scales
s, given the vast adoption and extremely positive reception, an attempt at
supplementing the original descriptors rather than proactively changing them. Indeed,
most changes to descriptors are minimal and are generally aimed at clarifying wording
in relation to the not-intended accosting of higher-level proficiencies with a native
speaker’s linguistic form, clarifying translation errors in the thirteen languages it was
translated in and try to apply gender-neutral language where possible (CEFR Expert
Group, 2023). Still pertaining to the descriptor scales is the addition of the
previously-only-theorized pre-Al level and the description of possible intermediate
levels (Al+, B1+ and so on) is further extended compared to its predecessor’s efforts.
Further consolidating the current validity of the 2001 document is the fact that the
conceptual and theoretical form remained almost completely unchanged with the
exception of a further development of the mediation mode of communication and its
reference scale (as anticipated in subsection 2.1.2). The 2020 CEFR does, in fact,
elevate back to the center some concepts that were at first overlooked: most notably, the
mediation mode of communication, plurilingualism, pluriculturalism. In the following
sections, the mediation and interactions modes of communication will be more
thoroughly examined, the descriptor scales relevant to this study will also be provided

under their respective category.

2.2.1 The Mediation Mode of Communication

Mediation as advanced by the 2001 CEFR had been initially largely ignored and
underspecified (Council of Europe, 2020) and, consequently, the first advent of the
concept had sparked little to no interest in the European stage as it found roots but in
Germany with the Profile Deutsch publication regarding curriculum planning for
German FL and L2 (North B., 2023). The inadequacy of the pioneering description of
mediation is well attested (Council of Europe 2018, Council of Europe 2020, North B.,
2023, Coste D. & Cavalli M., 2015), as it appeared to limit its scope to the translation or
otherwise transposition of meaning from one text to another, most likely due to the
consultation of translation studies material (Corbett J., 2020). Another possible reason

for the bad reception of the mediation skill is probably due to the miscategorization of
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one of its aspects. Alongside the other three modes of communication (production,
reception, interaction) the one that would then become mediation was understood as
processing. The proposed scales of reference related to processing would become later
the scales presented for 7ext (chapter 4.6 of the 2001 CEFR), a separate category that

has now been reintegrated as part of the mediation activities (Council of Europe, 2016).

The effort of development of new descriptors for mediation culminated perhaps in the
2016 publication of Developing illustrative descriptors of aspects of mediation for the
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) (North B. and Piccardo E.,
2016a), an important resource for the new perspective on mediation. As concisely put in
a summarizing article for Cambridge University press by the self-same authors, the new
prospects for mediation hold a much broader scope recognizing to mediation the

processes of :

[...] creating the space and conditions for communication and/or learning, constructing
and co-constructing new meaning, and/or passing on information, whilst simplifying,
elaborating, illustrating or otherwise adapting input in order to facilitate the process

concerned. (North B. Piccardo E., 2016b).

It is clear how the focus moved away from the simple mediation of language as a form
of translation or otherwise filtering of knowledge to include non-linguistic or
non-relational aspects of this process. Unsurprisingly, cited in the same article is Coste

and Cavalli (2015)’s fundamental redefinition of mediation as:

Any procedure, arrangement or action designed in a given social context to reduce the
distance between two (or more) poles of otherness between which there is tension

(Coste D. & Cavalli M., p. 27, 2015).

The very same publication by the two scholars is mentioned as a fundamental compass
in the creation of the new scales. Coste and Cavalli (2015) conceptualize mediation as
pertaining to two categories: cognitive and relational mediation. These categories,
considered by their authors to be difficult to truly divest from one another, are at the
conceptual basis of the categorization opted for in the new scales (Beacco J. et al. 2016)
which were divided into a more practical conceptualization of the interrelated and
constant interaction of these two dimensions. Cognitive mediation refers to the

reformulation of cognitive schemes when challenged with otherness, a series of
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processes activated in the transmission and integration of knowledge, while the
management of interaction, relationships, conflicts and the overall restructuring of
context to simplify the conduction of understanding can be thought of as relational
mediation (Coste D. & Cavalli M., 2015, p. 27). The role of semiotic and linguistic
reformulation does not explicitly appear in these two definitions and though their
implied processes are inevitably necessary for the mostly contemporaneous enactment
of both of these aspects of mediation, they do not define them. It is clear how this new
categorization of mediation formally represents the new shift in plurilingual and
pluricultural studies from a purely linguistic perspective towards an holistic and
integrated one. The social aspect, which appears dominant though not exclusive to this
new perspective, is indeed recognized in the mediation mode of communication of the
CEFR and may very well be understood as an intangible fifth mode of communication
that is present as an inextricable quality to the observable linguistic manifestation of
mediation (Beacco J. et al. 2016). In practice, within mediation activities, that is, the
exercising of one’s linguistic competence (Council of Europe, 2001, mentioned as
language activities in subsection 2.1.2) were individuated three categories, of which a
small summary will be provided in the next small sections alongside a quick overview

of mediation strategies.

2.2.1.1 Mediating A Text

The original concept of language processing found its full development and expansion
among the six scales that comprise the mediating a text category. The scales of this
section of the CEFR refer to the conveying of a text’s'’ content to a second party that
does not have direct access to it. The scales for text mediation amount to six: three
activities of mediation (relaying specific information, explaining data, processing text)
provided for both written and spoken texts (Council of Europe, 2020). Alongside the
original six scales that were also present in the 2001 version, two additional scales
related to text-to-writing and text-to-speaking mediation were added. The mediation of a

text is not to be understood as purely directed to someone but rather it is a plurilingual

'7 Text, as conceptualized by the CEFR, refers to any linguistic manifestation, both written and spoken.
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effort of rendering a text comprehensible even to oneself and is at the very base of

plurilingual competence (Piccardo E., 2023).

2.2.1.2 Mediating Concepts

The scales related to concept mediation refer to the activity, intrinsic to language, of
co-construction of meaning and its implications. In the creation of the scales, the role of
the learner/user has been taken into consideration and, therefore, two scales related to its
position within a group have been developed: one for participation in group work, the
other for leading it (Council of Europe, 2020). In the case of concept mediation, the
CEFR recognized how inextricably bound the concerted creation of knowledge (relating
to cognitive mediation) and the creation and managing of effective and prolific
conditions for mediation are (domain of relational mediation) and deliberated upon
providing graphically cleft scales for presenting both dimensions of mediation
contemporaneously (Council of Europe, 2020). Here follow the dedicated descriptors of

the language abilities organised under the mediation of concepts:

In relation to collaborating in a group, the CEFR (2020) presents the following
descriptor scales for facilitating collaborative interaction; the descriptors, as
anticipated, are presented for two separate roles that the learner may undertake in group

collaboration:

For the level B2, of which the first two descriptions are relative to a higher level of B2
proficiency compared to the following three (graphically denoted in the CEFR by an

horizontal line):

Can, based on people’s reactions, adjust the way they formulate questions and/or
intervene in a group interaction.

Can act as rapporteur in a group discussion, noting ideas and decisions, discussing
these with the group and later giving a summary of the group s view(s) in a plenary.

Can ask questions to stimulate discussion on how to organise collaborative work.

Can help define goals for teamwork and compare options for how to achieve them.
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Can refocus a discussion by suggesting what to consider next, and how to proceed.

(Council of Europe, 2020 p. 110)

For the B1 level, the first three statements are relative to a higher proficiency level

while the last is relative to B1 entry-level proficiency:

Can collaborate on a shared task, e.g. formulating and responding to suggestions,

asking whether people agree, and proposing alternative approaches.

Can collaborate in simple, shared tasks and work towards a common goal in a group by

asking and answering straightforward questions.

Can define the task in basic terms in a discussion and ask others to contribute their

expertise and experience.

Can invite other people in a group to contribute their views. (Council of Europe, 2020

p. 111)

In relation to collaborating to construct meaning the descriptor scales for the B2 level
are as follows, the first three descriptors are relative to higher proficiency while the

other three are relative to lower B2 proficiency:

Can highlight the main issue that needs to be resolved in a complex task and the

important aspects that need to be taken into account.

Can contribute to collaborative decision making and problem solving, expressing and

co-developing ideas, explaining details and making suggestions for future action.

Can help organise the discussion in a group by reporting what others have said,

summarising, elaborating and weighing up different points of view.
Can further develop other people's ideas and opinions.

Can present their ideas in a group and pose questions that invite reactions from other

group members’ perspectives.

Can consider two different sides of an issue, giving arguments for and against, and

propose a solution or compromise. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 110)
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Relating to level B1 are the following descriptors, of which the first two are relative to

higher proficiency while the remaining are for lower B1 proficiencies:

Can organise the work in a straightforward collaborative task by stating the aim and

explaining in a simple manner the main issue that needs to be resolved.

Can use questions, comments and simple reformulations to maintain the focus of a

discussion.
Can ask a group member to give the reason(s) for their views.

Can repeat part of what someone has said to confirm mutual understanding and help

keep the development of ideas on course. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 111)

2.2.1.3 Mediating Communication

The mediation of communication is understood as the abilities activated by a user as
intermediary between different interlocutors. The barriers of communication are not
exclusively linguistic and, therefore, a language user does not only engage in traditional
translation. Among possible discrepancies among interlocutors are sociocultural and
sociolinguistic factors alongside personal disagreements (Piccardo E., North B., &
Goodier T., 2019). The CEFR does recognize, in fact, different dimensions in which a
user engages with mediating across different perspectives such as in the act of bridging
cultural gaps with its own pluricultural knowledge and facilitating communication
within a group by settling and mediating disagreement both in a formal and informal
context (Council of Europe, 2020). The ultimate goal of communicative mediation is
that of avoiding unpleasantry and conflict in favour of maintaining a positive and

prolific context.

Relevant to the present study are the following descriptors for facilitating
communication in delicate situations and disagreements. For the B2 level of proficiency
the first three descriptors are relative to a higher level of proficiency while the following

three relate to a lower level:
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Can elicit possible solutions from parties in disagreement in order to help them to reach
consensus, formulating open-ended, neutral questions to minimise embarrassment or

offence.

Can help the parties in a disagreement better understand each other by restating and
reframing their positions more clearly and by prioritising needs and goals.

Can formulate a clear and accurate summary of what has been agreed and what is
expected from each of the parties.

Can, by asking questions, identify areas of common ground and invite each side to
highlight possible solutions.

Can outline the main points in a disagreement with reasonable precision and explain
the positions of the parties involved.

Can summarise the statements made by the two sides, highlighting areas of agreement
and obstacles to agreement. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 117)

For the B1 level of proficiency two descriptors are provided of which one is of higher

level proficiency and the other lower:

Can ask parties in a disagreement to explain their point of view, and can respond briefly
to their explanations, provided the topic is familiar to them and the parties express

themselves clearly.

Can demonstrate their understanding of the key issues in a disagreement on a topic
familiar to them and make simple requests for confirmation and/or clarification.

(Council of Europe, 2020 p. 117)

2.2.1.4 Mediation Strategies

Though separate from mediation abilities, mediation strategies bear their own descriptor
scales as is the case for all other modes of communication. In the 2001 CEFR, most
aspects of mediation strategies were concerned of the “before”, organised under the
macro-category of planning and entailing the analysis of interlocutor needs and
preparation of support material, and the “after”, organised under two macro-categories
that were evaluation and repair that entailed the consequent analysis of the produced

text and correction through use of external support tools such as dictionaries (Council of
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Europe, 2001). Conversely, the 2020 CEFR pauses on the strategies undertaken during
mediation such as the breaking down of information, the streamlining of content and the
use of non-linguistic semiotic strategies to simplify concepts and facilitate
understanding. It is clear how the original conceptualization of mediation strategies
hinged on a less expansive understanding of mediation as pertaining to translation and
interpretation (Council of Europe, 2016; Council of Europe, 2020; Corbett J. 2020).
Such a position is clear in its initial statement describing them as ways of coping with
the demands of using finite resources to process information and establish equivalent
meaning (Council of Europe, 2001 p.87). Therefore, it is clear how the focus is in
producing a similar text to the original rather than providing interlocutors, an
understanding of mediation that is now considered inadequate even in adjacent fields,

such as translation studies (Corbett J. 2020).

2.2.2 The Interaction Mode of Communication

According to the 2001 CEFR, interaction occurs when two or more individuals
participate in an oral or written exchange during which production and reception
generally alternate and overlap. The 2001 CEFR also acknowledges that production and
reception are not the only abilities activated during interaction, as the language users
tangentially forecast the input and prepare a response during reception (Council of
Europe, 2001). Therefore, in the first iteration of the document, interaction is not to be
considered a primary mode of communication as it requires production and reception to
operate in its simplest form, consequently, lower levels for specific categories do not
have descriptors related to this mode (Council of Europe, 2001). The 2020 CEFR does,
in its overhaul of the original 2001 design, expand and amend descriptors for interaction
but it cannot yet provide descriptors for lower levels in relation to more complex
activities as they appear to remain considered non-accessible to lower proficiency
levels. Alongside the aforementioned abilities, sociocultural competencies also play a
role in social interaction as the application of context-specific behavioural patterns
allows for genuine and successful exchanges (Lipinska, J., 2023). The 2001 CEFR
leaned heavily on oral interaction rather than its written counterpart (Council of Europe,
2020) mostly due to initial skepticism on whether a distinction between written

production and interaction was necessary at all among scholars of the time (North B.,
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Piccardo E., 2019). The initial pushback against the recognition of written interaction as
a different mode of communication was later vindicated by the vigorous rise to
popularity of online message boarding and instant messaging (North B., Piccardo E.,
2019) that was at the time left as a prophetic footnote (Council of Europe, 2001). In the
present iteration of the CEFR (2020), space, and subsequently a reference scale, has
been given to online interaction activities as they do not entail traditional face-to-face
interaction and are, therefore, difficult to describe through 2001 CEFR scales alone
(Council of Europe, 2020). According to the 2020 CEFR, online interaction differs from
traditional categories of interaction in the fact that it involves the availability of
real-time shared resources and does not entail active correction in relation to possible
misunderstandings leading to more redundancy in production and more interaction
related to clarifying possibly misunderstandable content. Online interaction is also
defined by its virtue of being mediated through virtual spaces rather than traditional
ones (Council of, Europe 2016), one may deduce that a further divide between
interaction 1in traditional spaces and online interaction lies in all the adjacent
non-linguistic competences that are required to operate in an online space and all the
sociolinguistic knowledge required for proper communication. More relevant to the
research here presented are interaction strategies, of which a quick overview will be

given in the following sections.

2.2.2.1 Interaction Strategies, Taking the Floor

Among interaction strategies is taking the floor (turntaking) which is the only scale
repeated in the CEFR as it is also found in the pragmatic competence scales of
reference. Taking the floor is to be understood as the ability of taking the initiative in
social interaction and it includes the ability to initiate, maintain and end a conversation
alongside the ability to properly intervene. Here reported are the descriptors associated

with taking the floor for each relevant proficiency level as in the 2020 CEFR:
Relative to level B2:
Can intervene appropriately in discussion, exploiting appropriate language to do so.

Can initiate, maintain and end discourse appropriately with effective turntaking.
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Can initiate discourse, take their turn when appropriate and end conversation when

they need to, though they may not always do this elegantly.

Can use stock phrases (e.g. “Thats a difficult question to answer”) to gain time and
keep the turn while formulating what they want to express. (Council of Europe, 2020 p.
88)

Relative to the level B1, the first of the two is considered to be of a more established B1
level user compared to the second (as graphically denoted in the CEFR by being divided

into two different boxes within the same level):

Can intervene in a discussion on a familiar topic, using a suitable phrase to get the

floor.

Can initiate, maintain and close simple, face-to-face conversation on topics that are

familiar or of personal interest. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 88)

2.2.2.2 Interaction Strategies, Co-Operating

Co-operating refers to the ability of keeping a conversation going by confirming
comprehension, giving feedback, summarising and taking stock of the information
gathered during discussion and inviting others to participate. Once again, here are
reported the descriptors associated with this strategy and their relative level of

proficiency:
Relative to level B2:

Can help the discussion along on familiar ground, confirming comprehension, inviting

others in, etc.

Can summarise the point reached at a particular stage in a discussion and propose the

next steps.(Council of Europe, 2020 p. 89)

Relative to level B1, of which the first two descriptions is relative to a higher level of

B1 proficiency compared to the following two:
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Can exploit a basic repertoire of language and strategies to help keep a conversation or

discussion going.
Can summarise the point reached in a discussion and so help focus the argument.

Can repeat back part of what someone has said to confirm mutual understanding and

help keep the development of ideas on course. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 89)

Can invite others into the discussion.

2.2.2.3 Interaction Strategies, Asking for Clarification

Strategies for the asking of clarification are relative to the ability of asking whether
someone is able to follow a conversation or not, asking followup questions, check
comprehension, asking for repetitions. As for the previous strategies, here follow the

dedicated descriptors:
Relative to B2, the first descriptor is relative to higher level proficiency:

Can ask follow-up questions to check that they have understood what someone intended

to say, and get clarification of ambiguous points.

Can ask for explanation or clarification to ensure they understand complex, abstract

ideas. (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 89)

Can formulate follow-up questions to a member of a group to clarify an issue that is

implicit or poorly articulated.
Relative to B1; once more, is the first one relative to a higher level of proficiency:

Can ask for further details and clarifications from other group members in order to

move a discussion forward.

Can ask someone to clarify or elaborate what they have just said. (Council of Europe,

2020 p. 89)
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2.3 On Linguistic Self-confidence

To provide a better frame of reference for the results of this research, this subsection
will be dedicated to an overview of the construct of linguistic self-confidence.
Linguistic self-confidence is a complex construct that remains of difficult distinction in
relation to other traditional aspects of L2 motivation studies (Csizér, K. & Dornyei, Z.,
2005) and more specifically in relation to self-efficacy (Tsang A. 2022). Contemporary
research on the matter of linguistic self-confidence appears to be yet grounded on
Clément’s 1980 study on contact and communicative competence (Saka 1. 2021; Tsang
A., 2022; Csizér, K. & Dornyei, Z., 2005; Pan C., Zhang X. 2023; Wong R. M. H.,
2015; Molberg H. K. K. 2010) which defines linguistic self-confidence as a social
construct (Wong R. M. H., 2015) that intervenes in multicultural (denoted as
multilingual in Wong R. M. H., 2015) contexts and directly affects linguistic
competence moreso than previous constructs such as attitudinal profiles (Clément R.,
1980). Moreover, Clément’s (1980) original model of motivational processes poses
(linguistic) self-confidence as the secondary level after a learner’s intrinsic fear of
assimilation that stems from the target language's ethnolinguistic vitality and apparent
value. Linguistic self-confidence, as theorized by Clément (1980) appears to be a
mediational process consisting of social and cognitive processes (Wong R. M. H., 2015;
Molberg H. K. K. 2010) that interconnectedly influence a learner’s motivation in
assimilating or integrating in a specific ethnic group and, therefore, seek contact with
the larger second-language community (Clément R., 1980; Wong R. M. H., 2015).
Linguistic self-confidence’s positive development is tied with frequent positive contact
with members of the target ethnic group according to Clément’s original model and is
therefore developed in multicultural contexts and is thought of as a social construct. A
second construct often associated with linguistic self-confidence is anxiety, the
influence of this complex social construct is not clear and is often room for debate on
the degree to which it affects self-confidence or is affected by it (Saka I. 2021; Molberg
H. K. K. 2010). Most notably, in most concise definitions of linguistic self-confidence,
the absence of anxiety in interaction plays a vital role and their relationship has been
theorized as inversely proportional by Maclntyre and is considered to be one of two
constituent constructs of linguistic self-confidence (Maclntyre et al. in Saka 1. 2021) a
concept also found in Molberg (Molberg H. K. K. 2010). Supporting an inverse

understanding of the role of anxiety in relation to linguistic self-confidence is Clément,
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Dornyei Z. and Noels (1984, in Pan C., Zhang X. 2023) which understand
self-confidence as a factor influencing, rather than influenced, foreign language anxiety.
An important note on the initial conceptualisation of linguistic self-confidence is
relative to the research context in which it was developed; Clément’s initial research had
targeted a specific language but linguistic self-confidence research can be also
conducted in relation to language acquisition as a whole as is the case for Csizér and
Doérnyei’s (2005) study regarding learner motivation. The researchers abstract Clément’s
original model and try to apply it on a less definite scale to assess learner motivation in
indirect contact with language. Regarding linguistic self-confidence, Csizér and Dornyei
(2005) seem to have found evidence of the construct not being exclusively directly tied
to positive social interaction but rather also involve the context’s attitude and expected
outcome in relation to the target language (e.g. if a language is considered easier or
easily learned). Nevertheless, the present study leverages Clément’s original
understanding of the development of a learner’s self-confidence and consequently
attempts at emulating positive direct interaction with the learner’s target language and
attempts at denoting any possible change in the learner’s linguistic self-confidence. The
possible positive outcome of the present theory is assumed to be possible by simulating
direct, native, language contact through the simulated game-world of tabletop

role-playing games.

2.4 Games as Teaching Tools

Among the modern academic landscape, game-based learning and gamified learning are
two different approaches to the implementation of games in an educational context.
Though both approaches hold a non dissimilar corpus of research literature, game
design element toolkits and the general aim at adding value beyond entertainment to
games, they are indeed different (Sailer M. & Homner L., 2019). Game-based learning
approaches imply the creation and design of original games and can be understood as
the implementation of serious games with educational goals. Gamified learning, on the
other hand, applies game elements such as game aesthetics or mechanics (Kapp K. M.
2012 in Abdeen F. H. & Albiladi S. W., 2021) to pre-existing learning structures (Sailer
M. & Homner L., 2019). Gamified learning, better known as gamification, 1is

constructed around exogenous motivation and learning achievements (Campbell H. &
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Madsen A., 2021; Abdeen F. H. & Albiladi S. W., 2021) resulting in a game-like
perception of an otherwise traditional language activity. To further support this claim is
the very theoretical underpinnings of gamified learning proposed by Landers (2015) that
identifies four essential constituents of the gamified learning process. According to
Landers (2015) such components are game characteristics, behaviour/attitude,
instructional content and learning outcomes. The main influence of game components,
according to this model, is on behaviour and attitude either by exerting a moderating
influence by bettering behaviours through the implementation of reward systems and
game-adjacent elements to pre-existing structures of education (such as participating to
a lecture) with the goal of increasing learning outcomes or by mediating learning by
promoting or entailing behaviours that positively affect learning outcomes. Clearly,
gamification poses learning objectives and outcomes over the game mechanics
themselves, in fact, the latter are excised from outside ludic contexts and are then
grafted onto non-ludic behaviours to stimulate their repetitions (Campbell H. & Madsen
A., 2021). Diverging from this relatively traditional concept of gamification is that
which Campbell and Madsen define as “serious gaming”, a somewhat different concept
from the serious games that Landers (2015) and gamification studies attribute to the
term. In fact, serious games as defined by De Gloria, A., Bellotti, F., and Berta, R.
(2015) are games that are actively designed to involve gaming directly and overtly
while also maintaining their natural narratives and structures. Conversely, Campbell H.
and Madsen A.’s (2021) serious gaming approaches games independently from learner
outcomes, activating and stimulating desired learning achievements in a somewhat
tangent manner. Following Campbell H. and Madsen A.’s (2021) use of tabletop
role-playing games in the development of literacy skills, one may note how the game
employed in their research functions as a natural enabler of target proficiencies with no
active outside intervention, providing for embodied learning that naturally leads to
traditional language competences through the, already attested (Dunn J., 2016 in
Campbell H. & Madsen A., 2021), qualities of theater in relation to learning objectives.
The direction of the present section is quite clear at this point, the subsequent study
presented shortly hereafter functions on similar principles as those that inspired
Campbell H. and Madsen A. and that also led Zalka (2016) to the development of a
simplified tabletop role-playing game system for the teaching of classic literature.
Among many of the activated competencies that Zalka (2016) attributes to tabletop

role-playing games in their being naturally adjacent to educational simulation games are

56



the ability of activating “learning by doing” and the immediate application of
knowledge, strong motivation tied to the game systems themselves, development of
social skills through inherent interpersonal interaction and employing more complex
cognitive strategies to interact with multilayered and multicultural fictive worlds.
Reasonably so, this study does not try to explore all of the competencies and skills an
holistic approach to game implementation may entail but rather it sets out to denote
possible value in the implementation of games in educational settings stemming not
from language objectives but rather from play and game themselves as constructs

capable to foster valuable skills.
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3. Methodology

Culmination of the present work is the study that will be presented in the following
sections. The study is, to summarize, an attempt at applying Zalka’s (2016) game
system to language education. Zalka’s original system is a simplified approach to
tabletop roleplaying games’ game engines in order to apply a novel perspective to the
introduction of classical literature to younger students. As one may have surmised by
now, the present study does not involve classical literature but rather EFL for the upper
secondary school’s language curriculum. The application of such a method is reticent of
Zalka (2016) and Campbell H. and Madsen A. (2021) 's method and is in line with the
CEFR action-oriented approach or, barring disastrous oversight, is inspired by the core
principles of the same theory. Indeed, at the base of this study is the active research for
the positive impact of tabletop role-playing games in language education but so is the
hope of having compiled a decent enough summary of the genre’s history so as to allow

future researchers of the topic fertile ground from which further research may blossom.

3.1 Research Questions

The questions researched in the present study are as follows:

Is tabletop role-playing an effective tool to consolidate and develop the mediation and
interaction language abilities as described by the CEFR companion volume for Italian

EFL students of higher secondary school level in Venice?

Can it impact motivation and improve the student’s own perceived ability in regards to

the target language?

3.2 Participants

The target sample for this study were students of the “L.I.S. Francesco Algarotti” in third
and fourth grade classes that held roughly the B1/B2 level of general English
proficiency as dictated by the 2020 CEFR. All students studied English as their second
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language alongside a second and third foreign language by virtue of their choosing a
school for tourism. The students were selected by voluntary participation following a
five-minute presentation carried out by the researcher during class hours. Participants
could communicate their willingness to participate and their availability through a
Google Sheet document that was accessible through a QR code or a link that was left in
the target classes. The researcher’s email address was also provided in case further
clarifications or information was needed. Following the monthly gathering of
participants, groups would be arbitrarily created by the researcher at the participants’
preferred date and time. As it stands, all participants had communicated their
participation in groups so as to take part in the study among friends of the same class.
The module for participating in the study was wholly in Italian to ensure ease of use
among participants (available for consultation in Appendix A.). Three groups in total
were formed for the purposes of this study. Though the hosting school, who is here
thanked once more, did allow for the study to take place within their structure, no
school credit or otherwise positive benefit for the participation to the present research
was awarded to the students despite the researcher’s efforts in attempting to recognize

the participants’ good will and availability.

3.3 Context

The present study was carried out in an upper secondary school for tourism in Venice,
Italy. The aforementioned school, the “I.I.S Francesco Algarotti”, graciously granted
rooms for this research project during after-school hours. The time slot in which
students participated in this study varied based on their personal availability, though all
activities generally took place in the 13:00 to 16:00 time slot. The participants were
engaged in a language workshop in which they played Zalka’s (2016) game system for
tabletop role-playing games within the game world of Wizards of the Coast’s
introductory adventure Dragon of Icespire Peak found in the Dungeons & Dragons
Essentials Kit'®. The gaming sessions to which the participants took part were two hours
to two-and-a-half hours long and followed a rough narrative outline that was similar for

all groups. Naturally, as one may have surmised by the previous overview of tabletop

'8 by Wizards of the Coast, released on 3rd September 2019.
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role-playing games, the story collectively crafted during gameplay cannot quite be
completely prepared in advance. The participants took the place of the players and the
researcher took the place of the Dungeon Master or Game Master. As a premise, the
participants were heavily discouraged to use their mother tongue though they were not
completely forbidden from doing so among themselves; the Dungeon Master and the

relative NPCs that were played by them did communicate exclusively in English.

3.4 Zalka’s Model

As previously introduced, the present study utilizes Zalka’s (2016) game system rather
than the Dungeons & Dragons system. Heavily inspired by the latter, the system retains
most of the structure of the original and hinges on the same essential constituents. In
fact, the game still retains a Game Master (or Dungeon Master) and entails the same
relationship between them and the players. The game system also hinges on the very
same aleatory system of outcome definition that verges on dice but, unlike Dungeons &
Dragons, the game utilizes exclusively a D6 (six-sided die) system. Naturally, the
problematic underlying militaristic nature of Dungeons & Dragons is also retained as
combat is still considered a vital element of the game. Further proof is the way character
types, Zalka’s own take on classes, revolve mostly around combat and include the
possibility of having a leader or strategist character type (Zalka C. V., 2016). Regarding
the effective game system proposed by Zalka (2016), the characters revolve around five
main categories of skills (Agility, Endurance, Perception, Smarts, Strength) which in
turn encompass four minor skills each which constitute the main ways in which a
character interacts with its environment. For example, one of such minor skills is
investigation: would a character want to closely look at specific environs, they would
employ this skill. Each character has access to a limited pool of 25 skill points that the
player may distribute as they choose to better define the strengths and weaknesses of
their character; the more points a character has in a specific skill, the more proficient
they are in it. Alongside the basic skills all characters have access to, players also have
access to character-specific special abilities that are defined by the character #ype and
their peculiarities (e.g. a wizard having access to magic, a warrior being capable of
superhuman feats of strength and so on). All characters are also equipped with a

variable pool of /ife points (which mark their vitality) and a number of items that they
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naturally carry. As previously mentioned, the dice system is also completely overhauled
by Zalka (2016) to move towards a more simplistic and open-to-role-play system that
verges on the rolling of D6s. Skill rolls, that is, the rolls that define the result of a
skill-based action, (in the case of the previous example, a character wanting to
investigate a location would roll an investigation check which is, indeed, a skill roll)
entail the rolling of a number of D6s equal to the number of skill points a character has
assigned to the skill in question. After having rolled the necessary dice, the player adds
up the result and compares it to a threshold number. If the threshold number is equal or
lower to the player’s roll, the action succeeds. Threshold numbers, comparatively, are
not defined by luck but rather by the Game Master, who determines the difficulty of the
action that the players are attempting and consequently assigns to it an arbitrary
difficulty threshold (Zalka C. V., 2016). In the case of Zalka’s system, the threshold
numbers 9 through 11 are suggested as medium-level difficulty for skill rolls. As seen
for Dungeons & Dragons, not all actions require a roll to resolve (Zalka C. V., 2016).
Some skill rolls require an opposed skill roll, as is the case with combat or activities that
require some form of comparison (such as a grappling challenge or a running
competition). In the case of most opposed skill rolls, two characters roll the dice
attributed to the skill in question and compare the result; in the case of combat, specific
skills are attributed to the action of attacking (Fight and Ranged Weapon Skill) and the
action of defending (Endurance and Agility). Alongside the dice system, Zalka adopts
the critical success and critical failure systems from Dungeons & Dragons and
translates them for their simplified system: rolling all 6s would result in a critical
success and rolling all 1s would result in a critical fail. This interpretation of the system
was perhaps conceived to represent the increasing proficiency and reliability of a

character’s skill the more experienced they are in it.

Though the system is a simplified version of the more traditional tabletop role-playing
games’ systems, it is important to note that the participants to the study have found
some difficulties in navigating it. In particular, the exclusively D6-based system did not
provide for easy compartmentalization of actions within the game, to better clarify,
participants could not well identify exactly what they were actively rolling for when
prompted by the Game Master. All actions, including damage calculation, verged on the
rolling of a single category of die and this appeared to be both confusing and overall

less engaging. A simple solution to this could have been the implementation of any
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other type of die to signify, for example, skill checks (as does the D20 in Dungeons &
Dragons). Another feature that was confusing and therefore mostly unused were the
character’s special abilities. Them having loose design indications (Zalka C. V., 2016
p.195-196) and requiring a deeper understanding of the typical flow of tabletop
role-playing games led to these skills being barely used at all.

3.5 Workshop Structure

The workshop’s structure was that of four gameplay sessions that unfolded all within a
month’s worth of time, once per week. The structure of the workshops could not be
completely planned out or be exactly replicated since tabletop role-playing games are a
collective narrative effort that can be prepared but with the outlining of a few narrative
salient points or “plot hooks”. In fact, most of the workshop planning occurred in
between gaming sessions to adapt or generate the narrative direction tailored to a
specific group. In the following subsections the general preparation work for each
individual session will be laid out so as to provide an idea of the narrative framework

upon which the stories of a tabletop role-playing game take form.

3.5.1 “Session Zero” and First Game Session

Session zero is a widely popular term that has become canonized in official rulebooks in
the 2024 Dungeon Master'’s Guide for Dungeons & Dragons (Wizards of the Coast,
2024) but that has been used in relation to all tabletop role-playing games’ systems.
Session zero refers to a conversation among the Dungeon Master (or Game Master) and
the players to clarify the boundaries of the game world and the common knowledge that
should be available to the player characters. Such information may be related to the
political and geographical landscape of the world, interpersonal relationships between
characters or non-player characters, the role of magic and the gods, social issues and
customs and, to summarize, all the knowledge a character would have as a natural result
of existing within that world. During session zero, it is not uncommon for the players to
create their characters to better make use of the context that the Dungeon Master has

given to them. If the world is a cold harsh wasteland with small warring factions
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fighting over the scraps of a bygone past, players may want their characters to reflect
that in some way rather than play a noble triton in a desert. Though, to clarify, context
does not in any way limit freedom of storytelling to the player but rather incentivizes a
coherent narrative so, recalling the previous example, a noble triton may be the last heir
of a ruling lineage that now maintains their status by rationing out their water supply
and is now on the run from an opposing faction. To expedite the creation and setting up
of the world, a selection of premade characters with few pre-generated traces of
backstory were provided to the players alongside an explanation of the smaller reality of
the setting they were going to play in within their first gaming session. From a practical
standpoint, session zero and the first gameplay session all occurred during the first
workshop activity. The following table (Table 1.) illustrates the structure of the
workshop activity. Though desired language objectives were presented for the activity,
it itself was not shaped around them. The objectives were intuitively identified in
relation to the possible abilities and strategies the participants may have displayed or
developed by participating in the study. Initially, the activity was meant to last about
three hours but, because of practical issues, the length of each session was reduced by
half an hour or an hour altogether. As can be surmised by the table (Table 1.), the first
few minutes of the first workshop were dedicated to the submission of self-assessment
questionnaires' which are instrumental to data collection in regards to the student’s
linguistic self-confidence and perceived language proficiency. The first session’s
storyline generally followed a similar structure for all groups: the characters found
themselves upon a cart directed towards the small town of Phandalin and upon which
they would try to introduce themselves to each other. After an initial introduction, the
cart would come to a stop as a juvenile white dragon would fly over the players’ heads,
scaring the horses and the carriage driver who would then refuse to move any closer to
the town from which a column of smoke was now visible. In one way or another, all
groups managed to reach the small mining outpost and discovered that the smoke was
not the dragon’s doing but rather a blazing fire engulfing the local tavern from which a
small gnome was crying for help. Some heroes more willing than others, the groups all
settled to help the gnome and collect the respective reward from the gnome’s wife.
From this point on, the groups were free to do as they pleased and, some less legally
than others, eventually found the plot hook for the continuation of their story in

Phandalin. Not all stories lead to the same conclusion but for ease of report all stories

' Here consultable in Appendix B and presented in subsection 3.6.1
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were steered in a non-dissimilar fashion: on the trail of a lost young couple that was set
to Gnomengarde, a city hewn in rock and a couple of weeks by horse from the
prospecting town of Phandalin. All groups were instructed, as part of their backstory, to
cooperate with the local guard since they had been hired as a group to bolster the local
law-enforcement; hilariously so, not a single group decided to collaborate with the
towns’ garrison. The last few minutes of every session would be dedicated to asking the
students whereto they preferred their story to go, whether they needed adjustments in
the Game Master’s storytelling or style of play and other general feedback to better
tailor their experience to their needs. Generally, groups did not want to change any
specific element of gameplay. The only exception to this was a group wanting a more
generic lexicon to make comprehension easier on some members and another group
hinting towards a different outcome of a specific storyline. More details regarding each

group’s experience will be given in their respective sections.
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Table 1: Session 1, expected structure.

Activity 1 “Onward to Gnomengarde”

Higher secondary school EFL students
Learner level: B1 — B2

Group size: 3 — 4 students
Length of activity: around 3 hours

Terminal Objectives:

* Development and consolidation of the interactive skill, specifically: goal-oriented
communication, obtaining goods and services, information exchange.

* Development and consolidation of the mediation skill, specifically: facilitating
collaborative interaction with peers, collaborating to construct meaning, facilitating
communication in disagreements.

Time and Materials

Procedures

15-20 minutes

-Self-assessment
questionnaires.

Welcome and acclimation:

Self-introduction and elucidation of the research in question.
Answering the students early questions.
Submitting pre-activity self-assessment questionnaires.

40-50 minutes

- Dice, Premade
character sheets,
simplified rule
pamphlets.

Preparation to the activity, “Session Zero”

Informal discussion on pre-existing knowledge of Tabletop role-
playing games, the subjects’ exposure to the materials and their
expectations.

Introduction to role-playing with Zalka’s simplified tabletop ruleset
through direct explanation and handing out of reminder sheets.
Picking out each student’s respective character from a set of
premade characters.

Brainstorming their character traits in plenary. Eliciting qualities
and flaws of possible adventurers and helping them construct a
simple character concept.

Introduction to the world and context, how they may interact with it
and possible peculiarities.

1 —1:30 hours

- Dices, paper, any
writing implement,
dry-erasable tabletop
board.

The activity — First Session: “Onward to Gnomengarde”

Role-playing begins. The characters have just arrived in the lively
town of Phandalin in aid of the local law enforcement, learning of
the concerning rumors surrounding a nearby gnome settlement, they
will deal with the difficulties of arranging travel in a medieval
setting and wresting of information from local lay-about guards. To
aid the Dungeon Master are the introductory adventure’s Dragon of
Icespire Peak’s notes which describe rooms, objects, people and
possible outcomes.

One or more breaks may be taken as fit.

10 minutes

Post-activity

Informal feedback to and from the students on the activity in
preparation for the next adventure (fine tuning the narrative,
adjusting to students pace and needs).

Plenary discussion of the activity.

Send off.
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3.5.2 Session Two

All sessions following the first were thought to have need for time for rule refreshment
but, generally speaking, most of the time prior to actively playing the game was
dedicated to general banter and acclimation to set the tone for gaming and peer-to-peer
interaction. Regardless of one’s efforts, as explored in previous sections, the relationship
between players and the Game Master cannot ever be completely symmetrical but the
environment remained one of cooperative storytelling nonetheless. From a narrative
standpoint, the second session is one of emerging storylines, some groups remained a
little longer in Phandalin while others by this point were already halfway on their way
to Gnomengarde. Regardless, this session generally entailed the planning of the trip to
the city, conversations with mysterious travellers and the opportunity for various
secondary plotlines. The players did not always engage with the secondary plotlines and
some decided to ignore them altogether. The side-quests presented to them were tied to
some of the locations they would find on their way to the Gnomish capital. Along the
way characters would find a temple of Seliine, the moon goddess of the Forgotten
Realms, that found itself in need of help as the refugees from the very town the
adventurers were trying to reach flocked its holy halls; the priestesses and priests were
desperate to uncover the reason why their magic seemed to have stopped working and
their suspicions pointed towards an abandoned shrine on a nearby lake shore that was
once a place of worship for 7alos, the evil god of thunder and catastrophes. Another
secondary quest line was tied to a nearby mill in which a woman lived alone; had the
characters managed to find the mill and talk to her, they would have found the trail of
one of the two missing people eventually. Only one of the groups managed to get to this
part of the story in the limited amount of time available. The following table (Table 2.)

illustrates the general structure of the workshop activity for the second gaming session.
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Table 2: Session 2, expected structure.

Activity 2 “On the trail”

Higher secondary school EFL students
Learner level: B1 - B2

Group size: 3 — 4 students

Length of activity: around 3 hours

Terminal Objectives:

* Development and consolidation of the interactive skill, specifically: goal-oriented
communication, obtaining goods and services, information exchange.

* Development and consolidation of the mediation skill, specifically: facilitating
collaborative interaction with peers, collaborating to construct meaning, facilitating
communication in disagreements.

Time and Materials

Procedures

10 minutes

Welcome and acclimation:
*  Welcoming the students back, banter, thoughts on previous
adventure, expectations.

15-20 minutes

Preparation to the activity
* Going over the rules again as a reminder.
* Time for eventual questions.

2 —2:30 hours

- Dices, paper, any
writing implement,
dry-erasable tabletop
board.

The activity — Second Session “On the trail”

* Role-playing begins. The characters are sent to investigate the
strange disappearance of two of the quaint towns’ inhabitants. To do
so, the characters will have to interact with several secondary
characters, pick up on context clues, use their problem solving skills
and resort to banter or violence to ultimately discover the two
townsfolk’ grim fate. Tabletop role-playing, being essentially
communal storytelling, has variable outcomes and story
progression. To aid the “Dungeon Master” are the introductory
adventure’s “Dragon of Icespire Peak™’s notes which describe
rooms, objects, people and possible outcomes.

* One or more breaks may be taken as fit.

10 minutes

Post-activity
* Informal feedback to and from the students on the activity in
preparation for the next adventure (fine tuning the narrative,
adjusting to students pace and needs).
* Plenary discussion of the activity.
* Send off.
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3.5.3 Session Three

As the different groups took different paths forward in their stories, so did the narrative
branch in different directions and a general overview of each session’s narrative
contents becomes harder to outline. At this point in time, most groups had finally
arrived at their destination and were now exploring the town of Gnomengarde,
namesake of the adventure’s would-be title. Indeed, a fun and often practiced exercise in
tabletop role-playing is to see each different session as some sort of episode in an
overarching narrative and to eventually crown, at any point in time, the collaborative
effort of narration with a title, as one would do a book, a film, a TV series. Remaining
steady on the narrative contents of the third sessions, the city of Gromengarde
presented itself to the players as a Petra, a monumental city hewn into the rock of a
cliff, whose entrances appeared multiple in the form of openings of indistinguishable
function for a stranger’s eyes. Only one opening appeared easy to access at first: the
main entrance of the city, a road calmly wandering its way upward a sharp clift to allow
for travellers and merchants to enter the city. Some groups decided to take this road and
found themselves confronted by one of the few souls brave enough to remain in the city:
a stubborn guard sitting upon an enormous mechanized ballista with the orders of not
letting anyone in or out of the city. The other openings were not as easy to reach and
required the characters to be apt at climbing to access them, only one of such entrances
was chosen by a group of participants, who found themselves in the Kings’ chambers.
Within the city (and at times on the way there) the adventurers would eventually find
out what had happened in the sprawling metropolis for it to empty out its inhabitants in
the nearby countryside: a monster had been stalking its rocky halls, seemingly
devouring its citizens and leaving no trace behind. None had seen the monster nor did
they know where it hid, only the city’s kings had any idea what might have been
haunting their realm: a mimic. For the uninitiated, mimics are among the more notorious
monsters of Dungeons & Dragons and they are polymorphs of endless appetite; they
hide in the form of objects and wait lurking for prey, which they generally devour
whole. The adventurers were tasked by the kings to find the gnomes that had gone
missing in the city or, at the very least, to slay the monster that had been hunting them.
As a reward, the kings would reveal all they knew about the missing couple alongside a
drizzle of gold and magic items that would aid the group in their search. And so, all

groups took on the daring task and, some with surprising ingenuity, managed to seize
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the day once more. Sadly, the story had them find the ring of one of the two missing

lovers in the mimic’s stomach and most groups remained adamant in trying to find the

departed’s missing half. And so once more onward did they venture onto the next

location. Once again, the general plan for the activity is displayed in the following table

(Table 3).

Table 3: Session 3, expected structure.

Activity 3 “There and back again”

Higher secondary school EFL students
Learner level: B1 - B2

Group size: 3 — 4 students

Length of activity: around 3 hours

Terminal Objectives:

* Development and consolidation of the interactive skill, specifically: goal-oriented
communication, obtaining goods and services, information exchange.

* Development and consolidation of the mediation skill, specifically: facilitating
collaborative interaction with peers, collaborating to construct meaning, facilitating
communication in disagreements.

Time and Materials

Procedures

10 minutes

Welcome and acclimation:
*  Welcoming the students back, banter, thoughts on previous
adventure, expectations.

15-20 minutes

Preparation to the activity
* Going over the rules again as a reminder.
* Time for eventual questions.

2 — 2:30 hours

- Dices, paper, any
writing implement,
dry-erasable tabletop
board.

The activity — Third Session “There and back again”

* Role-playing begins. The characters, after a long and eventful travel
finally end up in Gnomengarde. There, they will finally uncover the
mysterious circumstances that led the enormous town to be near-
deserted. Tabletop role-playing, being essentially communal
storytelling, has variable outcomes and story progression. To aid the
“Dungeon Master” are the introductory adventure’s “Dragon of
Icespire Peak™’s notes which describe rooms, objects, people and
possible outcomes.

*  One or more breaks may be taken as fit.

10 minutes

Post-activity
* Informal feedback to and from the students on the activity in
preparation for the next adventure (fine tuning the narrative,
adjusting to students pace and needs).

* Plenary discussion of the activity.
* Send off.

69




3.5.4 Session Four

Once more, as the stories diverge only the expected storyline for these sessions will be
given; a detailed recounting of each groups’ experience can be found in section 4. The
workshop coming to a close, the storylines found themselves in medias res, not quite at
a point in time in which a campaign could really end. The intended ending for the
campaign was an expeditious return to Phandalin, the closing of different storylines and
reaping of the rewards of an adventurer’s life. New ideas for a possible campaign that
the students themselves could have continued at home were planted such as finding the
last survivor of the missing couple, dealing with the dragon, dealing with the cult of
Talos or moving to different adventures of their own making. At the end of the fourth
session, the very same questionnaires that were submitted to the participants in the first
activity were resubmitted with hopes of denoting possible changes in their answers and
possibly glean progress, regress or neither. Once more, for the last time, here in the

following table (Table 4.) is the final activity’s expected structure.
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Table 4: Session 4, expected structure.

Activity 4 “Back home once more”

Higher secondary school EFL students
Learner level: B1 — B2

Group size: 3 — 4 students
Length of activity: around 3 hours

Terminal Objectives:

* Development and consolidation of the interactive skill, specifically: goal-oriented
communication, obtaining goods and services, information exchange.

* Development and consolidation of the mediation skill, specifically: facilitating
collaborative interaction with peers, collaborating to construct meaning, facilitating
communication in disagreements.

Time and Materials

Procedures

10 minutes

Welcome and acclimation:

Welcoming the students back, banter, thoughts on previous
adventure, expectations.

15-20 minutes

Preparation to the activity

Going over the rules again as a reminder.
Time for eventual questions.

1 — 1:30 hours

- Dices, paper, any
writing implement,
dry-erasable tabletop
board.

The activity — Fourth Activity “Back home once more”

Role-playing begins. After finding out what happened to one of the
two people that the characters were trailing, they come home to
their rewards but not all is yet well, more trouble lurks in and
around the town. Tabletop role-playing, being essentially communal
storytelling, has variable outcomes and story progression. To aid the
“Dungeon Master” are the introductory adventure’s “Dragon of
Icespire Peak™’s notes which describe rooms, objects, people and
possible outcomes.

One or more breaks may be taken as fit.

30 minutes

- Self-assessment
questionnaires.

Post-activity

Plenary discussion on the student’s overall experience and their
enjoyment.

Constructive feedback among students.

Feedback to the students on their role and performance during the
activities.

Self-assessment questionnaires.

Send off.
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3.6 Data collection Instruments

3.6.1 Self-assessment Questionnaire

The self-assessment questionnaire was constructed ad-hoc to better fit the needs of the
study. The questionnaire proposes statements to which the students would respond on a
6-point scale based on their agreement with each sentence. The scale is anchored at 1
with the lowest level of agreement (Disagree Completely) and 6 with the highest
(Completely Agree). Its statements are visually divided into four main categories:
anagraphic information, familiarity with the fantasy literary subgenre and tabletop
role-playing games, language competence self-assessment, researched abilities and
linguistic self-confidence self-assessment. The full questionnaire can be found in

Appendix B.

The first two sections of the questionnaire are dedicated to denoting possible external
variables that might influence results. The more common hypothesized variables are:
age, gender, mother tongue and language spoken at home. Alongside this first set of
variables are those relative to the student’s at-school environment such as the class they
are in and their specialization. Lastly, the section relative to familiarity with fantasy
media and tabletop role-playing games was introduced under the assumption that
precedent exposure to similar themes and media alongside previous experience in the
same game genre might influence the way participants take part and understand the

study and the game system attached to it.

The statements related to the student’s overall language proficiency were taken directly
from the CEFR self-assessment grid® for the B1 level and were simplified for ease of
use and understanding. The statements are relative to the learner’s written and spoken
production and comprehension proficiencies alongside an entry relative to spoken

interaction.

20 Found at this address:
https://rm.coe.int/ COERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentld=09000016
8045bb52, last consulted on 28/04/2025
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As anticipated, the last section encompasses the linguistic proficiencies researched in
this study. The statements relative to student motivation were adapted with minor
changes from Guilloteaux and Dornyei’s (2008) self-assessment questionnaire for
student motivation and linguistic self-confidence which were also originally positioned
on a 6-point scale. In the very same section are also the statements used to infer the
participants’ own perceived proficiency in the mediation and interaction modes of
communication. These statements were adapted from the CEFR’s (2020) descriptive
scales of language proficiency for the level B1l. Alongside the CEFR, North and
Schneider’s (1998) descriptors were used as a basis for the statements related to

interaction strategies.

3.6.2 Anecdotal Records

The anecdotal records reported in this study were written as informal statements and
observations by the researcher during the workshop activities. The observations were
taken keeping in mind the CEFR (2020) descriptors relative to the relevant modes of
communication and the abilities, proficiencies and strategies researched in the present
study. Because of practical limitations, the data here reported do not quote directly from
the interactions that have taken place during the study but rather try to evoke the stimuli
and simulated situations that proved fruitful in eliciting relevant linguistic interaction.
The modality with which the records were transcribed follows Boyd-Batstone’s (2004)
recommendations for the recording of behaviour in instructional situations. The
transcription of relevant interaction, narrative direction and active gameplay were
contemporaneous and therefore most notations are directly tied to narrative salient

points.
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4. Data

In the following section the data recorded during the present study will be displayed.
The data are represented by the results of the aforementioned self-assessment
questionnaires and anecdotal records necessary to denote the surfacing of target
behaviour, strategies and applied abilities. The data will be presented for each group and
a general discussion and conclusions will be given after the presentation of the data. As
mentioned in subsection 3.6, the results are placed on a one-to-six scale that sets one as
the lowest level of agreement and six as the highest. For reference, the scale will be

provided in the following table (Table 5.).

Table 5: Self-evaluation scale of reference.

Disagree Somewhat | Somewhat Agree

Completely [ Disagree | Disagree Agree Agree | Completely

4.1 Group 1 “The Unlucky Renegades”

The first group to have taken part in the study is composed of three participants. The
game sessions for the study have taken place each Monday of February 2025 in varying
classrooms within the host school from 14:00 to 16:30 ca. The data collected from the
participants through the self-assessment questionnaires and the anecdotal records will

be presented in the following sections.

4.1.1 Anagraphic Data

In this section the anagraphic data relative to each student of the first group will be
presented. Each student will be assigned a number to ensure anonymity and to track

their respective answers. The first group’s anagraphic profile is rather homogenous,
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presenting all first-language-Italian students of the same class. The only minor

difference among them is the second participant presenting a slightly lower proficiency

level in English and one of them being a male-presenting student.

Table 6: First Group s Anagraphic Profile.

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3
Age: 17 17 17
Gender: Man Woman Woman
Class: 4B 4B 4B
English level: B2 B1/B2 B2
First Language: Italian Italian Italian
At-home languages: Italian Italian Italian
SpeC(j:(i);riiz;?on: Tourism Tourism Tourism

4.1.2 Tabletop Role-playing and Fantasy Subgenre Familiarity Data

All statements relating to the student’s familiarity with the subgenre they engaged with

in the present study are demarcated with the letter a. For ease of use, the statements

relative to each table will be reported in their respective subsections. As always, the full

questionnaire can be reviewed in Appendix B. As for the last data set, the group remains

relatively homogenous in their familiarity with adjacent media.
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la. I am familiar with the fantasy literary subgenre.

2a. I am familiar with role-playing video games.

3a. [ am familiar with tabletop games with complex mechanics and rules.
4a. I am familiar with tabletop role-playing games.

5a. I am familiar with popular franchises tied to role-playing games.

Table 7: Tabletop role-playing and fantasy subgenre familiarity data.

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3
la. 3 4 4
2a. 4 2 2
3a. 4 5 4
4a. 3 3 4
5a. 3 3 3

4.1.3 Language Proficiency Self-evaluation Data

All self-assessment statements relating to the student’s perceived language proficiency
are demarcated with the letter b. For ease of use, the statements relative to each table

will be reported in their respective subsections.
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1b. I can understand lectures, TV news and programmes easily.
2b. I can read contemporary novels, articles and reports.

3b. I can interact with native speakers with minimal problems and hold a

conversation with ease.

4b. I can talk clearly about different subjects and give my personal input on

related issues.

5b. I can write essays on topics I’m familiar with and support a particular point of

view in writing.

Table 8: Language proficiency self-evaluation data.

Participant Participant 2 Participant 3
1b. 5 6 6
2b. 5 4 5
3b. 4 6 6
4b. 6 5 6
5b. 6 5 5
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4.1.4 Questionnaire Data Relative to the Researched Abilities

The results from the remaining items will be presented in the following table for each
participant. In each participant’s column, the data from their entry questionnaire and the
one they have taken at the end of the study will be presented for ease of comparison. In
this case, statements regarding the interaction and mediation language mode and the
ones regarding student motivation were presented in the same section. The statements
related to student motivation and language self-confidence are demarcated with the
letter c., the statements related to the interaction language mode are demarcated with the
letter d. and the ones related to the mediation language mode with the letter e. For the
sake of visual clarity, each statement type will be divided into different tables. As a
reminder, all following statements were presented as belonging to a singular questioning
unit for the participant. As always, the full questionnaire can be reviewed in Appendix

B.

lc. I wish we had more time in class to practice English.

2c¢. ’'m worried about my ability to do well in my English class.

3c. I feel like I’'m making progress in English.

4c. I think I’m good at learning English.

Sc. I’'m worried about making mistakes during my English class.

6c¢. I often volunteer to do speaking assignments in my English class.

7c. I’'m afraid of what my classmates will think of me while practicing English in

class.
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Table 9: Questionnaire data relative to motivation and linguistic self-confidence.

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
le. 6 6 6 6 6 6
2c. n.a. 2 5 5 2 2
3c. 5 5 4 6 5 5
4c. 5 6 3 5 5 5
5c. 2 1 6 6 1 1
6¢. 4 3 3 3 6 6
7e. 3 1 6 6 5 4

8d. While working in a group, I try to have everyone participate in equal amounts.

9d. I can understand most of what is said directly to me, regardless of ambient noise.

11d. I need to pause frequently when speaking freely.

12d. T often try to intervene during a conversation and I can keep one going with new

topics.

13d. If I can’t remember a word I can find a different one to replace it.
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14d. I know how and when to enter conversation.
15d. If T don't understand something, I usually ask for a clarification.

16d. If I don’t remember a word I can try to explain its meaning regardless.

Table 10: Questionnaire data relative to the interaction mode of communication.

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit

8d. 6 5 6 6 5 5
od. 5 6 6 6 6 5
1d. 2 5 4 5 3 2
DX 4 4 4 5 4 4
. 5 5 6 6 6 6
14d. 6 6 5 4 3 3
S 6 2 5 6 6 6
16d. 6 6 5 5 6 6

10e. I think I could lead a group project.
17e. I can navigate disagreements within a group well.

18e. I try to make everyone's point clear when there’s an argument.
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Table 11: Questionnaire data relative to the mediation mode of communication.

Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3

Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
10e. 4 4 5 4 4 5
17e. 4 3 3 5 4 4
18e. 5 5 5 6 4 4

4.1.5 Anecdotal Records, Group’s Overall Narrative

During the first gameplay session of the group’s workshop, the third participant
(Participant 3) was absent due to unforeseen circumstances. The remaining two
participants took part in the activity regardless. From a narrative standpoint, the group
progressed quickly through the first part of the game. As the narration started, the
participants were prompted to present their characters and both players opted for
reading out loud the introductory paragraph of each premade character’s backstory. As
the carriage in which they were transported®' ground to a halt in the wake of the dragon,
the participants quickly decided that walking to the city would be the better option with
no disagreement amongst the two. As they arrived, they saw the town’s tavern ablaze
and heard a male gnome screaming for help from the upper floors of the inferno. Both
participants agreed upon trying to save the gnome and succeeded in entering the
building safely. Once they reached the poor soul, they decided to steal everything of
value the gnome carried on his person to then subsequently chuck him out the window
to save him. At that point, the participants had agreed on their characters having loose

morals. As they left the burning building they were applauded by the guard and, seeing

2l See subsection 3.5.1 for an overview of the intended narrative
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them rescue her husband, the gnome’s wife had pledged a reward to them had they
followed her back to her house for tea and some gossip. As they entered the woman’s
home, they realized they found themselves in a shop selling magic items and decided
upon stealing one of them. After having partaken in some afternoon chatter and tea, they
later decided not to follow their original mission and go on wandering through the city.
They eventually stumbled upon the old woman that would set them on their path to
Gnomengarde. The woman invited the participants into her home and, as they entered,
they noticed a mound of old mail piling up on her floor. The woman begged the
adventurers to find the mailman as he appeared to have disappeared for months and she
hadn’t been consequently no longer receiving any letters from her son and as a result
she was upset that she no longer was in contact with her progeny who, as the woman
continued to argue, lived right in front of her house. The adventurers were skeptical of
the woman’s story: she had clearly been receiving letters and the house in front of hers
appeared to be uninhabited at a glance. Though pried for answers, the woman could not
acknowledge the letters no matter how the adventurers tried to frame their presence or
wave them physically in front of her. Frustrated with the woman, Participant 1 ended up
in a physical fight with her in order to restrain and interrogate her. Following a
spectacularly low die roll, the old woman ended up beating the characters in a feat of
strength. Ashamed, the adventurers decided to take the letters with them and leave. As
they left they learned (by reading the stolen mail) of the trip towards Gnomengarde that
the woman’s son and his wife were on and of the way in which the son had suddenly
stopped sending mail to his mother. Wanting to understand what had happened to the
couple, the group decided they would set forth and try to find the two. Now stumped in
their progress, the participants turned to the Game Master and asked whether they could
travel there on foot. The Gnomish metropolis was far and they quickly understood that
they would need some form of transportation to reach their destination in a reasonable
amount of time. After asking about the shops and possibilities the town of Phandalin
had to offer, the group decided to visit the local provisioner to inquire about the price of
a horse and a cart. As they haggled for better prices, they deliberated that if the
shopkeeper would not accept their coin, she would accept their sword; and so they
attacked her. Miraculously dodging a stab from Participant 1’s rapier, the shopkeeper
managed to survive the encounter but the confusion caused by the sudden attack had left
time for the adventurers to run out the back, steal all they needed and run away towards

the next adventure. On the road to Gnomengarde, as dusk was closing in, the dastardly
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duo encountered a mysterious woman that earnestly offered them some wine in
exchange for some stories and some company around the fire. With no little
disagreement, they reluctantly accepted the woman’s offer and from her lips they
learned of the treacherous road that lay before them and, as a token of gratitude, she also
bestowed upon them the safe way around the wilderness’ perils. Heedless of their own
goodsense, they decided she could stay at their camp through the night and, as they
were asleep, the woman robbed the duo and fled silently into the night. At the next
dawn, much poorer and with a bruised ego, the duo decided to venture forth regardless.
After half a day's worth of travel, they would eventually find the first fork in their road;
the woman’s warnings, now muffled by her betrayal of their trust, ringed hollow in the
adventurers’ ears who decided in defiance to take the path she had told them to avoid.
Though the woman was a thief, she did not wish them harm and, as they rode down the
perilous road, they were alerted to a lurking threat that had been stalking them for a
while. Four enormous huntsman spiders had been stalking the group and, as the
adventurers tried to turn their carriage around in panic, they attacked. Overwhelmed in
numbers the participants decided the better course of action would be to flee by leaving
the cart and their horses behind, hoping the spiders would be distracted by an easy meal.
And so they were. On foot and hungry, once more did the adventurers venture forth,
going back to the infamous fork in the road that had them risk their lives but a few
hours prior, now down the right path. Upon the dusty road did they chance upon a hovel
and decided to try their luck once more and sought respite inside. Once again, an old
woman greeted them and invited them into her adobe; wary but with an empty stomach
and aching feet, the adventurers settled on trusting an eager host despite their better
judgment. As they had feared, the woman’s hospitality hid malevolent intent. As they
ate their fill at the old woman’s table, a powerful somnific hidden within the delicacies
suddenly overpowered their senses and caused them to fall on the floor unconscious.
The sound of the woman preparing to eat them woke up Participant 2’s character: the
mask was now off, they were lured into a hag’s lair. Fighting fiercely the hag’s magics
and claws Participant 2 managed to wake their companion and fatefully stab the hag’s
leg so as to escape her. With a fortuitous escape and the sorrows of the road behind

them, the first session came to an end.

The second gameplay session began with the introduction of Participant 3’s character

and a recap of the unfortunate events that had taken place the previous session. The new
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hire, contrary to the two original bandits, vowed to keep them somewhat honest and less
murderous. After they had fled from the hag’s grasp, the group remained wandering and
eventually stumbled upon Seliine’s temple, an important narrative hinge to set up the
player’s expectations regarding Gnomengarde®. At the entrance of the temple a hurried
priestess hailed the merry band and waved a friendly hand in their direction.
Participants 1 and 2, scarred by their previous encounters, proposed avoiding the place
but the third participant’s push for entering the temple led them to rudely ignore the
priestess’ kindly gestures and eventually trust the temple’s hospitality. Still reluctant of
unpaid-for hospitality, Participants 1 and 2 spent the night sleeping lightly, wary of the
possibilities. The groups’ light sleep did not come without reward as they were awoken
by the sound of people pouring into the temple: the sound was no ill-intended bandit but
rather refugees from the nearby city of Gnomengarde. Regardless, the group decided
upon investigating the commotion after breakfast and went back to sleep. The
adventurers’ following morning was one of eavesdropping and investigation, they
gathered a general outline of the city’s current condition and were now concerned for
the missing people’s fate. Despite the warnings, they decided to face the monster
lurking in the city” and uncover the location of the lost couple. As the group was
getting ready to leave the temple for the next adventure, an acolyte recognized them as
adventurers and asked them for help. The temple’s healing magic was getting disrupted
and the clerics could not keep up with the wounded; the temple’s best guess for a source
of this disruption was a nearby abandoned shrine to 7alos, god of the storm, a chaotic
evil deity that reveled in chaos. Under the promise of a reward and all the loot they
could find at the shrine’s location, the group accepted the reconnaissance mission. As
they left the temple, a shady gnome approached them and one more offer was proposed
to the group, the gnome had overheard their conversation with the acolyte and he had
also noticed their lack of transportation: for the low cost of sixty percent of the loot they
found, he offered to loan them a wagon and some horses. Hoping to scam the scammer,
the group accepted but immediately recoiled at the sight of a magical contract; indeed,
the gnome was not born yesterday and he was ready to magically ensure the deals’
fruition. The group descended into deep discussion and different deals were proposed to
the gnome who remained open to discussing the price of his service but not the

involvement of a contract. To avoid legal trouble, the group decided stealing a random

22 See subsection 3.5.1 for an overview of the intended narrative.
2 As always, refer to subsection 3.5.1 for an overview of the intended narrative.
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cart from the temple grounds would be overall less bothersome, and so they did. After
the dastardly deed, they reached the shrine’s location and quickly understood what
needed to be done. By exploring a nearby cave, they learned of a restless spirit that
enticed them with the promise of riches had they brought her an orb that rested in the
nearby lighthouse and that was guarded by her treacherous love. They agreed to help the
spirit and quickly found out that the lighthouse was infested by three harpies that had
been feasting on unsuspecting travellers. After quickly slaying the three sisters and
exploring the different chambers of the lighthouse complex, they finally found the orb
firmly held by the mouldering corpse of a man. As they tried to pry the orb from his
dead hands, the corpse came to life and attacked them. The characters nimbly escaped
the undying malice of their opponent and managed to bring the orb back to the spirit.
The spirit’s angry eagerness to hold the orb had the characters rethink their allegiances
and ultimately deliberate that they would turn on the spirit, burn its body to free her soul
and, coincidentally, stop the zombie that was running after them. Knowing they could
not return to the temple after their misdeed, they decided to venture forth, on to

Gnomengarde and on to the next session.

The third session took place mostly within Gnomengarde. As the characters arrived at
the city’s gates they were met with an ominous landscape: carts and personal belongings
were left trampled at the side of the road and no soul was in sight, no guard nor civilian.
To get into the city that was hewn in stone, several openings were available to the
daring explorers. The main entrance of the city was convenient as it sported a paved
road of gentle inclination while the other entrances were openings on the side of the
rockface, reachable only by climbing a steep wall of rock. For their own convenience
and inability to climb, the group decided to enter through the main entrance. A guard
was to be found halfway through the entrance tunnel they were traversing, sitting upon
an enormous mechanized ballista, and, upon some careful negotiation, they convinced
her they were there only to find a friend of theirs, which the guard quickly confirmed
she had seen enter the city days before. With newfound confidence, the characters
entered the now near-deserted city and started scavenging all that was not nailed to the
ground. After wandering through the streets of the city, the adventurers found one of the
few guards that still remained within Gnomengarde. As they petitioned for information
about the monster stalking the halls of Gnomengarde, they were directed to the kings.

At the kings’ court the characters found out that the monster was suspected to be a

85



mimic, a shapeshifter, and they were given a magic item to make sure they could
identify it and slay it would they manage to find it. With the new magic item held firmly
in their hands, they wandered the city until they found the monsters’ hiding place. With
quick reflexes and the explosives they had managed to scavenge in the town’s market
district, our heroes swiftly laid the monster to rest. That which remained of the monster
was but a pile of goo, some undigested bones and some pieces of jewelry among which
one bore the name of the man the party was searching for. And with this gruesome

discovery, the third session had ended.

The fourth and last session left a sadly open-ended story. The characters returned to the
kings to receive their reward and, in a fit of desperation, asked if they had any
information about the ring and its owner. They learned that the man had indeed died
killed by the monster but his wife was still alive and had left the city mad with grief.
The characters decided upon searching for the wife so as to bring closure to the old
woman of Phandalin. Leaving the city with newfound purpose the group had not too
many options left but to try and scour the nearby wilderness for clues. After a while on
the road, they managed to find an old mill in which a callous old woman was convinced
to talk by her own hunger for gossip. They learned that the woman they were looking
for had stopped by this very mill and so they had now a direction for their search, and it
headed straight into the woods. On did they venture into the wilderness, hoping to
stumble upon another clue in the middle of the forest. After several days on foot, there
where the horses could not tread, they chanced upon a peculiar grove hidden within the
thick forest. In the middle of said grove was a stone and upon the stone a fairy that
begrudgingly greeted the adventurers. They were presented a riddle though the reward
for solving it was left unclear. Rightfully suspicious of the fae, the group had decided
not to engage with the riddle and to move on but, to their horror, there was no way out
of the woods as all paths were twisted to lead back to the very same stone. After solving
the riddle, which was a simple puzzle tied to the four seasons, they were admitted to the
court of Oberon, king of the fae. Oberon’s court was an endless feast, creatures of the
fae had taken their seat by a long table and were amicably conversing. At the head of
the table was Oberon himself, conversing and making merry with the fae folk invited to
his feast. Around the table was an enormous carnival, standing quaintly among the
forest and in this very carnival were some humans waiting, anxiously, for their turn as

entertainers. The characters at this point had split up, one of them had decided to
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investigate the weird trees that seemed out of place in the middle of the glade while
another found themselves in a soothsayer’s tend, having their fortune read. The last
character had decided to confront Oberon and ask about the woman they were looking
for and for a way out of the glade. As a group the participants found out that Oberon
had kidnapped a band of travellers and turned those who dared oppose him into trees.
Knowing this, the group asked if they had any knowledge of the fae and so they came
up with a name: Titania, queen of the fae. Vouching that they had been invited to
Titania’s court alongside the entertainment and that they would abhor being late to her
party, they pleaded with the king to let them go. Oberon believed the lie he had been
told and, to summarize, let all present take their leave. The soothsayer that one of the
characters had met set them on a path to find the woman they were looking for, which
they understood was now in peril and a pawn in someone else’s game. The last
encounter of our merry band of misfits was found on Dragon’s Den Hill, a hill that had
another shrine of Talos upon it. There, they managed to infiltrate a profane ritual and
learned that a potent artifact, not dissimilar to the one they had plundered from the
lighthouse much earlier, had gone missing and that the woman they were looking for
was the one that probably stole it. With guile, the characters managed to convince the
cultists of Talos that they were on their side and received vital information regarding the
whereabouts of the missing woman. This subterfuge did not come without cost as the
cultists assigned one of their own to follow the group and make sure they enacted their
vengeance upon the supposed thief. With this call for adventure, the fourth session had

sadly ended.

4.1.6 Anecdotal Records, Relevant Interactions

The first session saw the participants keep interaction with NPCs to a minimum,
generally with short and direct phrases. From the second session on, when the group
was fully reunited, interaction with NPCs grew steadily and peaked in the discussion
with the kings of Gnomengarde when the players were actively asking for clues
regarding the monster they were looking for, the function of the magic items they were
given and the whereabouts of the woman they were trailing. Another focal point for
interaction was the feast of Oberon where the players engaged with numerous NPCs and

worked among themselves to come up with a solution that would not anger the faerie
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monarch and free the people he had whisked into his realm. The participants also drew
on their previous knowledge of folklore to avoid mentioning specific turns of phrases
that might have endangered them in the presence of a fairy (for example, a participant
from the third group had their voice stolen when one of them gave their word to a fae).
One more example of the group drawing upon tangent competencies is the resolution of
the situation regarding the ghost of the lighthouse, drawing once more upon their
knowledge of folklore, the group managed to achieve a solution that would dispel the
undead by burning its remains with scented herbs and salt. Overall, most interaction
among first-group participants occurred among themselves or with the Game Master in

the form of out-of-character questions or suggestions.

Taking a closer look at the abilities here researched, the participants demonstrated
multiple times their proficiency in regards to goal-oriented cooperation: animated
discussion arose at multiple times during the study as the group tried to navigate
story-driven decisions. An interesting example is the encounter with the mysterious
woman in session one. The trusting of the mysterious figure was a point of contention
within the group with one voice trying to convince the other that they had better watch
their backs around the suspicious stranger while the other advocated for the woman on
grounds of her possibly having information relating to their search; several times
different point of views were brought up with little difficulty and different results were
hypothesized, a behaviour the proficiency descriptors for goal-oriented cooperation
attribute to the ideal speaker of the B2 level (council of Europe, 2020 p.77). Further
cementing the group’s proficiency in the aforementioned category is their ability to plan
out combat in different situations. Seldom did the group feel stumped when faced with a
conundrum and always did they manage to come up with some course of action with
generally equal participation. When it comes to the obtaining of goods and services
(council of Europe, 2020 p.78), the group was faced only once with an appropriate
context and while they managed basic interaction with a shopkeeper, they resorted to
violence when faced with the difficulty of haggling for lower prices. When confronted
with the descriptor scales for information exchange, the vastity of the category managed
to be difficult to pin down in relation to real-time interaction. Overall, the exchange of
information occurred freely, even cross-session, with the most relevant example being
the summary of the first session given to Participant 3 at the beginning of the second

workshop. Regarding mediation, the main stimuli came from a meta-gaming
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perspective rather than within the simulated world, as the participants tended to use a
spokesperson to interact with NPCs rather than speaking as a group, group collaboration
(facilitating collaborative interaction with peers, collaborating to construct meaning),
also occurred in the organization and carrying out of narrative tasks (such as finding out
how to find the monster haunting Gnomengarde, freeing the magic orb from the
undying zombie that was holding it, entering the city of Gnomengarde and so on...)
which required the characters and, therefore, the participants to organize their action and
spoken interaction so as to reach their goals with minimal effort. Overall, the group had
no problems deciding on a course of action. At times, the ability to elicit conversation or
new ideas was exerted in situations where an isolated character’s Participant could not
decide on a course of action. An example of this is how Participant 2 asked to their
peers how they should have approached speaking to Oberon to avoid being transformed
into a tree; their collaborative effort in finding a solution (in this case, asking the Game
Master if their characters had any knowledge of other notable fairies) led to the flawless
planning out of the conversation to reach the desired outcome. In relation to North and
Schneider’s (1998) interaction strategies, when forgetting a word, the participants
generally resorted to either trying to describe the word they were looking for or resorted
to gesturing. An example of this is when Participant 1 mimicked a frontal jab with a
sword while trying to convey his wanting to try and assault the shopkeeper as

mentioned earlier.

4.2 Group 2 “The Diffident Bunch”

Group 2 was also composed of 3 Participants. Sadly, because of the participants’
inability to take part in the study, only two sessions have taken place for the present
group. The gaming sessions took place on the first two Saturdays of February 2025,

from 13:30 to 16:00 ca.
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4.2.1 Anagraphic Data

In this subsection the anagraphic data relative to each student of the second group will
be presented. Similarly to the first group, the anagraphic profile of the group’s

participants is relatively homogenous.

Table 12: Second Group's Anagraphic Profile.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6
Age: 16 17 16
Gender: Woman Woman Woman
Class: 3D 3D 3D
English level: B2 B2 B1/B2
First Language: Italian Italian Italian
At-home languages: Italian Italian Italian
Specc(i);rizzj;on: Tourism Tourism Tourism

4.2.2 Tabletop Role-playing and Fantasy Subgenre Familiarity Data

All statements relating to the student’s familiarity with the subgenre they engaged with
in the present study are demarcated with the letter a. For ease of use, the statements
relative to each table will be reported in their respective subsections. The group is
relatively homogenous in having some form of previous contact with the genre with the

exception of one of the participants.
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la. I am familiar with the fantasy literary subgenre.

2a. I am familiar with role-playing video games.

3a. [ am familiar with tabletop games with complex mechanics and rules.
4a. I am familiar with tabletop role-playing games.

5a. I am familiar with popular franchises tied to role-playing games.

Table 13: Tabletop role-playing and fantasy subgenre familiarity data.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6
la. 3 2 5
2a. 2 5 4
3a. 3 2 3
4a. 3 2 3
5a. 2 4 4

4.2.3 Language Proficiency Self-evaluation Data

All self-assessment statements relating to the student’s perceived language proficiency
are demarcated with the letter b. For ease of use, the statements relative to each table
will be reported in their respective subsections. The group’s overall language

proficiency is high and in line with the level disclosed in the previous section.
1b. I can understand lectures, TV news and programmes easily.

2b. I can read contemporary novels, articles and reports.
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3b. I can interact with native speakers with minimal problems and hold a

conversation with ease.

4b. 1 can talk clearly about different subjects and give my personal input on

related issues.

5b. I can write essays on topics I’m familiar with and support a particular point of

view in writing.

Table 14: Language proficiency self-evaluation data.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6
1b. 4 6 5
2b. 4 4 5
3b. 5 4 6
4b. 5 5 5
5b. 5 4 5

4.2.4 Questionnaire Data Relative to the Researched Abilities

The results from the remaining items will be presented in the following table for each
participant. In each participant’s column, the data from their entry questionnaire and the
one they have taken at the end of the study will be presented for ease of comparison. In
this case, statements regarding the interaction and mediation language mode and the
ones regarding student motivation were presented in the same section. The statements

related to student motivation and language self-confidence are demarcated with the
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letter c., the statements related to the interaction language mode are demarcated with the
letter d. and the ones related to the mediation language mode with the letter e. For the
sake of visual clarity, each statement type will be divided into different tables. As a
reminder, all following statements were presented as belonging to a singular questioning

unit for the participant.

lc. I wish we had more time in class to practice English.

2c. I’'m worried about my ability to do well in my English class.

3c. I feel like I'm making progress in English.

4c. I think I’'m good at learning English.

Sc. I’'m worried about making mistakes during my English class.

6c¢. I often volunteer to do speaking assignments in my English class.

7c. I’'m afraid of what my classmates will think of me while practicing English in

class.
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Table 15: Questionnaire data relative to motivation and linguistic self-confidence.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
lc. 3 2 4 6 4 3
2. 4 1 2 3 4 4
3c. 3 4 5 5 5 5
4c. 4 4 5 3 5 6
5c. 4 6 4 1 2 3
6¢. 2 1 5 3 3 2
7Tc. 5 5 1 1 4 4

8d. While working in a group, I try to have everyone participate in equal

amounts.

9d. I can understand most of what is said directly to me, regardless of ambient

noise.

11d. I need to pause frequently when speaking freely.

12d. I often try to intervene during a conversation and I can keep one going with

new topics.
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13d. If I can’t remember a word I can find a different one to replace it.
14d. I know how and when to enter conversation.
15d. If I don't understand something, I usually ask for a clarification.

16d. If I don’t remember a word I can try to explain its meaning regardless.

Table 16: Questionnaire data relative to the interaction mode of communication.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit

8d. 6 5 5 3 4 4
9d. 4 3 5 1 4 5
11d. 5 4 1 3 3 3
12d. 4 4 6 2 4 4
13d. 3 4 6 6 5 4
14d. 2 2 6 4 4 3
15d. 4 4 6 6 5 5
16d. 5 3 6 5 5 5

10e. I think I could lead a group project.

95



17e. I can navigate disagreements within a group well.

18e. I try to make everyone's point clear when there’s an argument.

Table 17: Questionnaire data relative to the mediation mode of communication.

Participant 4 Participant 5 Participant 6

Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
10e. 5 4 1 3 3 3
17e. 5 4 5 1 4 4
18e. 5 5 6 3 5 4

4.2.5 Anecdotal Records, Group’s Overall Narrative

As anticipated, the group only took part in two gaming sessions. In their first session the
group remained mostly on the course set by the intended narrative®®. As they were
prompted to describe their characters, the group opted for recreating with their words
some small behavioural quirks of their characters alongside describing their physical
appearance. For example, Participant 2 described their characters physically and then
added that their characters remained mostly silent on the way to Phandalin, as they
were a strong and silent type. When faced with the first conundrum of the game, the cart
stopping, the characters opted to push the rider off their seat and ride the stolen carriage
to the city. As they arrived, they were faced with the burning tavern and decided to help
the gnome trapped on its second floor. Smoothly, the group managed to save the gnome
and, much alike the previous group, stole an item from the magic shop as the wife of the

victim invited them over to her house. Subsequently, their adventure remained similar to

24 For more information on the intended narrative, see subsection 3.5
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the previous one as they deliberated to not help the local guard but rather wander the
city to find something more interesting to do. As the previous group did, the participants
eventually found the home of the lady whose son and daughter-in-law went missing.
Suspicious of the old woman, Participant 2 decided not to enter the home of the woman
and investigated around the city for more clues regarding the woman’s son. The other
two participants opted to enter the woman’s house to try and get more information out
of her, though they remained suspicious of her demeanor regarding the letters littering
her floor. Participant 2 managed to get the location of the son’s house from a concerned
neighbour of the woman and managed to pick the lock of the now vacant home. Inside,
the participant found a spotless home, as if someone had left of their own accord and
prepared the house for a possible return. In the meantime, the other two participants let
their suspicion take the better of them and tied up the woman to try and interrogate her.
The woman, in complete denial of her son’s disappearance, refused to acknowledge the
letters and their content. The participants, now frustrated and incredibly suspicious of
the woman, were on the verge of trying to strangle her and were left on a cliffhanger as

the first session came to a close.

The second session took off with a rather dire situation; while two of the participants
were set on their suspicions of the old woman, Participant 2 burst through the door and
reassured the others that the woman’s son had left willingly and, after reviewing the
letters that were left at the woman’s door, that he and his companion had left for the city
of Gnomengarde. Having learned of the son’s fate, they decided to try and uncover what
had happened to him and his wife. The first step the group decided to take was
gathering necessary supplies for the long journey and they managed to do so with no
relevant direct interaction with the shopkeeper. As they were leaving the shop, they
noticed the man they had pushed off the cart discussing with the local guards. To avoid
trouble, the group managed to slip away silently onto the cart and run away as fast as
they could towards their next destination. When confronted with the mysterious
wanderer that had tricked the group before them, the participants decided it would be
best if they avoided her. And so they did. Arrived at the fatidical crossroads on the way
to their destination, the group was faced with a conundrum: at the crossroads stood a
sign, one arrow pointing to the west indicated the road to Gnomengarde while the road
to the east was demarcated with just a skull. Without having received the council of the

wandering thief, the group had no grounds to determine which way was safer. To be
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safe, they decided to stop and investigate the fork in the road for themselves. With a
decently high roll and some wits, the group understood that someone had turned the
sign around so as to point unfortunate travelers towards their premature end. Having
understood this, they chose to go down the road marked with a skull and towards the
next step in their adventure. As they saw the hovel of the hag that had almost ended
their predecessors’ journey, they once more decided not to stop and to keep going. Once
they arrived at the temple the group remained cautious and asked thoroughly to the
Game Master of the temple and its goddess’ alignment and general reputation so as to
be sure not to be falling into a trap. Having learned of the famously hospitable and
devoted-to-good worshippers of Seliine, the group finally let their guard down and
allowed themselves rest for a night. The day over as they were getting ready to leave the
temple, the group was approached by an acolyte and asked to help their benefactors in
finding out what had happened to their healing magics and to recon the shrine of 7alos.
As they did with all other distractions before this one, the party turned down the offer
and decided to keep pressing forward towards their destination. Once the party arrived
in Gnomengarde they were presented with the same scene that had welcomed the first
group: multiple entrances and a desolate landscape. Group 2 in this case settled on
splitting the party up. One of the participants, having chosen a character that could not
climb, decided to enter from the front door while the others opted for entering from one
of the other openings that were perched atop steep cliffs. The character that had chosen
the easy way in did not really find any difficulty with entering the city. After having
explained that they had been looking for a human that was supposed to be in the city,
they were let in. The other characters, on the other hand, found themselves pushing a
decorated window open and entering into a private abode: the kings’ chambers. As they
sneaked through the royal palace, the group chanced to push the wrong door open and
entered the royal baths to a surprised king. The monarch, who was cheerily taking a
warm bath, immediately screamed to the top of his lungs when faced with the intruders.
Startled by the situation, the group decided to run for it and bolt through the palace: they
opened door after door until they arrived in the throne room, where most of the city’s
remaining guards were mustered at the time of the misdeed. Now brought to their knees
in front of the king, the unfortunate duo had not much to do except try to explain
themselves. In the meantime, the remaining member of the group cheerfully strolled
through the abandoned streets of Gnomengarde, scavenging whatever they found useful.

Before late, they would find a guard that would lead them to the kings and a fateful
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reunion. As the adventurers pleaded their case with the angered monarchs, their friend
burst through the door once more and helped them prove their story, winning the kings’
trust and being set on the path towards finding the monster haunting the city and slaying
it. Having found out all about the mimic, the group decided to try and search the city.
After days of fruitless search, in a damp and dark wine cellar did they find the mimic.
Dodging a surprise attack and hitting the mimic with precise and powerful blows, the
second group had also managed to slay the monster. Having found the ring within the
monster remains and having collected their reward for slaying the monster marked the

end of the second and, unfortunately, last session for this group.

4.2.6 Anecdotal Records, Relevant Interactions

Much alike the first group, interaction remained mainly amongst participants rather than
with the Game Master. The diffidence of the group proved challenging in the active
engagement of storylines and conversation. This problem happened to be more
exacerbated during the second session when one of the participants had remained
mostly silent as they were feeling tired after a day's work at school. Conflicts within the
group sparked rarely, the only notable one being an active and animated discussion on
how the old woman was being treated by Participants 4 and 5: while the two suspected
the woman of having something to hide, Participant 6 wanted to avoid physical
confrontation, especially involving an older person. As the sessions progressed,
Participant 6 established a role of leadership and the other members appeared to have
agreed to follow them. When planning out their activities, the other participants offered
suggestions and changes rather than actively proposing new plans. This behaviour
proved problematic in the second session as Participant 6 demonstrated frustration and

several attempts at urging the participation of the other two in conversation.

As can be surmised, the group presented a starkly different dynamic in between the two
sessions. Going over the abilities under scrutiny in this study, in regards to goal-oriented
cooperation, the participants demonstrated remarkable proficiency in relation to
understanding and following instructions while their ability to participate in a
collaborative effort was only observable parsimoniously. When compared to higher

proficiencies regarding the ability in question, the participants demonstrated their ability
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to [...Joutline an issue or a problem clearly, speculating about causes or consequences,
and weighing advantages and disadvantages of different approaches (Council of Europe,
2020 p.77) as indicated by the descriptor relating to the B2 level, but they exhibited this
ability only during the first steps of the adventure when they saved the gnome from the
burning building. When faced with the obtaining of goods and services, the group only
dealt with one situation eliciting the target proficiencies as did the group before them.
During the discussion with the shopkeeper the group had no problem dealing with
prices and negotiations, managing to lower the price for the supplies they needed for
their adventure. Regarding the group’s proficiency in information exchange, the group
had no difficulty in communicating information amongst themselves or with the Game
Master, though interaction was sparse during the second session. In relation to group
collaboration, much alike previous observations, the participants’ proficiency was
apparent during their first session. The participants exhibited the ability to hypothesize
different outcomes and outline issues relating to their discussion. To exemplify, the
prime example of the participants’ skills is once more the scene of the burning building:
as one of the participants proposed to burst through the door and try to reach the first
floor, the others argued that the smoke might cause them to pass out or not be able to
see, moreover, the issue of how they could extract the gnome from the building was
raised, resulting in a well-organised operation that could have been otherwise

dangerous.

4.3 Group 3 “The Slanted Assemble”

The third group was composed of three participants. As for all groups preceding the
third, the participants already knew each other and were part of the same class.
Uniquely challenging in relation to the group in question was the relevant discrepancy
in its constituents’ language proficiency level, as can be gleaned in the following tables.
The sessions for this group have all taken place each Thursday of April 2025 around
14:00 to 16:30 pm. ca.
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4.3.1 Anagraphic Data

In this subsection the anagraphic data relative to each student will be presented. Each
student will be assigned a number to ensure anonymity and to track their respective
answers. Unlike previous groups, group three’s anagraphic profile is heterogenous,

demonstrating a varied linguistic background and varying English proficiency levels.

Table 18: Second Group's Anagraphic Profile.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9
Age: 17 16 17
Gender: Man Woman Woman
Class: 3G 3G 3G
English level: B2 B2 B1-
First Language: Romanian Italian [talian
At-home languages: Romanian Rgﬂ;?ﬁ;n Ml;t)ellilig%n
Spe(é(i);llrizzj;on: Tourism Tourism Tourism

4.3.2 Tabletop Role-playing and Fantasy Subgenre Familiarity Data

All statements relating to the student’s familiarity with the subgenre they engaged with
in the present study are demarcated with the letter a. For ease of use, the statements
relative to each table will be reported in their respective subsections. Only one

participant reported having had noticeable contact with the subgenre taken into
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consideration by this study while the others have had either partial (as is the case with

participant 9) or null (Participant 7) exposure to adjacent media.

la. I am familiar with the fantasy literary subgenre.

2a. I am familiar with role-playing video games.

3a. I am familiar with tabletop games with complex mechanics and rules
4a. I am familiar with tabletop role-playing games.

5a. I am familiar with popular franchises tied to role-playing games

Table 19: Tabletop role-playing and fantasy subgenre familiarity data.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9
la. 3 5 5
2a. 1 6 3
3a. 2 4 5
4.a 2 2 2
5a. 1 5 1

4.3.3 Language Proficiency Self-evaluation Data

All self-assessment statements relating to the student’s perceived language proficiency

are demarcated with the letter b. For ease of use, the statements relative to each table
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will be reported in their respective subsections. As mentioned in the introduction to the

group’s data, the overall proficiency of the third group is heterogeneous, seeing one of

the participants being decidedly of a lower proficiency compared to the others.

1b. I can understand lectures, TV news and programmes easily

2b. I can read contemporary novels, articles and reports.

3b. I can interact with native speakers with minimal problems and hold a

conversation with ease

4b. 1 can talk clearly about different subjects and give my personal input on

related issues.

5b. I can write essays on topics I’m familiar with and support a particular point of

view in writing.

Table 20: Language proficiency self-evaluation data.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9
1b. 6 6 4
2b. 6 6 3
3b. 6 6 3
4b. 4 6 2
5b. 3 6 1
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4.3.4 Questionnaire Data Relative to the Researched Abilities

The data from the remaining items will be presented in the following table for each
participant. In each participant’s column the data from their entry questionnaire and the
one they have taken at the end of the study will be presented for ease of comparison. In
this case, statements regarding the interaction and mediation language mode and the
ones regarding student motivation were presented in the same section. The statements
related to student motivation and language self-confidence are demarcated with the
letter c., the statements related to the interaction language mode are demarcated with the
letter d. and the ones related to the mediation language mode with the letter e. For the
sake of visual clarity, each statement type will be divided into different tables though

they were presented together as a singular unit to the participants.

lc. I wish we had more time in class to practice English.

2c¢. I’'m worried about my ability to do well in my English class.

3c. I feel like I'm making progress in English.

4c. I think I’m good at learning English.

5c¢. I’'m worried about making mistakes during my English class.

6c¢. I often volunteer to do speaking assignments in my English class.

7c. I'm afraid of what my classmates will think of me while practicing English in

class.
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Table 21: Questionnaire data relative to motivation and linguistic self-confidence.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit

lc. 6 6 6 6 6 6
2c. 5 1 1 1 5 5
3c. 6 5 5 2 4 6
4c. 6 6 6 6 3 3
5c. 3 1 3 2 5 6
6c¢. 3 4 5 5 1 4
7Tc. 3 2 5 4 2 5

8d. While working in a group, I try to have everyone participate in equal

amounts.

9d. I can understand most of what is said directly to me, regardless of ambient

noise.

11d. I need to pause frequently when speaking freely.

12d. I often try to intervene during a conversation and I can keep one going with

new topics.

13d. If I can’t remember a word I can find a different one to replace it.

14d. I know how and when to enter conversation.
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15d. If I don't understand something, I usually ask for a clarification.

16d. If I don’t remember a word I can try to explain its meaning regardless.

Table 22: Questionnaire data relative to the interaction mode of communication.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9
Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit

8d. 4 5 5 5 5 6
9d. 5 5 5 5 2 2
11d. 2 3 2 2 5 5
12d. 2 4 6 6 3 4
13d. 3 S 6 5 3 4
14d. 4 4 6 6 2 3
15d. 6 5 2 4 5 6
16d. 5 5 5 5 3 5

10e. I think I could lead a group project.
17e. I can navigate disagreements within a group well.

18e. I try to make everyone's point clear when there’s an argument.
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Table 23: Questionnaire data relative to the mediation mode of communication.

Participant 7 Participant 8 Participant 9

Entry Exit Entry Exit Entry Exit
10e. 5 S 6 5 3 4
17e. 3 3 5 6 3 4
18e. 3 5 S 5 S 5

4.3.5 Anecdotal Records, Group’s Overall Narrative

The third group presented a lopsided level of language proficiency and, therefore, an
uneven participation to the narrative within the group. Once more did the narrative
commence upon a cart set towards the city of Phandalin and once more were the
participants asked to introduce their characters to their fellow players. In this case, two
participants decided they would read out the description of their characters while
Participant 9 decided upon modifying their character completely, turning a warrior to a
witch. Once the carriage stopped to the dragon’s roar, Participant 7 and 8 decided they
would get down and walk towards the city while Participant 9 decided they would
promise a lot of money to the rider had they taken them to the city regardless of the
threat; the other two, seeing the carriage speed past them, managed to jump on top and
catch a ride to town. Arriving at Phandalin, the spectacle of the roaring fires of the
tavern gave the group enough time to escape unseen, avoiding paying the extra reward
they had promised. The group at this point split, two of them opting for robbing an
unattended magic shop while Participant 8 tried to save the gnome alone from the
inferno of the burning tavern. Participants 7 and 9 managed to swipe some items before
being approached by a guard that, thanks to a handy Sleight of Hand check, did not

notice their less-than-legal activities. The guard, recognizing the two as the adventurers
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that were expected to arrive the same day, intimated them to help with the current fire.
Amongst people lining up with buckets of water and a perplexed Participant 8 trying to
enter the building safely, the day is won by Participant 9 and the wand they had just
stolen from the shop. With a potent gush of water from the wand, the participants
managed to smother the fire and rescue the gnome from the tavern. As did every group
before them, they were invited over for some tea at the rescued gnome’s house by his
wife and, as did every group before them, they managed to swipe one more magic item
before having some tea with the town’s local gossip. After enjoying their tea, the group
ended up in the middle of the city square pondering what the next course of action may
be. Stumped on what they could do next, the Game Master reminded them that their
original mission in this town was catching up with the local guard and helping them
with whatever needed to be done. Having made their way towards the guard tower, the
local de facto station of the guard, Participant 9 was prompted forward by their peers to
talk with the guards’ captain. Despite many prompts to conversation, the captain’s
questions remained unanswered and the guard, in a fit of frustration, just waved them
away and directed them to one of his subordinates. There, they were instructed to patrol
the town so that the local garrison could invest their time in preparing their defenses for
a potential dragon attack. This newfound quest marked the end of the first session for

the first group.

At the dawn of the second session, the group found themselves patrolling through the
city as they were instructed. Like clockwork, the group eventually ended up meeting the
old woman lamenting the disappearance of the town’s mailman. The group was at first
mostly disinterested but, after one of the woman’s nosy neighbours enticed them with a
mysterious comment on the elderly dame’s missing son, they decided to investigate
further. As did every group before them, they were invited into the old woman’s house
for some tea and to discuss the disappearance of her mail. And, as once more did every
group before them, they ended up in a fight with the old woman and eventually
managed to tie her up. After a frustrating interrogation, the group decided to scour the
old woman’s house for clues regarding the disappearance of her son. After finding
nothing, the group remained stumped until the Game Master hinted at the mail
containing important information. After reading the mail, as all groups before them did,
they learned of the couple’s fate and decided to find out more about them. Had they not

decided so, a different storyline was ready for them to follow. After leaving the old
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woman tied up in her house, the group decided they would have needed a cart and a pair
of horses to transport one of their group members who happened to be a treant. After
haggling with the provisioner, they managed to strike a deal and receive the supplies
they needed alongside their much needed transportation. Along the way awaited the
mysterious woman that all other groups had met before. The group hailed the woman
and allowed her to make camp with them but, suspicious of her intentions, avoided
drinking the wine she had offered them and tried to remain vigilant during the night.
Despite their preparations, they did not manage to notice the woman stealing their bags
until it was way too late. Waking up to the sound of the woman’s horse running away,
one of the participants tried to run after her but couldn’t muster the positive dice results
to succeed in following her as she disappeared into the woods. Being faced with the
next ordeal, the infamous fork in the road, the group decided not to blindly trust the
directions the woman had given them the night prior and decided to investigate the
treacherous sign that apparently pointed them in the wrong direction. With a high
enough investigation roll, the group managed to take the right path to safety and onto
the next stop on their way to Gnomengarde. And so did the second session end for the

third group.

The third session opened with a familiar sight, the temple of Seliine, a location that
functioned as a narrative hinge for all groups. As the group arrived, they too were hailed
by a busy priestess of the temple and were offered repast and hospitality. As the group
entered, they were made aware of the grim situation the temple was in: hordes of
gnomes had taken refuge within its halls and rumors of a mysterious monster inhabited
the air around our adventurers. Without any delay, the group decided to investigate and
started asking burning questions to the refugees. They approached several people: a
family bickering over whether they should have stayed or not in the city, a couple
mourning the loss of a loved one and lastly a ruined gnome merchant. With their
investigation, the group managed to piece together the troubles that had pushed the
gnomes to flee their home. Despite the dangers, they too decided to continue their
mission and push onward towards Gnomengarde. As they were leaving the temple, a
priestess stopped them and asked for their help in finding out what could be disrupting
the temple’s magic in the abandoned shrine of 7alos. The group agreed to help her and
went on their way towards their new destination. As they were preparing their

belongings to head out, the gnome merchant approached them with an offer: he would
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loan them some magic items in exchange for some of the loot present at the shrine they
were headed towards. The group declined at the sight of a binding contract and set off to
adventure. As they arrived at the tower, the self-same sight that had welcomed the other
groups was presented to them: an old lighthouse stood on a lonely beach, its ancillary
buildings resting against its ghastly tower; to the other side of the beach was a cave.
Arriving at the lighthouse, the group decided to start their search for treasure and
malevolent intent by climbing up the tower. As they reached the top of the stairs, they
cautiously pushed open the hatch that connected the stairwell to the top of the
lighthouse and, as they did so, a shower of animal and humanoid bones clouded their
vision. Three voices arose from over the hatch: the three harpies that inhabited the
lighthouse had noticed their arrival and were now preparing for a grim feast. Running
down the stairs, the group tried to plan out how to fight the harpies but the three sisters
were not chasing them inside but rather circling the tower like buzzards, waiting for
their prey to meet them on favourable terrain or remain inside and starve. The three
thought of a strategy after not so long: one of them would serve as bait and lure them
inside. Participant 8 decided to be the daring renegade and, as they left the tower, they
shouted inflammatory words in hopes of taunting the harpies into a rash decision. Their
plan came to fruition but only the dumbest of the three sisters fell for their trap,
plunging towards the entrance of the tower in a fit of rage the unfortunate harpy found
itself battered, sliced and punched to a quick death. The remaining sisters, seeing their
kin slain, remained furiously circling the tower, lamenting their witless sister’s death
and swearing vengeance upon the adventurers. As the harpies did not appear to relent,
the group decided to take them head on regardless of the dangers. The group bursted out
the tower and, with some rope they had found in the crumbling ruins, they managed to
lazo down one of the sisters to the ground and make short work of her. The remaining
harpy, discouraged by the grizzly sight, fled without looking back. And so the day was

won and the third session came to a close.

The fourth session saw Participant 9 not participating because of unforeseen
circumstances that forced them to go home early. As the heroes conquered the harpies,
naught remained but to keep searching the lighthouse and its nearby buildings to find
the source of the temple’s troubles. The group decided their first move would be to
search the harpies’ nest. Having climbed all the way back up to the top of the tower,

they found there a disturbing amount of bones, a fistful of non-magical jewels and a
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pernicious ring they could not identify. The next place the group decided to investigate
was the warehouse that lay adjacent to the lighthouse. Quickly, the group saw the
undead man holding their treasure tight and decided they would send the more nimble
of them forward to try and steal the artifact. As once before in other campaigns, the
undead man snapped his eyes open at the theft perpetrated against him. Unlike the first
group, the participants decided to end this conflict with violence and managed to hack
the undead to pieces and claim their reward. Now with an ominous artifact in their
hands, the group decided to finally reach Gnomengarde. There, they decided the only
reliable way into the city would be the main entrance and so did they enter the long
tunnel that is the entrance to Gnomengarde. Halfway through the tunnel they found the
self-same sentinel that barred the way to all before them. Not wanting to disclose their
motives for entering the city, the guard’s anger mounted at every sentence the group
tried to sneak past her wits and, when the group eventually tried to run past her
enormous mechanized ballista, initiated combat. The guard, having the drop on the
adventurers, managed to hit for a good chunk of damage Participant 8, who ignored the
pain and bolted past the still-reloading mechanism. Participant 7, with a much slower
and physically bigger character, decided the best course of action would be to smash the
ballista to pieces and, with a positive roll, managed to launch the gnome off the
contraption and clear the way for themselves to move past the roadblock. The gnome
could not let two renegades enter the city unimpeded and mustered all her strength to
launch a flask of incendiary liquid towards the two. Participant 8, nimble as always,
managed to dodge the flask with grace while Participant 7 was squarely hit and was
now completely engulfed in flames. A timer was set up to urge the players to find a
solution before their companion succumbed to the fire. Participant 7 decided they would
just jump in the lake outside the city and managed to do so in time; though the length of
the run to the water had inflicted serious damage to their character. Participant 8, despite
everything, chose not to hurt the gnome while Participant 7, now furious, decided to
gruesomely murder the guard on their way back into the city. Within the city the group
managed to quickly find the few guards remaining, be informed of the monster’s nature
and swiftly dispose of it. As did all groups before them, they learned of the fate of the
woman’s son but, unlike the rest, decided not to pursue the man’s wife. After
uncovering the fate of the couple, the group decided to return to Phandalin. Once they
arrived they found the town demolished by the dragon’s icy breath, save for the old

woman’s house. Unwilling to speak once more with the rambling elderly woman, the

111



group decided to venture to the highest peak near the town to hopefully find and slay
the dragon. Unfortunately, the fourth session ended with the group venturing forth into

the forest, never to be seen again.

4.3.6 Anecdotal Records, Relevant Interactions.

As previously stated, the group’s dynamic was rather lopsided with one of the
participants having a significant lower proficiency than the others. Often, the lower
level proficiency participant had difficulties in expressing themselves and in
understanding the information that was relayed to them. To overcome this difficulty, the
other participants relied on translating crucial information or planning conversation in
Italian to then help the remaining participant in taking part in the game. Though, once
more, [talian was not strictly forbidden among the participants, the researcher generally
abstained from using it during the activity save due exceptions. As a result, the majority
of observable interaction could be attributable to the mediation of texts rather than the
researched abilities. Indeed, the participants exhibited a remarkable ability to translate
and simplify texts for fruition of their more fragile counterpart. Nonetheless, the group
tried and managed to plan out simpler interactions in English and managed to urge the
less proficient participant to take part in conversations both in and out of character.
Often did Participant 9 manifest frustration in regards to their inability to formulate
what they were trying to convey and lamented that they didn’t know what to say despite
the interactions being generally mundane. Most notably in this regard is the interaction
between Participant 9 and the captain of the guard: though urged to use simpler
language or rely on mimicry, the participant avoided trying to communicate to the
character altogether. The participant did denote insecurity in regards to their speaking
abilities in the self assessment questionnaire (see Table 20.) and, despite being reassured
profusely that their performance would not be graded or otherwise evaluated and despite
the overall amicable and informal context, the participant could not wholly take part in
the study. Regardless, Participant 9 managed to display their ability to participate in
conversation with concise statements but not enough to elicit Bl-level proficiency in the
researched abilities. Once again, most of the interaction could be attributed to the
mediation of texts, specifically the processing of texts in speech and the relaying of

information in speech across different languages (Council of Europe, 2020 p. 94) and
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though the researched abilities were present regardless, they were overshadowed by the

the prevalence of non-english mediation and interaction.
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5. Analysis and Discussion

As demonstrated earlier, the collection of data was both covered by the use of
questionnaires to gather the student’s self-evaluation in regards to target proficiencies
and the gathering of qualitative data by the means of anecdotal records which were both
reported in section 4. The present section will deal with the issue of data interpretation.
To do so, quantitative data will be synthesized into comparable figures to denote
possible increases or decreases of target proficiencies while qualitative data will be
employed to denote possible insights in the application of the present method and to

give better context to the questionnaire data.

5.1 Questionnaire Data Synthesis

To process the data into observable statistics, the results for each entry and exit
questionnaire in relation to each item were compared in order to determine the
difference between the perceived proficiencies and linguistic self-confidence of each
participant after having taken part in the study. Based on each participant’s change in
the result of each entry, the average difference in the participants’ perception of each
entry was calculated. For ease of consultation, the median change has been transposed
to a percentile change of base 100. The formula used for extrapolating said change is as

follows:

Average Change) x 100

Percentile change = (—_~ Range

The results allow an overview of the average change in the students perception as a

whole and will be presented in the following table (Table 24).

Table 24: Average change in answers of items c. through e.

Item Average Percentile Item Average Percentile
Change Change Change Change
lc. 0 0% 10e. +0.11 +2.2%
2c. -0.75 -15% 11d. +0.11 +2.2%
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3c. +0.22 +4.4% 12d. 0 0%
4. +0.22 +4.4%, 13d. +0.22 +4.4%
5c. -0.55 -11% 14d. -0.33 -6.6%
6c. +0.11 +2.2% 15d. +0.11 +2.2%
7o, -0.22 -4.4% 16d. -0.11 -2.2%
8d. -0.22 -4.4% 17e. -0.22 -4.4%
9d. -0.44 -8.8% 18e. -0.11 -2.2%

The data relative to student’s familiarity with the fantasy sub-genre and tabletop
role-playing games have been compiled in the following table (Table 25.). For ease of
comparison, the average of each group’s answer and an overall average answer in

relation to collective familiarity have been provided for each group.

Table 25: Average answer relating to items a.

Item’s average Group 1. Group 2. Group 3.
la. 3.6 3.3 4.3
2a. 3.3 3.6 3-3
3a. 4.3 2.6 3.6
4a, 3.3 2.6 2
5a. 3 3.3 2.3

Overall average 3.4 3.13 3.13

5.2 Discussion

The present study set off to examine the efficacy of tabletop role-playing games as tools
for improving target proficiencies relating to the mediation and interaction modes of

communication while also denoting changes in student’s motivation and linguistic
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self-confidence when confronted with the present method. To determine the success of
the present study one may turn to its fundamental inquiries for guidance. Let us then

take into consideration the first of the two research questions here presented:

Is tabletop role-playing an effective tool to consolidate and develop the
mediation and interaction language abilities as described by the CEFR
companion volume for Italian EFL students of higher secondary school level in

Venice?

The first research question is concerned with the consolidation and development of the
mediation and interaction language abilities. Now looking at the results of the
questionnaire, we may denote an overall negative tendency in the student’s evaluation
of their own interaction proficiencies. In fact, the only positive-trending items among
those relative to the skill in question (marked with a d. in the questionnaire) are 13d.?
and 15d.%. As per the anecdotal records, the specific elicitation of both proficiencies
related to the two items here discussed were only partially demonstrated by participants
excluding the first group. Pertaining the interaction still, the most notable negative trend
is the one related to item 9d.*” which may help understand the possible negative
tendency of interaction proficiencies. The participants’ tendency to demarcate
negatively their progress in interaction may be tied to a reevaluation of their own
proficiencies when faced with simulated practical uses of the language within a
relatively free context; the inability to fully understand their fellow participants and the
researcher may have been the more glaring symptom of the discrepancy between
assumed proficiency and its actual application. Another interesting point in relation to
interaction proficiencies is the insight given by the anecdotal records and the overall
context in which the study has been conducted. Firstly, the elicitation of interaction
proficiencies was hampered in two of three groups: the second group’s second session
and the overwhelming presence of textual mediation in the third group may have led to
a negative reevaluation of the participants’ own abilities. Perhaps in support of this
interpretation is the heavy swings in answers that can be attributed to Participant 5: in

answers 9d. and 12d.?® the participant denoted a very negative drop in the way they

»13d. If I can't remember a word I can find a different one to replace it.

%15d. If I don't understand something, I usually ask for a clarification.

21°9d. I can understand most of what is said directly to me, regardless of ambient noise.

212d. I often try to intervene during a conversation and I can keep one going with new topics.
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understood their own capabilities. As aforementioned, the second group was indeed one
that suffered heavily from lack of active participation in their second session. Secondly,
the second group presented comparatively the most overall negative change in the
subsection dedicated to interaction, opening the possibility of tangent variables being
involved in their notably negative change. Hypothesizing a potential incompatibility
between participants and the game genre or the theme of the campaign, one may turn to
confronting each group’s answers regarding their familiarity with the fantasy literary
subgenre and role-playing (See Table 25.). The average answer of the second group is
exactly the same as the third (both averaging around 3.13), which did not present as
much of a negative downswing in relation to interaction. The first group’s average
answer (3.4) is only marginally higher than the other two indicating an accidental
homogeneity across groups in this variable. The remaining variables related to
anagraphic background of the participants remain relatively homogenous when
compared to other groups, in fact, the only real difference between the first group and
the second is the class from which each participant hailed. The class context may have
been the cause of the sharp incongruence in the way participants understood their own
proficiency but, of course, there is not enough information to claim this as a possible
root cause. Another possible cause for the overall negative tendency of the
self-assessment of interaction by the participants may be the inability of the present
method to actually impact the researched ability. To lightly refuse this possibility, only
one group reported a decidedly negative response while the other two remained in a
moderately neutral position. Further exacerbating this point is the fact that the group
presenting the sharpest difference in their answers is also the one that took part in the
least sessions of the workshop compared to the others, perhaps pointing more harshly to
external variables that were not taken into account by this study. Nevertheless, the
reduced number of participants calls for more extensive research to truly settle the

matter.

Moving on to the mediation mode of communication, the averages for entries relative to
mediation abilities can also be seen as tending to the negative with the exception of
entry 10e.”” Unlike previous considerations regarding the interaction mode of

communication, there is but one remarkable drop in evaluation by the self-same

¥ 10e. I think I could lead a group project.
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participant, Participant 5, in relation to item 17¢*. Considering the incredibly volatile
changes of the participant’s scoring, external variables may be at play. As
aforementioned, not all groups elicited the target proficiencies in relation to mediation.
Notably, the third group has demonstrated their proficiency in the mediation of texts
rather than the facets of the mode of mediation that this study had set out to observe.
The overshadowing of in-language mediation by the active translation of texts has
possibly consolidated the proficiency perimeters that were set for the participation to the
present research, namely the B1 and B2 levels of proficiency. As previously stated, this
anomaly in the elicitation of mediation skills was indeed caused by an imbalanced
distribution of language proficiency levels within the third group which may indeed

reveal a fault in the sampling method for participants for the study.

Recentering the mediation of concepts, the development of a healthy and prolific group
dynamic has not been unnoticed in similar studies. Cullinan’s (2024) research into
different teachers’ application of tabletop role-playing to different disciplines proved a
decisive impact in the elicitation of both academic and teamwork skills while also
stimulating group dynamics and presenting students with opportunities for creative
thinking. These findings can be corroborated by the anecdotal evidence that is presented
in this very study, the groups demonstrated their ability to bring order to multiple-voice
conversations while trying to find different approaches to solve problems they would
not have faced in a traditional classroom setting. Of course linguistic skills, as Cullinan
(2024), Torres-Rodriguez and Martinez-Granada’s (2022) and Rocha (2019) also
observe in their research, are not the only ones engaged by a
tabletop-role-playing-centered method: several instances of play have asked the students
to engage with non-strictly-academic and practical knowledge to solve the situations
they were presented with. An example from the anecdotal records is the way the first
group dealt with the ghost haunting the lighthouse’s cave: the students employed their
knowledge of folklore to reasonably dispel the magic that bound the spirit to the realm
of the living. Not only the participants’ knowledge of folklore was applied to problem
solving but also knowledge relating to fire hazards and first-aid, deduction skills and
strategic thinking was applied in other scenarios as reported in the anecdotal records. To
end these considerations, the elicitation of activities relating to the mediation of

concepts is apparent. Based on the results of the anecdotal records, this research’s

0 17e. I can navigate disagreements within a group well.
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findings are in line with previous theorization of tabletop role-playing’s impact in the
development of skills relating to the management and healthy participation of
individuals within group projects (Lasley, J., Ruiz-Ezquerro, A. & Giampetro, A., 2025;
Rocha F., 2019). Though, once more, elicitation does not entail observable development
in the target proficiencies which, according to the data gathered through the
questionnaires, do not appear to have undergone significant change. Of course, most of
the groups have only taken part in but four workshop sessions and, reasonably, a
decisive answer cannot be truly hazarded regarding long-lasting impacts of the method
here employed. Other studies such as Torres-Rodriguez and Martinez-Granada’s (2022)
do report progress in relation to EFL proficiency though not specifying which skills it
did, in fact, impact. An interesting point also made by Torres-Rodriguez and
Martinez-Granada (2022) is the observation of a growing familiarity with the gaming
system, overall engagement and, from a linguistic standpoint, application of more
complex structures during role-play as the different gaming sessions progressed. These
observations can be partially compared with this study’s first group’s growing level of

engagement within the narrative and their steady engagement during play.

Proceeding in the discussion of the results of the present study one may now turn to the

second question here researched:

Can it [tabletop role-playing] impact motivation and improve the student’s own

perceived ability in regards to the target language?

The impacts of the method upon the perceived abilities in the target language of the
participants has been, as seen above, already discussed when approaching the broader
question of the method’s effectiveness in developing and eliciting target proficiencies.
When taking into consideration the data gathered by the questionnaire in relation to
motivation and linguistic self-confidence, the results appear conservatively positive. No
items in the questionnaire relating to motivation have yielded negative results. The
negative percentages for motivation items in Table 24. are all related to negative
statements, therefore, the percentages being negative actually denote a positive result in
linguistic self-confidence. Most notably so, items 2¢.*' and 5¢.*? present noticeably

higher results than other entries across the whole questionnaire and they also represent

31 2¢. I'm worried about my ability to do well in my English class.
3 5¢. I'm worried about making mistakes during my English class.
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the strongest data in relation to the method’s effectiveness in affecting motivation.
Perhaps paradoxically, the anecdotal records do not completely support this point as,
multiple times, problems relating to attendance or active participation have been
observed especially relating to the second group. Perhaps elucidating this logical knot is
the fact that the group presenting the lowest overall average change in their scoring is
indeed the second, averaging a negative tendency in how they reported their motivation
to be affected by the study. As for all other statistics, their partial participation in the
study may leave more room for external variables in determining the reason for this
downward trend. When poring over the data, the issue of strong swings in
self-evaluation is not as apparent as in items relating to linguistic proficiencies though it
is still present across different participants but not as consistently as to be relevant
enough to be considered problematic. Lastly, the influence of tabletop role-playing on
motivation regarding EFL has been documented in similar studies such as
Torres-Rodriguez and Martinez-Granada’s (2022) among many (Rocha F., 2019;
Cullinan M., 2024; Lasley, J., Ruiz-Ezquerro, A. & Giampetro, A., 2025) which also
entailed an interestingly similar approach in methodology involving

Task-Based-Language-Teaching when applied to younger participants.

5.3 Limits of the Study

Several limiting factors can be attributed to the present study. Foremost is the inability
to extend the study’s findings to the entire population and, to a degree, even to the
classes of the target secondary school caused by the reduced number of participants.
The overall lack of participation can be attributed to different factors. Among these may
be the student’s understandable overall unwillingness to dedicate their precious free
time to taking part in the study after school in time slots that would be intrinsically
aggravating when accosted with long commutes and other school projects that were
taking form in the self-same time period. Alongside the practical constraints on the
student’s part, the absence of external recognition such as any form of extracurricular
credit left the students little external motivation in relation to participating in the study.
A possibly clear indicator of this phenomenon is the glaringly high scoring of item 1c.
“I wish we had more time in class to practice English”: the students were demonstrating

a clear willingness to participate for the sole purpose of practicing their English more,
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denoting strong intrinsic motivation as a cause for taking part in the study to begin with.
Another limiting factor tied to participation in the study is the method of selection of
participants; the tendency of the volunteers to book participation as a group caused an
accidental homogenization of some variables (most notably the class of origin) and
implied pre-existing group dynamics that, perhaps, affected role-playing and
collaboration positively but also entailed inextricable background context from the data
gathered. Participants being volunteers also led to the problem that was glaring in the
third group, that of unbalanced proficiency profiles. Unfortunately, there were not
enough participants to try and level the groups’ proficiency scores and it would not have
been possible to do so given the time constraints that are tied to after-school activities
and teenager’s busy schedules. Another limiting factor is, perhaps, the researcher’s
inexperience in applying the method altogether despite being more than experienced in
actively playing tabletop role-playing games in the role of the Game Master. The fragile
results, especially in relation to linguistic proficiencies, may be caused by an overall
inability to apply the method to its full potential. Another possible limitation is the need
for other researchers and recording equipment to gather more observational data in
order to cross-reference anecdotal records and have a clearer view of the interactions
that took place during the workshop. The ideal application of this study would
ultimately involve a more concrete effort in concert with the host school, whatever it
may be in future research, and the involvement of more researchers and tools. Lastly,
before moving on to the next section, a note on the game system used in the present
study. Zalka’s game system offered different advantages, more notably the easy
introduction to basic tabletop role-playing given limited time and a relatively
streamlined character sheet that did not assault the novel players with an unnecessary
quantity of statistics. Nevertheless, the fluidity of the game and its enjoyability may
have been hampered by its game system specifically in relation to dice rolls and the
loose direction in relation to some abilities and their implementation, as previously
stated in subsection 3.4. Another possible flaw of the game system is the way combat is
envisioned: as all dice rolls are made with a single type of die, the flow of combat
appears confusing and repetitive and, as a result, combat was also parsimoniously
represented in this research despite it being a vital part of the game, as confirmed by
multiple sources (Zalka V. C., 2016; Albom S,. 2021; Trammel A,. 2018). As the system

is mostly centered around role-play rather than combat, these flaws were expected but
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some adjustments may be needed moving forward to ensure everyone’s enjoyment,

independently of their playstyle.

5.4 Future Research

Future research may try to implement different game systems to try and hone a better
instrument for balancing participant agency and enjoyment and the elicitation of target
proficiencies. A possible attempt could be given in regards to implementing the original
Dungeons & Dragons system to the present methodology. Another possible avenue for
future research may be extending the application of the present method to a broader
population, gathering more data from across different schools and different points in
time or even expanding the external variables taken into consideration. Given the
practical limitations of the study, the application of the present method may be
considered in the future with better resources in order to deepen the understanding of its
effective use in relation to every-day teaching contexts and bigger groups. All previous
research and sources presented as evidence in the present study (Zalka V. C., 2016;
Torres-Rodriguez, F. A., & Martinez-Granada, L., 2022; Cullinan M., 2024; Wizards of
the Coast, 2014b; Scapolo V,. 2023 among these) suggest small groups for playing
tabletop role-playing games regardless of intent, therefore, smaller groups within
standard classroom settings may be needed alongside more researchers to monitor and

possibly conduct the games and their research.
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6. Conclusions

At last, one may now ponder the conclusions that can be taken considering the data
presented and their elaboration. The present study set out to try and denote whether
tabletop role-playing could be an effective tool to consolidate and develop the mediation
and interaction language abilities alongside monitoring whether the method could have
an impact on the motivation of the participants that took part in the activity. Overall, the
study seemed mostly successful in pointing towards a possible improvement on
student’s motivation and is backed by previous research pointing towards the same
sentiment (Torres-Rodriguez, F. A., & Martinez-Granada, L., 2022; Rocha F., 2019;
Cullinan M., 2024; Lasley, J., Ruiz-Ezquerro, A. & Giampetro, A., 2025). Though, once
more, anecdotal evidence may point towards there being additional factors when
considering the present method for a diverse group of students. As presented in the
relative sections dedicated to anecdotal data, the participation or otherwise engagement
of students was not as steady as originally assumed. Considering the voluntary nature of
participation, this may cause problems when applied to an entire class, a much broader
and more complex context than small groups of volunteers. A way to circumvent this
problem may be preparatory analysis of, naturally, EFL proficiency levels, general
expectations and personal preferences of the students in order to organize groups and
narrative material to better suit the participants. As part of an active research project, the
method here employed was relatively rigid in narrative and mechanics in order to elicit
comparable data across different participants. In a more practical application, this
method would necessarily be extremely malleable and flexible in all of its aspects in
order to better suit a future hypothetical implementer and its pupils. When applied in an
ordinary classroom or, as was the case for the present study, as an afterschool activity,
the present method should be adapted surgically in all of its aspects. Game mechanics
and narrative need to be moulded to better suit the needs of its participants both as
learners and players, in fact, mechanical complexity can be a deterrent factor for
participants of similar studies (Girsén O., 2021). Ideally, as Culligan (2024) points out,
groups engaging in these activities would become affinity spaces (Gee, 2017 &
Halaczkiewicz, 2020 in Culligan M. 2024) that is, spaces of community which present a
medium, and a shared endeavour, providing value in the creation of community and a
sense of belonging alongside communal interest for a specific topic or context to

eventually create collectives that, in some way, keep the activity going outside of the

123



classroom and with fervent interest. Such a hope was also present in this study but to
what extent it may have been successful in urging the continuation of the stories, one
cannot tell. Nevertheless, studies like Culligan (2024) and Girsén (2021) tend to
demonstrate a willingness in students across different countries to take part in tabletop
role-playing activities and break free of traditional in-class role-play. Moving on to the
ultimate considerations in regards to the interaction and mediation language abilities,
the study does not seem at first to yield any results at all. In fact, most percentages
gathered by the study tend to be barely relevant in regards to the target proficiencies. On
the other hand, the anecdotal records do denote the elicitation rather than development
of the present skills. It is safe to assume, then, that across a longer period of time some
results could be expected in relation to the target abilities. As it stands, only
suppositions in regards to the effectiveness of the method can be made but similar
research, such as the aforementioned Culligan (2024) and Torres-Rodriguez and
Martinez-Granada (2022), does point towards the effectiveness of similar methods in
positively impacting language skills as a whole. In regards to the specific modes of
communication, no pre-existing research has been found as of yet. Nevertheless, to
bring this work to a close, the application of Zalka’s method has, as mentioned once
before, revealed some possible flaws in its implementation but, as it is hopefully clear
now, tabletop role-playing as an applicable tool remains extremely malleable and
different systems, may they be kitchen-table systems or pre-existing commercialized
systems, can be employed to better suit the teacher’s needs. In the case of Zalka (2016),
their method may have been better suited for their specific context and participants: the
rigid application of their game system is but a matter of standardization of the present
work and a tool for the betterment of future attempts at devising a system for similar
implementation. Overall, the present study can be considered a success in setting the
precedent for future research in this field, on a broader scale and with more resources.
Of course, as briefly mentioned in the section dedicated to limitations, applying the
present method requires a degree of experience in both pedagogy and role-playing
games alongside a suite of skills related to leadership, class management, improvisation
and conflict resolution. Finally, though the results of the present research are to be
considered valid only for its specific context, similar studies hopefully point to the
present method as being evidence of an overall positive influence of tabletop

role-playing games in the field of foreign language education.
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6.3 Appendices

6.3.1 Appendix A.

4125125, 5:32 PM Anagrafica

Anagrafica

* Indica una domanda obbligatoria

1. Email *

2. Nome *

3. Classe*

Scegli il mese in cui sei disponibile

Il laboratorio si terra dopo la fine delle lezioni e sara della durata dalle 2 alle 2 ore e mezza
una volta alla settimana per un totale di 4 laboratori.

4. In che mese saresti disponibile? * @ Dropdown

Contrassegna solo un ovale.
) Febbraio Passa alla domanda 5.
Marzo Passa alla domanda 6.

Aprile Passa alla domanda 7.

Solo online Passa alla domanda 8.

Scegli il giorno per il mese di FEBBRAIO

Stai scegliendo il primo giorno di inizio sessione, le seguenti sessioni di laboratorio si
terranno nello stesso giorno delle settimane seguenti. Sara possibile poi spostare
eventualmente una o l'altra sessione in base alle vostre esigenze e la mia disponibilita.

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/ 113ZXt1ZzTFoAcTaEluU-LcfYY5iXTcGQMizvb T8d YAc/edit 1/4
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4/25/25, 5:32 PM Anagrafica

5. In che giorno saresti disponibile a partecipare * G) Dropdown
Contrassegna solo un ovale.

Lunedi 3/02
Martedi 4/02

) Mercoledi 5/02
Giovedi 6/02

) Venerdi 7/02

Scegli il giorno per il mese di MARZO

Stai scegliendo il primo giorno di inizio sessione, le seguenti sessioni di laboratorio si
terranno nello stesso giorno delle settimane seguenti. Sara possibile poi spostare
eventualmente una o |'altra sessione in base alle vostre esigenze e la mia disponibilita.

6. In che giorno saresti disponibile a partecipare * @ Dropdown

Contrassegna solo un ovale.

Lunedi 3/03
Martedi 4/03
) Mercoledi 5/03
) Giovedi 6/03
Venerdi 7/03

Scegli il giorno per il mese di APRILE

Stai scegliendo il primo giorno di inizio sessione, le seguenti sessioni di laboratorio si
terranno nello stesso giorno delle settimane seguenti. Sara possibile poi spostare
eventualmente una o l'altra sessione in base alle vostre esigenze e la mia disponibilita.

https:/docs.google com/forms/d/1t3ZXt1ZzZTFoAcTaEluU-LcfYY5iXTeGQMizvbT8d YAc/edit 214
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7. In che giorno saresti disponibile a partecipare * G) Dropdown
Contrassegna solo un ovale.

Lunedi 31/03
Martedi 1/04

) Mercoledi 2/04
Giovedi 3/04

) Venerdi 4/04

SOLO ONLINE

Scegli questa opzione SOLO se non ti & assolutamente possibile partecipare in presenza.
Ti ricontatterd io se avro abbastanza volontari per creare uno o pitl gruppi in telematico. E'
possibile che non riesca a farti partecipare nei giorni/ore in cui saresti disponibile.

8. Quando saresti disponibile? (specifica mese/giorno/orari) *

Questi contenuti non sono creati né avallati da Google.

Google Moduli

https:/docs.google com/forms/d/1t3ZXt1ZzZTFoAcTaEluU-LcfYY5iXTeGQMizvbT8d YAc/edit 314
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6.3.2 Appendix B.

Please fill out the following table with your personal information.

Self assessment questionnaire

NAME:

Age: English Level (B1/B2):
Gender: First Language:

Class: At-home languages:

(tourism, marketing):

Your course’s specialization

Please denote to what extent you agree with each statement that follows where 1 is the lowest level

of agreement and 6 is the highest:

Disagree
Completely

Disagree

Somewhat
Disagree

Somewhat
Agree

Agree

Completely
Agree

1 2

3

4

6

1a. I am familiar with the
fantasy literary sub-genre.

2a. I am familiar with role-
playing video games.

3a. I am familiar with tabletop
games with complex mechanics
and rules

4a. I am familiar with tabletop
role-playing games.

5a. I am familiar with popular
franchises tied to role-playing
games

1b. I can understand lectures,
TV news and programmes
easily

2b. I can read contemporary
novels, articles and reports.

3b. I can interact with native
speakers with minimal
problems and hold a
conversation with ease

4b. I can talk clearly about
different subjects and give my
personal input on related
issues.

5b. I can write essays on topics
I'm familiar with and support
a particular point of view in
writing.
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1c. I wish we had more time in
class to practice English.

2c. I'm worried about my
ability to do well in my English
class.

3c. I feel like I'm making
progress in English.

4c. I think I'm good at learning
English.

5c. I’'m worried about making
mistakes during my English
class.

6c. I often volunteer to do
speaking assignments in my
English class.

7c. I’'m afraid of what my
classmates will think of me
while practicing English in
class.

8d. While working in a group, I
try to have everyone
participate in equal amounts.

9d. I can understand most of
what is said directly to me,
regardless of ambient noise.

10e. I think I could lead a
group project.

11d. I need to pause frequently
when speaking freely.

12d. I often try to intervene
during a conversation and I
can keep one going with new
topics.

13d. If I can’t remember a
word I can find a different one
to replace it.

14d. T know how and when to
enter conversation.

15d. If I didn’t understand
something, I usually ask for a
clarification.

16d. If I don’t remember a
word I can try to explain its
meaning regardless.

17e. I can navigate
disagreements within a group
well.

18e. I try to make clear
everyone’s point when there’s
an argument.
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