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Research 
Intensive, immersive scenario-based role-play (SBRP) exercises, simulating a 
volcanic eruption, have been used successfully at the University of Canterbury to 
teach 300 and 400 level geology and civil engineering students data 
interpretation, interdisciplinary teamwork, emergency management, and science 
communication skills. In this project, we are developing an SBRP based on an 
earthquake scenario on the West Coast of New Zealand, which is aimed not only 
at students, but also at professional emergency managers. We aim to create 
authentic and memorable science communication events for participants, guided 
by the literature on science communication, cognitive psychology and the 
expertise built up at Canterbury from the volcanic eruption SBRP as well as 
lessons learnt from the science communication around the Canterbury 
Earthquake Sequence. 
 
We have identified learning goals and associated academic tasks and piloted the 
scenario with students in hazard management, geology, and civil engineering to 
evaluate the design. We use a modular design with generic tasks that can be 
adapted to suit the needs of various stakeholders, rather than very specified 
science communication tasks.  
Preliminary data shows the design to be robust and flexible, and well suited to 
meet the needs of the different instructors and students. In the next few months, 
we will start gathering science communication research data, with the main 
focus on the improvement of student perceptions of science communication and 
improvement of their skills. Multiple proxies to communication performance will 
be used and compared to actual performances, some of which are currently 
being developed and / or validated. 
 
Why this topic is important 
People working in science, engineering and emergency management professions 
communicate complex scientific concepts in a range of circumstances to a variety 
of audiences with different information needs. Communicating scientific results, 
conclusions and recommendations about natural hazards and disasters into 
language easily understandable by non-experts is a challenging task, and one 
that scientists are generally not trained for. Significantly, the Canterbury 
Earthquakes Royal Commission noted failings in incident command due to poor 
communication and recommended that the Ministry of Business, Innovation and 
Employment and GNS Science improve the communication of earthquake and 
building risks.  In addition, the geoscience community’s seeming inability to 
effectively counter the rise and public following of the pseudoscience of “moon-
man” Ken Ring, as well as the manslaughter convictions of six seismologists and 
a civil protection officer in the aftermath of the L’Aquila earthquake in Italy 
underscore a strong need for effective science communication preparation for 
students and professionals in the field. Training in these transferrable 



communication skills is increasingly important to meet the demands of 
professional life and academically rigorous research into the design, 
development and evaluation of purpose-built curriculum is needed to ensure 
both good pedagogy and buy-in from the various stakeholders. 
 
How the session will be run 
The session will start with an overview of the pedagogy of SBRP. Afterwards, 
participants will be guided through and actively involved in one of the activities 
of the SBRP. As the audience will most likely consists of non-specialists, they can 
provide valuable insights to us as to the look and feel of the design and the 
activity. We invite critique on the SBRP design and our research methodology 
and would welcome a discussion about how scenario-based role-plays can be 
used in different academic fields and how our approaches could be modified to 
accommodate this. 

 


