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Role-Play for Teaching Technology Ethics  
 
Aditya Johri, Information Sciences and Technology 
  
Role-play activities (sometimes also called role-play scenarios, or simulations) put participants in 
a defined scenario and with defined roles to interact and create a simulated interaction. 
Participants engage with the materials provided and negotiate the facts presented with their own 
experiences and understanding to continue the conversation in a genuine but open way. In the 
educational setting, role-plays successfully allow students to engage with multiple perspectives 
and opinions about a topic they are learning.  
  
I assign students a case study to read and then based on that case study a specific scenario that 
they have work through. Students are assigned roles that they have to play during the discussion 
and the goal is to reach some kind of a consensus decision that can be presented to the primary 
stakeholder.  
  
Handout Given to Students: Introduction to Role-Play Scenarios1  
  
What is Role-Playing?  
Role-playing is the use of cases or scenarios to discuss a problem or an issue where each 
participant is assigned a specific role. In role-play scenarios used for teaching students take on 
the role of a person who is involved with or impacted by some issue that has occurred and respond 
to questions and take part in a discussion in a manner that reflects the role they are playing.   
  
Why Use Role-Playing?  
Role-playing is used in teaching to make an issue more interesting for the students by 
emphasizing the real-world side of things and by providing students an opportunity to engage 
deeply with the issue. It is a challenging exercise as there is usually no right or wrong answer but 
there is often the need to reach consensus. Students also learn to think of an issue from different 
perspectives. Role-playing is more student-centered approach to learning and by being actively 
involved in their roles, students experience tension and conflict and feel more attached to the 
issues.   
  
How does Role-Playing work?  
Scholars have referred to role-playing as an unstructured drama. While the instructor provides the 
setting and the characters, students/participants must decide their characters’ arguments and the 
direction of the discussion. To participate fully in a role-play, students need to do some research 
on the case and their role to make decisions that are informative and represent the perspective 
of their character.   
  

 
1 Source: https://serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/roleplaying/index.html  

https://serc.carleton.edu/introgeo/roleplaying/index.html
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Role-Play implementation/instructions for my course  
Read the scenario (keeping in mind the case study materials from the previous week and your 
responses to the weekly assignment) and your role description in depth before the group 
discussion. Respond to questions in the pre-discussion assignment based on your role’s 
perspective (Due: 11:59 PM the day before you discuss)) (2 points)  
On the scheduled day and time, please login into the Zoom Meeting (at least 5 minutes before the 
meeting starts) and take part in synchronous discussion moderated by Dr. Johri (5 points) 
Respond to questions in the post-discussion assignment (2 points) (11:59 PM Sunday)  
Submit a group concept map that depicts your group’s understanding of the scenario (1 point)  
(11:59 PM Sunday)  

  
Example of a Role-Play Scenario Facial Recognition for COVID Detection and Prevention at 
Andrew Hamilton University (AHU)  
  
Trisha Brown is the Chief of Safety and Emergency Management (SEM) office at a large suburban 
university, the Andrew Hamilton University (AHU). She is responsible for the safety and security 
of all students, faculty, and staff on campus. In recent months, her responsibilities have suddenly 
shifted from the regular aspects of the work – the police force, traffic safety, fire drills – towards 
responding to the needs of keeping the university functional and safe during a pandemic. She 
and members of her office have been working round the clock to ensure that the campus is ready 
to open for the new semester.   
  
While they work towards this goal, she is also engaged in planning for the future of the campus 
and as part of this effort she is looking at technology solutions for the problem in hand. She has 
to be prepared, she has realized, for the eventuality that a vaccine will take some time to develop 
and even if it does it might not be as effective as it needs to be and not everyone might agree to 
be vaccinated. She has assembled a taskforce with members from across the university and has 
worked hard to ensure that all constituents are well represented. On the recommendation of this 
taskforce, to keep the decision makers informed and to be able to track the health of anyone who 
is on campus, she has championed an app where users can upload their health information daily.  
  
One member of this taskforce, a staff member of the Information Technology Software and 
Services (ITSS) group has recently approached her with another innovative technology that can 
address one of the shortcomings of the app, which is that users have to proactively submit their 
information and there is no way to capture their health automatically. Even though the university 
is thinking of taking people’s temperature as they enter buildings, this approach will require 
manpower and it might be too late if someone has been on campus for a while already and 
interacted with others. The new technology uses facial recognition to identify if someone is on 
campus and then quickly looks them up in the app database to map if they have entered their 
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information. If not, they get a notification on their phone and security is alerted to their presence 
and where they are on campus.   
  
Although Trisha is appreciative of the power and possible usefulness of this technology, she is a 
little circumspect of the privacy, bias, and discrimination issues that she has read about. For 
instance, she is unsure how to balance the pros and cons of this solution especially since facial 
recognition technology and solutions for analysis are changing fast. She knows that a lot of 
parameters must be looked at and examined in depth if a good solution must be reached 
regarding the usefulness of this potential solution. Consequently, she has asked her taskforce 
members to learn more about the use of facial recognition and then report back to her with their 
personnel recommendations about this solution and she has further instructed the taskforce to 
reach a consensus on their recommendation so that she can forwards with making this decision.   
  
Each of you has been assigned one of these roles as members of Trisha’s taskforce and today you 
are meeting to present your personal recommendation and why you suggest that and then 
discuss as a team to come towards some kind of consensus on your recommendation to Trisha.   
  
Taskforce members:  
Steve Smith is a Vice President in the Information Technology Software and Services (ITSS) group 
at AHU and has recently moved to AHU after a successful career in the industry. In his last job as 
Chief Technology Officer (CTO) of a small company he successfully led the migration of their 
legacy software to a cloud-based solution and is an unabashed technology optimist who believes 
that IT can solve almost any organizational problem and that once a solution has been 
implemented any problems associated with it can be addressed. No new technology, he is quick 
to point out, comes without some downsides that must be overcome.   
  
Courtney Jones is an undergraduate student in organizational psychology and the vice-president 
of the AHU student organization. As part of her position, and because of her interest in wellness 
and wellbeing of fellow students, she represents students’ welfare on this taskforce. Courtney is 
a frequent user of social media and has used it well to drum up support for causes that she 
believes in on campus and she has been vocal about safety of women on campus and around the 
campus. She had recently launched a major campaign against bulling on social media and had 
also campaigned for the COVID app when it launched.   
  
Trevor Jackson is a professor in the Department of History and a member of the faculty senate. 
He represents faculty on this taskforce, is dedicated to AHU, and serves on many other 
committees as well. As a historian, he often takes a long-term perspective on issues and is often 
circumspect of technology-based solutions especially when he thinks there are other, and in his 
opinion simpler, ways of solving a problem. When the app for COVID was being rolled out, he was 
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the one who pushed for self-reported data entry by the user rather than some form of automatic 
collection of information. He is often preoccupied with issues of surveillance and new limits on 
privacy due to technology.   
  
Keith Hampton is associate vice-president in the Provost office at AHU and on the team that looks 
at student admissions and retention. He is worried that a perception that the university is not 
doing enough for student safety might impact admissions. He made sure that the admissions 
office publicized the COVID app and reassured students and their parents that AHU was taking 
all the necessary steps. He thinks a facial recognition software would make a huge impact in terms 
of publicity and will put AHU on the map when it comes to using technology to ensure safety 
during COVID. He is worried though where the funds for the technology and the cameras will 
come from and whether he will have to spend time trying to get permission from students to use 
this data.   
  
Gloria Espinosa is a Senior Director in the Office of Equity and Inclusiveness (OEI) at AHU and in 
her role she works towards a range of efforts such as transfer agreements with community 
colleges, outreach in K12 schools, summer camps for kids that can assist with advancing AHU’s 
mission to admit and support a broad range of students. She is naturally inclined to be skeptical 
of any effort that might undermine inclusiveness on campus and this includes technology-driven 
project. She had raised the question about access to smartphones and data plans when it came 
to use of the COVID app. She is worried that a facial recognition-based solution to COVID 
detection and prevention might introduce other unintended problems with grave consequences 
for students and faculty.   
  
Amelie Montaigne is Director of FaceAware, a non-profit, that works in the field of facial 
recognition with both the government and the industry. She is providing consulting for the 
taskforce pro bono. She is a renowned expert on the topic of facial recognition and was 
responsible for creating one of the first deployable applications of facial recognition, based on an 
algorithm she wrote, that she later sold to a large company. She has been a proponent of facial 
recognition and has seen the technology grow by leaps and bounds over the past decade. She is 
cognizant of problems with FR technology, especially security risks and algorithmic bias, but 
believes it is not the technology itself but how it is applied that matters.   
  
Resources to prepare/background  
  
Report - The use of cameras in classroom and university:  
https://stpp.fordschool.umich.edu/sites/stpp/files/uploads/fileassets/cameras_in_the_classroo
m_full_report.pdf  
  

https://stpp.fordschool.umich.edu/sites/stpp/files/uploads/file-assets/cameras_in_the_classroom_full_report.pdf
https://stpp.fordschool.umich.edu/sites/stpp/files/uploads/file-assets/cameras_in_the_classroom_full_report.pdf
https://stpp.fordschool.umich.edu/sites/stpp/files/uploads/file-assets/cameras_in_the_classroom_full_report.pdf
https://stpp.fordschool.umich.edu/sites/stpp/files/uploads/file-assets/cameras_in_the_classroom_full_report.pdf
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Marks - Can bias in facial recognition be fixed  
https://cacm.acm.org/magazines/2021/3/250698-can-the-biases-in-facial-recognition-be-
fixedalso-should-they/fulltext  
  
DeSalvo - TED talk - how tech companies can assist with COVID  
https://www.ted.com/talks/karen_desalvo_how_tech_companies_can_help_combat_the_pan 
demic_and_reshape_public_health?language=en  
  
Facial recognition in schools prompts lawsuit  
https://www.edweek.org/technology/facial-recognition-tech-in-schools-prompts-
lawsuitrenewed-racial-bias-concerns/2020/06  
  
Crockford - TED Talk - What you need to know about face surveillance  
https://www.ted.com/talks/kade_crockford_what_you_need_to_know_about_face_surveillan 
ce?language=en  
  
MIT Tech Review - Coronavirus apps tracking us  
https://www.technologyreview.com/2020/05/07/1000961/launching-mittr-covid-
tracingtracker/  
  
Wrongful arrest of black man - facial recognition and race  
https://www.forbes.com/sites/thomasbrewster/2020/06/24/a-wrongful-arrest-of-a-black-
manprovides-more-proof-facial-recognition-is-racist/?sh=21d0ea9f5deb   
Script for the role play  
  
  
After reading the scenario and your role, please answer the following questions (5-10 min):  
  
[This can be individual where they each type their response or shared with the group]  
  
Q1) What is your recommendation for Trisha regarding the use of facial recognition technology?   
  
Q2) Why do you think this is the best approach?  
  
Q3) What do you think are the main barriers to this approach?  
  
  
After answering these questions, discuss the scenario with the group by adopting the stance 
of the role you represent and agree on a solution/line of action (20-30 min).   
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https://www.forbes.com/sites/thomasbrewster/2020/06/24/a-wrongful-arrest-of-a-black-man-provides-more-proof-facial-recognition-is-racist/?sh=21d0ea9f5deb
https://www.forbes.com/sites/thomasbrewster/2020/06/24/a-wrongful-arrest-of-a-black-man-provides-more-proof-facial-recognition-is-racist/?sh=21d0ea9f5deb
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[Discussion]  
  
Then answer the following questions (10-15 min):  
  
[This can be individual where they each type their response or shared with the group]  
  
Q4) What recommendation was reached following the discussion?  
  
Q6) What criteria were considered to reach this solution?  
  
Q7) Was the solution agreed to by all or did one person have more influence? Why?  
  
Q8) Do you personally agree with the recommendation reached? Why/Why not?  
  
Q9) Any comments on how your group approached the case?   
  
  
Debriefing (5-10 min)  
  
  
    
Pre-Assignment Assessment  

What role are you playing in the group discussion?  

From the perspective of your role, what is your recommendation to Trisha regarding the use of facial 
recognition technology for user identification for COVID detection?  

Why is your recommendation a good one, what are the primary barriers, and how would you ensure 
privacy and correct for bias?  

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Post-discussion Assessment  

  

What role did you play and would you have preferred to play a different role? Which one?  

  

What recommendation was reached following the discussion? (0.5)  
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What criteria were considered to reach this solution? (0.5)  

  

Was the solution agreed to by all or did one person have more influence? Why? (0.5)  

  

Do you personally agree with the recommendation reached? Why/Why not? (0.5)  

  

Draw a concept map to depict your group's decision. It should include different aspects of technology, 
applications, stakeholders, and/or other aspects that you considered in your discussion. The map should 
have between 10-12 concepts or items and should convey how they are related.  (2 points)  

You can use any medium to create and upload it, ideally as a jpeg. You can take a screenshot or even 
draw on paper and take a picture and upload it.   

Resources to help with concept maps:https://learningcenter.unc.edu/tips-and-tools/using-
conceptmaps/  (see Example 3)https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concept_map  

  

  

  

  


	Handout Given to Students: Introduction to Role-Play Scenarios0F
	Role-Play implementation/instructions for my course
	Example of a Role-Play Scenario Facial Recognition for COVID Detection and Prevention at Andrew Hamilton University (AHU)
	Resources to prepare/background
	Script for the role play
	Debriefing (5-10 min)

