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his paper discusses an arms control

simulation that formed a central part
of the course, Controlling Chemical and
Biological Weapons. Based on the expe-
riential learning approach this simulation
sought to (a) provide an active learning
context for students to acquire an in-
depth understanding of central aspects of
biological arms control, and (b) gain an
appreciation for the complexities of
multilateral diplomacy in general and
arms control negotiations in particular. I
taught this course in spring 2006 to a
group of 16 final-year undergraduate stu-
dents. The arms control simulation com-
plemented the weekly one-hour lectures
and replaced the standard one-hour
student-led seminar sessions. At the be-
ginning of the simulation I supplied stu-
dents with a set of confidential country
instructions to approach the simulation,
which was subdivided into two negotiat-
ing rounds of three sessions each and a
drafting exercise towards the end of the
semester.

Kolb’s theory of experiential learning
(1984) and his notion of learning cycles
have been key tools in conceptualizing
this simulation. Although originally much
broader in scope than a teaching tool for
higher education, the framework’s appli-
cability for the higher education class
room in general was seized upon quickly.
Scholars have also demonstrated its util-
ity for political science and international
relations courses more specifically
(Brock and Cameron 1999). The four
learning stages from an experiential per-
spective are (in Kolb’s terminology):
concrete experience, reflective observa-
tion, abstract conceptualization, and ac-
tive experimentation. Based on Kolb’s
claim—which Brock and Cameron
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support—that taking “students through
all four ... learning stages” will “lead to
graduates with more highly developed
thinking and problem solving skills”
(1999, 252), 1 constructed both negotiat-
ing rounds and the drafting exercise of
the role playing exercise to resemble one
of Kolb’s ideal-type learning cycles.

In order to gain a better understanding
of student learning during the simulation,
students’ gave feedback in the form of
four minute-papers over the course of the
semester and during a focus group dis-
cussion after the last negotiating session.
The next section of the paper will pro-
vide a discussion of the course’s educa-
tional context. The arms control
simulation itself—I address both design
and conduct—will be described in the
subsequent section. Lastly, I analyze the
student feedback, both in terms of
minute-paper returns and the focus group
discussion with a view of assessing stu-
dent learning during the simulation. The
concluding section summarizes the argu-
ment and draws some lessons from this
theoretically informed simulation and
places it in the larger context of previous
reports on simulations in international
relations teaching.

Educational Context

Writing in 1989 Warner-Weil and
McGill observed that, “[e]xperiential
learning, whether personal, in use in
formal institutions or in the community,
is usually concerned with swimming
against the mainstream” (quoted in Mul-
ligan and Griffin 1992, 16). Although the
situation in international relations teach-
ing in higher education has clearly
changed over the last decade and we can
find an increased recognition of the posi-
tive contribution experiential learning
techniques can make to student learning,
it is still advisable to present a solid
case to include a simulation in the cur-
riculum—especially one that runs for
almost a whole semester.

As Smith and Boyer have pointed out,
one of the potential drawbacks “of using
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[a] simulation is that the teacher must
sacrifice a degree of breadth in substan-
tive coverage in return for a deeper level
of student understanding of more narrow
topics” (1996, 691). 1 alleviated this
problem by dividing the two-hour course
into a one-hour lecture and one-hour
simulation. Thus, I maintained the regu-
lar pattern of lectures (one hour per
week) throughout the semester, and re-
placed only the standard seminar ses-
sions with the simulation. Likewise,
Asal’s concern that simulations “take
away from frontal lecture time and dis-
cussion where the educational flow is
more under the control of the professor”
(2005, 361) did not detract from the
learning goals for the same reason. In
addition, the structure of the simulation
(see below) ensured that I maintained a
degree of control.

In addition, the course guide that I had
developed pointed out that, “through the
inclusion of an arms control simulation
in its seminar sessions ... the course will
allow students to engage in critical
analysis, creative thinking, and problem
solving. The arms control simulation in
particular will enable students to develop
their independent learning, communica-
tion and teamwork skills.” It furthermore
defined the intended learning outcomes
(ILOs) as follows: “Upon completion of
this course, students should be able to:

* understand the basic scientific and
technological concepts relevant to
controlling chemical and biological
weapons;

identify the structures and processes
pertaining to the two regimes;
critically assess efforts to implement
and strengthen the CBW regimes;
and

appreciate the complexity of negoti-
ating an international arms control
agreement.”

Thus, the simulation addresses equally
the skill dimension of the learning expe-
rience, the procedural learning objectives
(the last of the above ILOs), and its sub-
stantive learning objectives (the first
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Table 1
Positions of 6 Participating States with Respect to Issues of Negotiation

Intl. Coop. Continued National Creation

Declarations Inspections and Assistance Export Controls Implementation of 10
us - o/- - ++ ++ -
UK o] o] + ++ ++ o]
South Africa ++ ++ + - + +
Brazil ++ ++ ++ o + +
China o (o} + - - +
Iran + + ++ —— - ++
Note: ++ is strongly in favor; + is in favor; o is neutral; — is opposed; —— is strongly opposed.

three of the above ILOs). I sought feed-
back on the extent to which these goals
were actually realized throughout the
duration of the simulation and discuss
the findings below (see section 4).

Lastly, to prevent the simulation from
deteriorating into a mere talking shop and
to “ensure that the fun does not run away
with the show” (Asal 2005, 362), I used
the course’s assessment procedures to
focus students’ attention on the simula-
tion. I achieved this by basing the course-
work, which consisted of two short
reports that counted for 45% of the final
grade, on student participation in the sim-
ulation. Students were to base these re-
ports on a negotiating journal that they
had to update on a weekly basis. In addi-
tion, seminar participation—which in the
case of this course equaled participation
in the simulation—accounted for 10% of
the final grade. Thus, the simulation ac-
counted for more than half of the final
grade for the course.

As Asal has pointed out, “[i|ntegrating
the simulations into the written assign-
ments of the students makes the student
take them more seriously and allows them
to apply a more exacting analytical ap-
proach to them” (2005, 364). I further
encouraged this “more exacting analytical
approach” by linking the report writing
task not only to the simulation, but also to
the lectures on international regimes and
international negotiations in week two of
the semester and the associated required
reading (Albin 2001; Faure 1999; Hamp-
son and Hart 1995; Kelle 2004).

The Arms Control Simulation

As Starkey and Blake have summa-
rized, simulations have been used as ex-
perimental, predictive, or educational
tools (2001, 537). When used in the lat-
ter context, simulations can either be
content- or process-focused (Asal 2005,
361). As the first three course ILOs are
clearly content-oriented, while the fourth
one seeks to address the process of arms
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control negotiations, this simulation at-
tempted to address both of these dimen-
sions. Initially, as students had to
familiarize themselves with the issue
area of biological weapons arms control,
the emphasis was on the content dimen-
sion. Increasing familiarity with the is-
sues under discussion allowed later
stages of the role-playing exercise to
focus more on the process aspects of the
negotiations. Gredler (quoted in Starkey
and Blake 2001, 538) further “distin-
guishes between ‘tactical-decision simu-
lations,” where participants interact with
a complex situation (such as a crisis),
and ‘social-system simulations,” where
participants interact with each other to
drive the simulation forward.” This arms
control simulation clearly falls into the
latter category. A central goal of the ne-
gotiations has been to explore possible
ways to overcome the conflicting negoti-
ating positions of the countries repre-
sented in the simulation and to arrive at
a consensual (draft) text of an arms con-
trol treaty complementing the Biological
Weapons Convention (BWC).
According to the experiential learning
approach, a learning cycle often starts
with an instance of concrete experience.
Both biological arms control and multi-
lateral negotiations in general are quite
removed from the real world experiences
of most, if not all, undergraduate stu-
dents. To bridge this gap, I invited a for-
mer career diplomat (who was actively
involved in multilateral arms control ne-
gotiations for many years and was also
closely connected to the setting up of the
international organization to oversee the
implementation of the Chemical Weapons
Convention) to give the lecture on inter-
national negotiations in week two. As
evidenced by the positive feedback from
students, this turned out to be an excel-
lent way to get their attention and jump-
start the simulation in week three. As will
be detailed below, I designed the simula-
tion to allow for students to complete
three of Kolb’s ideal-type learning cycles.

Design of the Simulation

Smith and Boyer pointed out that de-
signing a simulation involves clarifying
its goals, creating a compelling scenario,
identifying the major actors, and estab-
lishing the basic rules (1996, 691-3). I
based the simulation’s design on the
combination of two real-world multilat-
eral negotiations on biological weapons
controls, the first of which took place
between 1995 and 2001 and failed to
produce a tangible result in the context
of the so-called Ad Hoc Group (AHG)
(Littlewood 2005). The second set of
discussions among member states of the
BWC were undertaken from 2003 to
2005 and had been conceptualized as a
much more limited replacement of the
first set of negotiations (Tucker 2004).

These negotiations guided the simula-
tion both in terms of content and country
delegations. In terms of the latter, I
chose six states for the simulation, which
took opposing positions on a number of
issues in the AHG negotiations. The
states were: Brazil, China, Iran, United
Kingdom, United States of America, and
South Africa. The issues to be addressed
during the negotiations were (1) verifica-
tion measures, including declarations and
inspections; (2) export controls and inter-
national cooperation measures; and (3)
national implementation measures and
the creation of an international organiza-
tion for biological weapons control. I
established a negotiating committee for
each of these three clusters, mirroring the
activities of the “Friends of the Chair” in
the AHG negotiations. Table 1 gives an
overview of the relative negotiating posi-
tions of the six countries with respect to
the issues. These positions largely re-
flected the positions these countries had
taken in the AHG negotiations and were
only modified to accommodate the goals
of the simulation.

As you can see from the columns in
Table 1, country positions on most of the
substantive issues ranged from strong
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Table 2

Overview of Simulation Activities and Student Feedback/Assessment/Debriefing

Assessment/
Week Simulation Activity Student Feedback/
One Introduction to course
Two Lecture on international negotiations by former FCO official
involved in negotiating Chemical Weapons Convention
Three Introduction to Arms Control Simulation First minute-paper
Four Committee 1 on Compliance Measures
Five Committee 2 on Export Controls and International Cooperation Second minute-paper
Six Committee 3 on National Implementation and International
Organization
Seven Committee 1 on Compliance Measures Report #1 due
Eight Committee 2 on Export Controls and International Cooperation Third minute-paper
Nine Committee 3 on National Implementation and International
Organization
Ten Drafting exercise Fourth minute-paper
Focus group discussion
Eleven No session Report #2 due
Twelve Oral debriefing
Exam period Two-hour written exam

support to strong rejection. These initial
country positions were part of confiden-
tial instructions each delegation received
in week three as part of the introduction
to the simulation. This introduction also
addressed the scenario in which the nego-
tiations are embedded, pointed towards
additional sources available for the con-
ducting the simulation, and established
the ground rules. I directed students to-
wards resources they should consult, in-
cluding two web sites: www.opbw.org
and www.brad.ac.uk /acad/sbtwc/. While
the first of these hosts has practically all
official documents submitted to and pro-
duced during the two sets of biological
weapons arms control negotiations men-
tioned above, the latter one contains a
large number of briefing papers analyzing
various aspects and overall progress of
the negotiations to strengthen the BWC.

The ground rules included the
following:

* take role assignments seriously;

e treat country instructions as
confidential;

* assign issue area responsibilities

within delegations;

reference all materials used in any

written contribution to the simula-

tion, e.g., position papers; and

 none of the materials found on the
two web sites mentioned above can
be used to sabotage the simulation.

This last rule was a precaution to avoid a
replay of the failure of the AHG negotia-
tions in 2001 as an easy way out. In order
to allow for caucusing, I set up three re-
gional groups: the Southern Group (Bra-

zil and South Africa), the Eastern Group
(China and Iran), and the Western Group
(UK and the U.S.). For each of the sub-
stantive negotiating sessions there was a
series of student activities: clarify (and
develop) country positions, discuss in
regional groups, discuss in subject com-
mittees, participate in informal consulta-
tions, and meet in plenary. Students
agreed to set up three committees on veri-
fication measures, international coopera-
tion and export controls, and national
implementation measures and inter-
national organization. Each committee
was chaired by a representative of a dif-
ferent regional group. Lastly, I announced
that I would serve in the role of the “sec-
retary to the negotiations” in order to aid
the chairperson of the negotiations and
the three committee chairs conduct their
business. This role, as well as the option
for the professor to act as the various
“capitals” of delegations participating in
the negotiation provided the necessary
tools to prevent an early end of the exer-
cise either through early resolution of all
differences or through a collapse of nego-
tiations. While the secretary to the negoti-
ations role allowed for some influence on
the procedural level, the capability to
send additional instructions from “capi-
tals” let me steer the simulation—only if
the need arose—in relation to substantive
negotiating positions.

Conduct of the Simulation

The introductory session formed the
first of five sequential sections of the
simulation. The remaining four sections
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are: negotiating round one (weeks four
through six), negotiating round two
(weeks seven through nine), a drafting
exercise (week 10), and the debriefing
(week 12). The first two of these sections,
plus the corresponding report writing as-
signments and the latter two sections
taken together, can each be conceptual-
ized as a learning cycle according to
Kolb’s model—adding up to three learn-
ing cycles over the duration of the simu-
lation. The modular approach of the
simulations should also allow for its utili-
zation in differently structured courses.
With its spread over practically a whole
semester, it is certainly at the extreme end
of the typical range of simulations’ dura-
tion. However, it would easily be possible
to have only one negotiating round or to
reduce the number of negotiating commit-
tees through a reduction of topics to be
addressed. One might even consider plac-
ing the simulation at the end of a semes-
ter and having only a short negotiating
round plus the drafting exercise in one
afternoon. This, obviously would require
much more preparatory work, which
could be organized either in the form of
lectures or group work by students them-
selves. Any of these changes, however,
would also have to be reflected in the
assessment structure with a likely reduc-
tion in the proportion of the final grade
that the simulation determines.

Table 2 below shows that in the ex-
tended version of the simulation each of
the three committees held one meeting
during both negotiating rounds. As coun-
try delegations in the simulation were
composed of two or three students at
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Table 3
Student Responses to Minute-Papers in Weeks 3, 5, 8, and 10 in Relation to Intended Learning
Outcomes and Simulation-Related Skills

One useful thing One aspect of today’s work The thing that stands

| have learned today | am unclear about out most from today is Subtotal
Week 3 5 8 10 3 5 8 10 3 5 8 10 3 5 8 10
Substance* 3 5 5 0 2 2 3 2 1 2 1 0 6 9 9 2
Process** 6 8 9 12 10 5 8 6 4 7 11 9 20 20 28 27
Skills*** 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 2 1 7 3 3 1
Subtotal**** 14 13 15 12 12 7 1 8 8 12 14 10

*“Substance” covers the first three of the above mentioned intended learning outcomes.

**“Process” refers to the fourth intended learning outcome, i.e., “appreciate the complexity of negotiating an international arms

control agreement.”

***“Skills” relates to the skills explicitly mentioned in the course guide.

***The maximum number of possible responses is 16, which is the number of students enrolled in the course; variation among
weeks results from not all students taking part in each session; variation within a week results from students present not an-
swering all three questions on the minute-paper.

most, each student had an opportunity in
both negotiating rounds to present his/her
country’s position on particular issues and
discuss the topic he/she had taken re-
sponsibility for. This concrete experience
served as a platform for the reflective
observations that found their expression
in the negotiating journal students had to
keep. The short reports at the end of each
negotiating round, which form part of the
summative assessment of the course, then
led students to Kolb’s abstract concep-
tualization stage. This was achieved by
linking the coursework not only to the
simulation, but also to the required read-
ing for the sessions on international re-
gimes and international negotiations.'
This, in turn, informed the active experi-
mentation stage at the end of the first ne-
gotiating cycle, thereby paving the way
for round two of the negotiations. As
Brock and Cameron have noted, such
experimentation “actions, of course, are a
new concrete experience. The learning
cycle begins anew” (1999, 251).

For this second cycle the students
were tasked to have their position papers
for each of the committee meetings pre-
pared in advance. While the presenta-
tions of country positions during the first
negotiating round occurred only orally
and were largely based on the provided
confidential country instructions, I ex-
pected contributions to the second round
of negotiations to be more substantial,
detailed, and based on additional re-
search. These national position papers in
turn served as the basis for the drafting
exercise in week 10 of the course. For
this I provided an “empty shell” of a
treaty structure to students, which they
then filled with text from their position
papers prepared for the three committees.
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Discussions about which text was con-
sensual and which was controversial, and
had thus to be bracketed, provided the
third concrete experience for the students
participating in the simulation. The re-
flective observation and abstract concep-
tualization stages of this last learning
cycle were scheduled to take place dur-
ing the debriefing of the simulation in
week 12.

Student Learning and

Feedback

In order to better understand how suc-
cessfully the simulation met the course’s
aims and ILOs, I sought feedback on the
student learning experience during the
course of the semester through the return
of minute-papers in weeks three, five,
eight, and 10, and through a focus group
with six students (Gibbs 1997; Litosseliti
2003) in week 10 after the final substan-
tive negotiating session of the simulation.
The minute-papers asked students to
comment on:

 one useful thing I have learned
today,

e one aspect of today’s work I am
unclear about, and

e the thing that stands out most from
today.

Minute-Paper Returns

Because these are open-ended ques-
tions, answers are not necessarily related
to the above mentioned aims and learning
outcomes of the course. Still, students’
responses provide interesting snapshots
over the course of the semester on how
prominently these aims and ILOs fea-

tured on students’ minds. Table 3 summa-
rizes their responses immediately after
their first exposure to the simulation
(week three), after conducting two nego-
tiating sessions (week five), after a fur-
ther three negotiating sessions halfway
through the second learning cycle (week
eight), and after the attempted conversion
of national position papers into a draft
arms control treaty (week 10).

A general feature of minute-paper re-
turns is that a high percentage of student
responses addressed the process aspects
of the simulation, not its content. With
the exception of the first minute-paper
survey in week three, skills got even
fewer mentions than the subject matter of
the negotiations. It would seem that the
outlier response in week three has its ori-
gins in the fact that there was no standard
lecture that would have covered new sub-
stantive content in an introductory pre-
sentation, and that the whole session
revolved around the set-up and organiza-
tion of the negotiations. In this context
students had to come to terms with what
was expected of them individually and as
a member of a smaller group, i.e., their
“country delegation.” Not surprisingly
then, as students were grappling with
their own roles in this largely unfamiliar
situation of a simulation—only two stu-
dents had prior simulation experience—
many were unclear about the simulation
process and how it would develop over
the course of the semester, resulting in
the only instance in which the “unclear”
remarks on the process dimension out-
weighed the “useful” ones. Noteworthy
in this context is that at the end of the
introductory session, no student ex-
pressed uncertainty about the skills re-
quired to partake in the simulation.
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In addition, the steady increase of com-
ments on positive aspects of the process
dimension in the minute-paper returns is
worth mentioning. Especially if combined
with the “outstanding” elements that stu-
dents identified, these positive comments
at least balance the “unclear” ones (week
three) and outrank them by a factor of
more than three to one at the end of the
simulation (week 10). Another trend is
related to the distribution of positive and
negative remarks in relation to the process
dimension: while at the beginning of the
simulation practically all positive com-
ments refer to the complexity of the real
world negotiations and the large majority
of negative remarks are concerned with
the conduct of the simulation and how this
complexity will be tackled in the simula-
tion, this pattern changed over the course
of the semester with more and more posi-
tive responses relating to the simulation
process. However, the simulation and its
complexity was in a sense a moving target
for students throughout the semester. This
is revealed by a closer examination of the
process related responses in the “unclear”
category in week eight. Here, responses
fall into two categories: on one hand
comments focused on the increased com-
plexity of the second negotiation round
with more detailed position papers being
presented by country delegations—as
compared to round one’s overview pre-
sentations. On the other hand some com-
ments were already looking ahead to the
next stage of the simulation when the na-
tional positions had to be translated into
treaty language, posing yet another proce-
dural hurdle for students to overtake.
Somewhat surprisingly, this heightened
awareness of the complexity of the negoti-
ations did not result in a corresponding
increase in relation to the substance matter
of the negotiations. From this it would
seem that students did not regard the ob-
jective complexity of the subject matter as
as much of a concern as they did the pro-
cedural aspects of the negotiations.

It is reassuring that between 12 and 15
students found something useful to re-
mark upon that was either related to one
of the ILOs or the skills. “Teamwork”
was the most often mentioned term in the
latter category. In general, the high num-
ber of responses that relate to the ILOs
can be taken as an indicator that teaching
methods and learning goals, at least in the
four sessions with minute-papers, were
aligned to a substantial degree. As a mat-
ter of fact, all five of the responses in
week five that relate to the “substantive”
learning outcome actually address the
specific learning outcomes of the session.
According to Biggs (2003) such an align-
ment is the necessary precondition for
deep learning on part of the students. It is

also encouraging to see that between
eight and 14 of the responses under the
heading “outstanding” address either
ILOs or skills that the course seeks to
help develop. The responses also show a
reduction of uncertainty related to the
aims and outcomes of the course and the
simulation over the course of the semes-
ter. A noteworthy piece of information in
this context is that one of the two students
who in week five remarked on being un-
clear about a substantive issue covered in
the session also noted that e needed to
do more research into this particular issue
and did not expect the instructor to clar-
ify matters for him.

Focus Group Results

As mentioned above, the focus group
discussion took place in week 10 of the
semester. The group of six (of the 16)
students was self-selected, as they re-
sponded positively to my query a couple
of weeks before the focus group meeting.
The discussion was based on the follow-
ing four questions that were taken from
Kille (2002, 280):

e What lessons did you draw from the
simulation experience?

* What surprised you about the simu-
lation? L.e., what occurred that you
did not expect?

e Overall, what do you think was best
about the simulation?

e Overall, what would you suggest
changing about the simulation?

In response to the first question about the
lessons learned, participants in the focus
group were quick to point out that the sim-
ulation clearly provided an opportunity to
improve their negotiation and presentation
skills. In the words of one student, the
simulation allowed for “acting out what
you’ve learned during the lectures.” One
recurring theme in this context was the
tension between students’ beliefs about
biological weapons disarmament and the
country instructions they were expected to
follow. While in some instances this ten-
sion led to more research on the back-
ground of the country positions and
subsequent identification with a particular
country’s approach, in other cases this led
to the bending or outright disregard of
country instructions with the aim of mak-
ing progress in the negotiations. In the
case of one student on the U.S. delegation
this latter approach was fueled by the per-
ceived lack of leverage as a student par-
ticipating in the simulation (in contrast to
the assumed leverage of real world negoti-
ators). Still, other participants in the focus
group discussion maintained that this was
the closest they had ever experienced “the
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real thing.” In any case, the few deviations
from country instructions did not endanger
the overall aims and ILOs of the role play-
ing exercise or the course as a whole.
Therefore, it did not become necessary to
interfere in the simulation via additional
country instructions.

One side effect of some delegations’
flexible approach to their country in-
structions led to the apparent non-
confrontational negotiating mode and
compromise-orientation of many del-
egates. This came as a surprise to most
of the focus group participants, espe-
cially those with previous simulation
experience. However, as one student cau-
tioned, the agreement reached in some of
the negotiating committees might well
have been superficial, and could well
have collapsed, had the simulation gone
through one or more additional negotiat-
ing rounds.

With respect to the best aspects of the
simulation, students felt that this teaching
tool also provided an opportunity for less
extroverted students to participate in the
course and provided a continuous learn-
ing experience—which was additionally
strengthened through the continuous as-
sessment of the two short reports—and
thus made it more difficult to cover up a
lack of preparation. Students generally
appreciated the “hands on” mode of oper-
ation and most of them reported an in-
creased level of activities within and
among country delegations in between the
negotiating sessions in class as compared
to “regular” courses with standard semi-
nar sessions. Lastly, another positive as-
pect students identified relates to the
“mental frame of reference for approach-
ing the course reading,” which, in the
opinion of one student was less of a one-
way causal relationship than a cyclical
one where the simulation and course
readings were influencing each other, thus
leading to a better understanding of the
issues.

Students in the focus group generally
believed that even more time should be
made available for the simulation. Alter-
natively, it was suggested that the man-
date might be more focused, so as to
allow more time for more in-depth nego-
tiations on a specific issue. This, as well
as the above mentioned activities in be-
tween negotiating sessions, clearly shows
that students got engaged in the simula-
tion and can also be taken as a reflection
of the frustration over the fact that stu-
dents were unable to actually draft a
treaty text. That this was far from being a
failure on their part was an important
message to convey during the debriefing
session. Other suggestions for future im-
provements focused on the inclusion of
more detailed guidance on non-negotiable
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positions in the country instructions and
giving feedback on the negotiations in the
lectures where possible.

The Debriefing of the Simulation

The debriefing session was subdivided
into two parts, and I asked students in the
first to address the above four questions
of the focus group discussion. Given the
large overlap of students participating in
both of these sessions, the first part of
the debriefing by and large followed the
pattern of the focus group discussion.
The tensions between personally held
beliefs and country instructions—which
in some cases reflected a different politi-
cal and cultural background—allowed us
to revisit how cultural influences affect
multilateral negotiations, which we ad-
dressed at the beginning of the semester.
Having gone through the experience of
the role playing exercise, several students
expressed that they now could more eas-
ily relate to the notion that cultural differ-
ences actually influence negotiating
positions and styles.

As Lederman has pointed out with
respect to debriefings, “in the educational
setting, the debriefer knows what the ex-
perience was designed to be like, but
wants to find out how it was for the par-
ticipants and to help them sort their inter-
pretations . .. in experience-based
learning, debriefing is an acknowledge-
ment that ambiguity is expected” (1992,
149). In order to help students “sort their
interpretations” and explore the degree of
ambiguity in perceptions of the simula-
tion, the second part of the debriefing
session introduced students to Kolb’s ex-
periential learning cycle. I presented the
four stages of the cycle—concrete expe-
rience, reflective observation, abstract
conceptualization, and active
experimentation—without revealing their
sequence in the cycle. When I asked the
students which stages related to the simu-
lation, practically all students identified
“concrete experience” and “active experi-

Note

1. The coursework assignment was put to
students as follows:

Write a short report (1,250-1,500 words) to
your foreign ministry in which you critically
discuss from your perspective the BWC negotia-
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mentation,” and most thought they also
had engaged in “reflective observation.”
While students could easily relate the
first two activities to what they had done
during, and preparing for, the role play,
the element of “reflective observation”
was usually associated with keeping a
negotiating journal. Somewhat surpris-
ingly, those few students who thought
“abstract conceptualization” was another
part of their experience also related this
to journal writing. None of the students
brought up the two essays in this context.
These essays, from the design point of
view, were a central component in the
learning cycle and were intended to cover
the “abstract conceptualization” element
of the cycle. Students not making this
connection clearly attests to the ambigu-
ity inherent in perceiving and interpreting
a role playing exercise. Remarkable in
this context is also that despite being un-
able to identify this stage of the learning
cycle as part of their experience, most
students had actually successfully mas-
tered it, as evidenced by the high quality
of many of the essays. When trying to
identify the reasons for this disconnect
between design intentions and student
perceptions, many students agreed with
the opinion voiced by one of their peers
that he regarded essays (or any other
form of assessment) as an activity to
demonstrate what had already been
learned, not as part of the learning pro-
cess. It came as a pleasant surprise when
at the end of the debriefing session a stu-
dent suggested that this session might as
well be understood as another instance of
abstract conceptualization.

Conclusion

This paper set out to explore the value
of experiential learning in an arms con-
trol simulation. To this end I placed the
simulation in the wider context of experi-
ential learning theory—the simulation’s
goals, structure, and conduct have been
discussed, and students’ responses ana-

tions that have taken place so far. Your report
must show:
« evidence of participation in negotiation;
« evidence of research into the chosen com-
mittee’s topic;

Asal, V. 2005. “Playing Games with Inter-
national Relations.” International Studies
Perspectives 6 (August): 359-73.

lyzed. In sum, I would argue that the
process-oriented ILO of familiarizing
students with the complexities of inter-
national negotiations has been achieved.
Both minute-paper returns and participant
responses in the focus group discussion
at the end of the semester attest to this.
In this context student responses also
indicate that both the committee structure
and the regional groups were useful tools
in managing the exercise’s complexity.
Likewise, student responses show a
deeper engagement with the subject of
biological weapons arms control than
could have been expected in a standard
setting with seminar sessions accompany-
ing the lectures. Thus, the simulation can
also be assumed to have had a positive
effect on the realization of the course’s
three substantive ILOs outlined above.
Lastly, the simulation provided opportu-
nities for students to develop their com-
munication and teamwork skills in a
variety of formats (within and across del-
egations, informally between sessions,
and during formal negotiating sessions)
that go well beyond what is achievable in
a standard seminar session.

Applying Kolb’s learning circle to sim-
ulations as a teaching tool, it would seem
that the concrete experience of a
semester-long simulation has been suc-
cessfully completed and that—based
on reflective observation during the
semester—the stage of abstract concep-
tualization can now incorporate student
comments on how to improve the course
so as to enhance the learning experience
for the next cohort of students. All this
does not answer the call for systematic
comparisons of simulations’ usefulness
in the international relations classroom.
However, it certainly adds to the already
existing body of scholarly literature on
the utility of simulations in higher educa-
tion and its theoretical grounding in ex-
periential learning theory should help to
leave behind the stage of “anecdotal evi-
dence” in relation to the usefulness of
role playing exercises.

e a link to one text on negotiations from
week two; and

* a negotiating goal and strategy for remain-
der of negotiations.
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