Assassinating Nero: The Pedagogical Virtues of Virtual Interaction 
This paper describes a specific pedagogical challenge a colleague and I faced in a Classical Civilization course, along with our adventures in solving it. I believe that our experience has applications beyond the particular problem we started with, and that our experiments might prove practically useful to others in the field.

The course was an introductory-level civilization course, which had one unit devoted to Neronian Rome. Students started the unit by reading Suetonius’ Life of Nero. Their reaction was consistently amazement and disbelief that, given Nero’s behavior as recounted by Suetonius, he had ruled for as long as he had. “Why did nobody take him out?” was the question the students always started the next class with. (Subtext: how dim are the Romans anyway?) We could explain to them some of the factors that would make such a feat difficult, but we continued to be unsatisfied about their core understanding of what life under such a power structure would have been like. We began to fantasize about some kind of game or simulation that would bring home to the students, in a more powerfully felt manner, some small taste of life in a dictatorship.
We investigated a number of possible means of running such a simulation, but settled in the end on a Facebook-style platform then under development for our college by our ITS office. They were able to produce a version custom-built for our class. We named it Neropolis. We gave the students secret identities (with gender and status specified), and then they used the space to virtually interact as Romans. Some were given secret goals (assassinating Nero, protecting Nero, spying for Nero); some were left as neutrals with the goal only of “maximizing their social status.” The students could message each other in private, or write on each others’ walls in a more public way; they could form groups that could be either open or closed, and they could make public proclamations.
We have now run the game in three years (students finally succeeded in assassinating Nero in the 2011 run), making improvements each time based on the experience of previous years. It is clear that participating in the game is not only highly engaging, but also gives the students a much more immediate appreciation of a range of issues concerning life in the principate than more traditional instructional methods were able to achieve. My presentation will include not only screenshots of the game itself, and details of its implementation, but also student responses to the experience. 
But this was not the end of our virtual adventures. A colleague from a different institution, who learned about our game (virtually) from my occasional teaching blog, asked for my starting materials, and ran a version at her institution. She used Ning, an easily-customizable platform (free for thirty days!), and introduced a number of highly effective features to the game based on the capabilities of her software. I will also share aspects of her experience, which are more easily transferrable to other contexts since the platform she used is available to anyone. Virtual collaboration between institutions, then, facilitated virtual learning in both our student populations.
While we have found the game highly effective for giving students a strong sense of life in a context very different from their own experience, I believe that the use of Ning or other social networking platforms in the classroom have great promise for a wide variety of learning outcomes. Simulations of other types of historical moments are an obvious option (the Athenian debate on the Sicilian Expedition, for example, or the trial of Socrates), but the platform could be altered to serve language-learning goals as well. Our students’ general ease with and inclinations towards such platforms should be leveraged to advance their education, rather than distracting from it, and our experience with this particular game indicates powerful promise for these tools.
