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In this paper we describe a convergence of theory, practice, and technology exploring the relation between body and brain and ethics education.  Research in simulation-based training and digital media, coupled with innovative methods in interactive performance, are converging with theories of learning arising out of a variety of disciplines – all focusing on ethics education. We briefly highlight how the brain and the body are becoming a focus for study as we explore the impact of emerging technologies on ethics education.

The Body and the Brain

From soma, ancient Greek for body, somatic describes “of the body,” and over the years somatic theories have emerged in varying disciplines attempting to understand body and brain and their intimate connection. For example, embodied cognition, somaesthetics, and somatic education are related theoretical developments separately arising, respectively, out of cognitive science, philosophy, and education, but overlapping in their connection of body and brain.  As with earlier theories such as situated learning,1 embodied cognition theory posits that cognition is not only heavily situated, but that we use the environment to both ease and off-load cognitive work – most succinctly, that both the contents and the operation of the brain are grounded in one’s physical characteristics and embodied experience2.  Somaesthetics describes the critical study of experience, that is, the body and its use in sense perception and feeling3. Last, in its various forms, somatic education similarly attends to the sensory-motor experience, with a focus not only on movement but also on emotion and the lived experience4.  Thus, while earlier theories such as situated learning did attend to the learner in relation to the environment and the learner situated in a particular practice or activity, the point here is that the aforementioned theories attend to, not only the context, but also the body in that context – that is, include the affective and emotional reactions of the body to the context.  

Such approaches exist in stark contrast to, for example, theories of cognition and learning heavily dominated by information processing views of the brain.  Further, these are more than just theories of learning by doing, and even more than learning by feeling. These pertain to both the epistemologically and ecologically relevant neurophysiological underpinnings of experience5. As such, they form a potent theoretical foundation for understanding the impact of ethical dilemmas on, not only student thinking, but also the student experience when faced with such scenarios, that is, the impact on the brain and the body.  Pedagogically, as my colleague in Philosophy, Mason Cash, explains, ethics education requires the student to, not only be comfortable with cognitive complexity, but to also become “bodily” comfortable with uncomfortable situations that are sometimes the very nature of ethical dilemmas. By immersing the learner in the ethical dilemma, he or she becomes familiar, and more comfortable with, the experience.  Theoretically, when learning via such immersion, and from a resource perspective, one may not be as weakened by the body’s physiological reaction to the situation and better able to manage the cognitive complexity. Along these lines we next discuss how we are researching innovative methods to enhance ethics education and assess their impact on learning. 

Simulation, the Body, and the Brain

By drawing from the aforementioned theories it is possible to develop methods for ethics education that attend to the experience, the body, and the body’s reaction to experience.  What is required is an innovative combination of multidisciplinary approaches integrated to examine how simulated experience can enhance learning and critical thinking.  We are exploring two forms of experience, one using simulation-based learning games, and the other involving interactive performance. First, from simulation and digital media, and research in cognitive science, we are examining how simulation-based games can enhance ethical decision making. Second, from interactive performance, we are examining how playing a character surrounded by live inter-actors and immersed in a complex ethical scenario, produces profound changes in perspective. 

With one aspect of our research we are investigating how emerging technologies can support skills related to ethics education and the development of critical thinking skills.  Here we are using advanced game-based technologies to immerse students in challenging decision making scenarios and diagnose learning across multiple levels.  This involves using simulations to facilitate the elaboration of critical content as well as the affective experience. Role-playing games are well-suited for our research in that they allow us to reify complex ethical scenarios using variations in 1st and 3rd person perspective, potentially producing differing emotional responses and possibly resulting in differing learning outcomes. What is particularly intriguing when considering simulation-based games in the context of somatic theorizing is that video games can have associated with them virtual avatars (i.e., body representations in the virtual world). Players identify with this avatar, projecting some element of the self into the virtual environment, opening questions as to how the avatar’s virtual embodiment influences cognition, or, quite possibly how the player’s behavior and emotional responses may alter the avatar’s embodiment. With the second aspect we are utilizing the StoryBox experience to examine how applications of interactive performance can enhance learning.  In this context ethical scenarios are the backdrop against which a fictional story is developed by the participant and performers, or, to use the terminology of interactive performance, dynamically co-created by the spect-actor (or participant) and inter-actors. Surround-sound technology augments the participant’s experience and real-time audio/video capture distributes the experience to a viewing audience.  As the scenario unfolds during the performance, the spect-actor must dynamically attend and respond to the often emotionally charged changes. 

Importantly, the instantiation of the aforementioned scenarios is cemented in story as a powerful content delivery mechanism – one encompassing cognitive, social, and affective factors. Essentially, these stories generate not only a cognitive response, but also an affective response - understanding both the intellectual and bodily response will help us determine the efficacy of such methods. 

Experiencing Ethics

In sum, at its most general level, our overall research program is exploring how simulation-based games and interactive performance may be used to augment the classroom approach to ethics education by immersing the student in the experience.  We are looking not only at cognitive changes as a result of such experiences, but also the emotional changes produced by these environments. Our goal is to better leverage concepts from differing disciplines to measure multiple levels of reaction and experience when exposing students to ethical dilemmas.  We will assess the degree to which the learner is able to address future situations in such a way that they now are familiar with, and understand, the affective nature of the situation – that is, the bodily basis of their reactions, potentially helping them to address the situation intellectually, rather than emotionally.  By being able to understand and manage the somatic experience (e.g., manage the anxieties produced by social pressures), the student may be better able to use their cognitive resources for the appropriate response.  
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