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Respect, Resourcefulness, ResponsibilityA Sudbury School

By Andrew Moore, student 

If you are parent of a teen or pre-teen boy 
at our school, and you ask, "What did you 
do at school today," statistically speaking 
you stand almost no chance of getting an 
answer. But if you did get an answer it 
could well be, "Nothin' much, RPGs...". 
You would then be well justified in 
asking, "What is an RPG? Surely not a 
Rocket Propelled Grenade!" Never fear, 
this article is here! I will explain what an 
RPG is, and why we spend so much time 
playing them at DVS.

RPG is an acronym meaning Role Playing 
Game. While there are many varieties of 
RPGs, ranging from rigidly structured to 
completely fluid, the basic idea is a more 
mature version of the make-believe games 
almost everyone played as young 
children. However RPGs are somewhat 
more structured; in an RPG one person 
imagines a world, a context in which the
game will take place,

It is the year 7451 and the Republic of 
Man is loosing badly in its war with the 
Xorn.

while the others imagine characters that 
will exist in the world, and whose actions 
they will describe.

I am a Chinese monk who joined the 
marines after the Xorn virus bombed my 
home village. The almost supernatural 
control of body and mind I learned as a 
monk makes me a really good sniper. 
Although I always say I am driven only by 
a desire to serve the Republic and restore 
peace and balance in the galaxy, inside I 
am consumed with a desire to avenge my 
family.

The "Role-Playing" is the description of 
one's character's actions in the 
communally imagined world of the game.

RPG: Only a game? 

The Xorn infantry have taken the 
southern barracks and are setting up 
their plasma-mortars, which will 
make short work of the hanger where 
you are hiding; what do you do?

Just like real life, RPGs involve trying 
to do things at which you, that is your 
character, might not succeed.

Using my sniper's thermal scope, I try 
to find the Xorn commander inside the 
building.  If I succeed I shoot the 
nearest viron gas conduit, hoping that 
the gas will fill the room and ignite on 
his plasma shield.

How these situations are solved in 
almost all RPGs is a dice roll. The 
player rolls one or many dice, 
depending on the system in use. The 
DM decides what result is necessary 
for success, often by rolling dice of 
his or her own. In the situation 
described above, a roll by the player 
would be required to determine if he 
could find the Xorn commander. The 
DM would look at the result and 
compare it to a roll of his or her own, 
or to an arbitrary number, and tell the 
player if his character succeeded.

You search for about 4 minutes before 
finding the thermal signature of the 
commander's personal shield in an 
upper room. He appears to be 
surrounded by 3 bodyguards.

Further rolls would likely be required 
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While I am a carnivore in real life, my 
character is a avowed vegan, so if there 
really is no vegan food in the mess hall I 
(my character) simply meditate until we 
leave for our next mission.

The person who imagined the context is 
the DM (Dungeon Master), a term 
borrowed from a variety of RPGs where 
players mostly fight their way though 
maze-like "dungeons," slaughtering 
monsters and collecting treasure. 
The DM sets limits on who and what the 
player's characters can be.

Yes, Jim, you can be a rogue Xorn 
bounty hunter working for the humans, 
but know that almost anyone will shoot 
you on sight. No, Bob, you can't be a 
crystalline entity from Star Trek, even if 
you are a tiny one.

RPGs combine the 
creative joy of story 
telling, the thrill of 
competition, the 
solidarity of camaraderie, 
and the wonder of 
exploration.

As the game is played the DM describes 
the world the players encounter,

The recruit barracks is a low cement 
building, with steeply sloping walls to 
deflect gunfire. Modern recon tech has 
made camouflage irrelevant, but you 
can see a stealth field shimmering over 
the whole base. There are two guards at 
the door, who seem to be enjoying a joke 
at your expense.

and the actions of the people in the 
world other than the players, the NPCs 
(Non-Player Characters).

Commander Iskabon gestures for Jim to 
check the corridor for traps. 

Role-playing games are a popular 
activity at DVS.

See RPG. Page 2



Anthony: "I like playing with my 
friends. I like to use junk. I make stuff 
with it. I'm good at making stuff."

Dash: "With this school because it's 
small, even the big kids interact with 
the little kids. It's a nice community."

Anna Kate: "I like running 
meetings. I've been the School 
Meeting Chair, Elections Clerk, 
and Judicial Committee Clerk." 

Joanna: "Most of the materials are 
here for things I want to do. They 
have a lot of art materials. I'm 
learning to play the piano."

.

for finding, and then shooting, the 
viron gas conduit. The DM might 
roll to decide if there were any 
conduits to find in the first place, 
and whether the commander 
manages to get out of the room or 
shut down his shield before the gas 
ignites. As you might imagine, 
disputes often arise between the 
players, or between a player or 
players and the DM. While the DM 
has the final word in such disputes,

I don't care what Gauss said about 
electromagnetic fields, your rocket 
bounces of the Xorn tank's plasma 
shield!

he or she almost never has to use it 
because, just in like the games 
played by younger children, these 
disputes are nearly always resolved 
by calm and rational discussion.

While the examples I have given so 
far are from a hypothetical RPG 
with a definite plot, there are also
'sandbox' RPGs, in which the DM 
imagines a world that is interesting, 

From the source: DVS students speak
What's it really like, going to Diablo Valley School? Recently our Assembly Secretary and webmaster, Lea 
Mason, interviewed several students about their viewpoints on life at DVS. Here are a few snippets. For the 
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Yo'el: "The most enjoyable 
thing is the social interaction and 
everything that comes along 
with it."

Rose: "I've taken photography, 
English literature, zine making, math, 
SAT prep, cooking, vegan cooking, 
candy making, arts and crafts..." 

Brenan: "The staff helped me by 
being people that I could respect. 
They gained my respect by working 
hard at something that is hard. "

but without any specific direction in 
mind, and allows the characters to 
simply explore.

The year is 2010,  you will be an 
ordinary person who one day wakes 
up with a superpower. You can have 
any power you can think of, just run it 
by me (the DM) first. Do whatever 
you want with your power, but 
remember that there will be realistic 
consequences, and that you aren't the 
only one with powers.

Now I hope I have made clear what an 
RPG is, and given you a rough idea 
how one is played. Next I will deliver 
on my promise to explain why we 
play RPGs, and how RPGs relate to a 
Sudbury education.

My explanation of the appeal of RPGs 
will be more meaningful if I first 
explain why one would not want to
play, the challenges that face an RPG 
player or DM.  Playing an RPG rubs 
personalities together with a force 
much like the challenges of real life, 
exacerbated by the fact that people's 

characters are often an exaggerated 
and unfiltered projection of 
themselves; rough spots in 
relationships that are hidden in real 
life can rise violently to the surface 
in the tension of an imaginary crisis. 
Players often accuse each other, not 
without a grain of truth, of harassing 
another player rather than playing 
what their character would 
realistically do, or designing their 
character's personality specifically to 
antagonize someone. Players also 
sometimes come by information 
about the game that their character 
does not have, which makes role-
playing correctly very hard.  

Being the DM, however, is by far the 
hardest job. Not only must one be a 
good story teller, able to create deep 
and interesting worlds, but one must 
be able to adapt to the unpredictable 
actions of the players. The DM is 
also the judge and arbitrator of 
disputes, with all the challenges and 
headaches that come with that job. 
As if this was not enough, the DM 

RPG, continued
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Why is a raven 
like a writing 
desk?
When the time is right 
they will recite to 
themselves in their own 
words, "I can slay the 
Jabberwocky." 

By Vicente López, staff member 

Through an invite to a friend's 
birthday I was fortunate to meet a 
person who is considered successful 
by most people's standards. He began 
collecting art early in life because he 
found it beautiful. He was not fond 
of or successful in school. Now he's 
wealthy, happy, and amongst many 
things, engaged in helping to Foster 
budding artists for the beauty they 
will likely bring to the world. It was 
the words I overhead him say to a 
group of guests that spawned the 
ideas that became this piece. I wish I 
could quote verbatim; it was 
something like this: "Life gave me 
beautiful gifts and I was fortunate to 
recognize them and pick them up."

His story is not much different from 
mine or from any other of the stories 

that surround us.  We have all picked 
and chosen from the gifts laid out 
before us and constructed them to 
our unique world view.

At some point we all have to go 
down a rabbit hole. To some it is 
sudden, life-changing moment; to 
some it's a slow work in progress to 
adulthood. A true adult knows what 
is important. I believe we've always 
known; an adult recognizes it 
consciously. If money is an 
important part of success it's only as 
a means to an end. Why must we 
settle for watching happy ending
movies? We can choose the lens and 
adapt the script to the cards we're 
dealt; the point of having a cake is 
after all to eat it (and share it of 
course). This school is designed to 
allow you to experiment with as 
many tools as you can handle �•
physical, mental and spiritual �•  so 
that you can choose the ones that 
best fit that unique world view and 
will become powerful in your wield: 
tools that will bring you knowledge, 
money, health, friends, 
love...success.

I end this brief reminder with a 
further splatter of references. Let's 
start with the Beastie Boys: ...Better 
get it right this time, cause there 
might be no next time y'all. Take the 
red pill and always look on the bright 
side of life. Remember rule #32: 
Enjoy the little things. Trust the force 
�•  in your offspring and yourself �•
and one day when the time is right 
they will recite to themselves in their 
own words: #6: I can slay the 
Jabberwocky.

must carefully control the resources 
available to the characters, giving 
them what they need to solve the 
problems put before them, but not 
allowing any of them to become 
'overpowered'.

Hmm, now Bob's evil scientist 
character can break any cyber 
security in the world, letting him 
see all the good guy's actions 
through military satellites, and 
giving him unlimited access to 
other people's funds. Maybe I 
should not have given him a device 
that can compute discrete 
logarithms in liner time...

With so many challenges, why do 
we bother? Why not just play on 
the computer? Like the answers to 
many important questions, the 
answer lies in human nature itself. 
RPGs are fun. In an RPG one can 
answer questions like "How would 
I do as a Hogwarts student?", "Can 
we take the fort with only 15 
ordinary paper-boys?", and "What 
would happen if the US tried to 
'acquire' the woods of Lothlórien?" 
Mild mannered people can try 
being barbarian warlords, atheists 
can be clerics, goof-balls can be 
cold-hearted assassins or stoic 
defenders of justice, all from the 
comfort of the Small Quiet Room. 

RPGs combine the creative joy of 
story telling, the thrill of 
competition, the solidarity of 
camaraderie, and the wonder of 
exploration. It is the better nature of 
people to seek challenge, not ease, 
so the inter-personal and technical 
challenges of RPGing only make it 
more satisfying. In fact, seeing that 
inter-personal and communication 
skills are the 'curriculum' of 
Sudbury schools, and that these 
skills are of primary importance in 
life itself, RPGs form a sort of 'AP 
Life' class, training people to 
excellence in the skills they most 
need: how to solve differences 
creatively, invent new solutions, 
and work together... To slaughter 
hordes of brain-sucking undead.

Don't be late for these very important dates!
�Ì April 24 : Open House at the school, 11:00 am – 2:00 pm.
�Ì May 22 – 23: Come see us at the Maker Faire, San Mateo County 

Event Center, San Mateo. 
�Ì May 29 – 30: Visit our booth at Kidfest, Mt. Diablo High School, 

Concord.

RPG
From page 2
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A Sudbury School

2924 Clayton Road
Concord, CA 94519

PHONE:
(925) 676-2982

E-MAIL:
office@diablovalleyschool.org

Diablo Valley School does not 
discriminate on the basis of disability, 

gender, nationality, race or ethnicity, 
religion, or sexual orientation in any of 

its school administered programs.

Conservation-minded? 
We are too.  

To save paper, visit our website and 
subscribe to the email version of this 

newsletter. 
diablovalleyschool.org/contact.shtml

Diablo Valley School
A Sudbury School

2924 Clayton Road
Concord, CA 94519

Come and see us
Open House

Saturday
April 24, 2010

11:00 am – 2:00 pm
At the school

Maker Faire 
May 22 – 23 

San Mateo County Event 
Center

Kidfest
Mt. Diablo High School, 

Concord
May 29 – 31

Generous donors lead the way to our new campus

The continuing goal of Diablo Valley School is to establish a new site of its own where 
Sudbury education can flourish in Contra Costa County. Thank you so much to all those 
donors who responded to our request for help to build the dream.  The donation categories 
are named for the core values of our educational model.

Trusted:  Nicole and Richard Hammer, Karen Rezai
Respected:  Annie Mollo and Paul Lord
Advocates for Democracy:  Alston/O'Shea Family, Childs/Wothe Family, Joy R Hughes and Ken 
Lee, D. Irene Moreno, Laurie J. Noe, Andrea Payne

We look forward to welcoming you to our new campus.  In the meantime, there's still 
plenty of work and plenty of need for help.  Please contact the school if you would like to 
assist the Site Committee with funds, time, or your talents. Read more about our Green 
School Project on our website at www.diablovalleyschool.org/greenproject.pdf.

In addition, we are grateful to these wonderful supporters who have made gifts of funds or 
materials to help our school:

Ayala Family Bierman Family Coffey Family Delores McKee
Don and Joy Aiguilar Erez Family Hal Childs Irene Moreno
Jim Brossard Kennedy/Hughes Family Laurie Noe Lea Mason
Lois Wullenweber Messman/Danchik Family Moore Family Nelson Family
Nicky Tenney Nina Mollo Paula Horvath Vivian Groman
Walter Semjenow
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