3 Role-play, real-play and stmulation

Role-play, real-play and simulation

Role-play

In role-play, learners are usually given some information about a ‘role’ (e.g. a
person or a job title). These are often printed on ‘role cards’. Learners take a little
preparation time and then meet up with other students to act out small scenes
using their own ideas, as well as any 1deas and information from the role cards.

A simple role card could do nothing more than name the role, e.g.

star : - i
_______________________ P -~ thief S détectlve S —
N
mothe: 19-year-old daughté}r S-month-old baby
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or alternatively they could offer guidance as to what to do rather than the role
itself, e.g.

Buy a train ticket | Complain that your
to Brighton. train has been delayed

Find out when your
son's train from Faris
will arrive.

for two hours.

Role cards often contain some of the following information:

Background information

Your name

Your job

Your sex

Your age

Personal appearance, clothes, etc.
Your character

Your interests

Points relevant to the task

Pieces of information you know (that maybe others don’t)

Your opinions about the issue/problem/situation/people/etc.
What you want to happen, be decided, etc.

ltems of language you may need

A good set of role cards is often designed so that the participants will have
distinctly different points of view and natural disagreements. They can lead to
excellent discussions ~ and arguments — without anyone having to feel bad at the
end because they got angry.

Role cards can be designed to offer students opportunities to practise specific
pieces of language (maybe grammatical points, functional areas, lexical groups,
etc). The following set of cards is designed to give pairs of in-company business
students a chance to practise using modifiers with adjectuves (e.g. quite big, rathe
Jast, extremely intelligent). Students will certainly need a good amount of time to
prepare both ideas and language before tackling a role-play such as this. (As role
card 1 requires more preparation time, you could ask both students in a pair to
prepare role card 1, then do the role-play twice, swapping roles after the first, so
both students can take both roles.)

Role card 1 Role card 2
Your company has desighea [ i Yﬁu are having a meeting
| arange of revolutionary new | O near about some amazing
| products, completely different | ew products from an
from your usual ones. 'Mportant Supplier.
| You are having a meeting with f{é\jk alot of questions and
1 one of your best customers. 'a out as much as you can
Decribe the new products about the productes,
to him/her.
i _ e T e
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3 Role-play, real-play and stmulation

Task 93: Writing role cards

Here are three role cards that very briefly set out particular viewpoints in order to
encourage a small group discussion on vegetarianism and meat eating. The fourth
card and fifth cards are missing. Write them.

1 You believe that meat eating is natural for humans and that vegetarians are
missing out on an important part of their diet.

2 You have been vegetarian for six years because you believe it is healthier.
3 You like the taste of meat, but don’t eat it for moral reasons, as you feel it is
wrong to kill animals.

Commentary E E N

There are many possibilities. The extra cards could represent a vegan, a religious
viewpoint, a scientific view, a ‘they’re all crazy’ view, a chef, a butcher, etc.

Role-play also gives you the possibility of introducing some more bizarre or
interesting variations to a discussion, €.g. ‘You are a chicken. You feel very
strongly that you are being exploited by the meat industry.” In a role-play about
pollution, you might have a card saying “You are the planet Earth. You don’t think
people are listening to you.”

As well as initiating general discussion on issues, role-plays can also be set in
specific contexts, providing a starting point for speaking practice and also for
practice of specific language items.

Task 94: Adding a missing role card

Same task again. Here are some role cards. What do you think the missing card
might have on it?

1 You are a store detective. You can see a suspicious-looking person at a clothes
rail who appears to be putting something into her bag. Go over and firmly but
politely ask her to come to the office.

2 You bought a sweater from this shop yesterday, but you have brought it back
because it is too small. You want to go to the assistant to return it and get your
money back, but before you do, you start looking at the other sweaters on the
rail and comparing them with the one you got yesterday, which is in your bag.

3 You are a shop assistant. You have just noticed a customer coming in who was
very rude to you yesterday. She wanted to buy a sweater, which you told her was
the wrong size, but she insisted was right. Finally, she bought the sweater and
stormed out of the shop. You hope she isn’t going to cause more trouble.

Commentary nm m

Possibly:

4 You are the manager of a large department store. 'The police have just phoned
you to warn that a number of shoplifters are operating in this street. You decide
to have a walk around your store and warn the assistants and the store detective
to keep their eyes open.

'This role-play provides scope for use of functional language (apologising,
refusing, disagreeing, denying, etc.), as well as practising ‘shop’ vocabulary in a
useful and interesting way. The potential for dramatic conflict is built into the
cards, though the participants could, if they wished, avoid this completely. B
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Running a role-play: some guidelines

 Make sure the students understand the idea of ‘role-play’. Do they know
what’s going to happen? Do they know what is required of them? Are they
comfortable doing that or not?

» Make sure the context or situation 1s clear.

* Do they understand the information on their own card? Allow reading/
dictionary/thinking time (during which you go round and help if necessary).

« (Give them time to prepare their ideas before they start — maybe encourage
note-making — but when the activity starts, encourage them to improvise rather
than rely on prepared speeches and notes. The preparation work they have
done will inform their role-play, but could simply get in the way if they over-
rely on it. (It may help to take away the cards when the role-play starts.)

Real-play

A powerful variation on role-play is real-play. In this case, situations and one or
more of the characters are drawn not from cards, but from a participant’s own life
and world. Typically, one of the learners plays him/herself, but in a context other
than the classroom. This person explains a context (e.g. from his/her work life) to
other learners, and then together they recreate the situation in class. The real-play
technique allows learners to practise language they need in their own life. Itis
particularly useful for business and professional people.

Rather than a set of role cards, the most useful tool for real-play 1s a blank
framework — in effect, a card that allows learners to create their own real-play role
card. In class, I start by asking learners to choose a problem or situation that they
might want to work on, and then guide them how to fill in their cards. Some
frameworks will need to be worked on individually, some (if they are mutually
dependent) in pairs or groups.

The following framework 1s for a two-person real-play (A and B). Each learner
needs one framework card. They start by agreeing which person’s situation they
will work with first (e.g. A’s), and then A (the initiator) will explain a work
situation to B. Both will fill in their own framework role card as appropriate.

Real-play: work situations involving two people

Who are the two people?

Where are you?

What are you talking about?

Why are you talking?

What happened just before this?

Is any other information important?

What are some points that will come
up in the discussion?

What would be a good result ?
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3 Role-plav, real-play and simulation

When they are prepared, learners improvise a conversation as if it was a normal
role-play, quite possibly with someone else playing the role of the initiator (rather
than playing it herself). When it’s finished, it may then be useful for the initiator
to give feedback on how the characters and events seemed, to ‘fine-tune’ it (e.g.
‘My mother used to speak much louder than that’), in preparation for a second go
at doing the role-play, possibly — and revealingly — with swapped roles. You can
also provide helptul feedback and language help, perhaps suggesting some
typical phrases that might be used. After the second role-play, it may be usetul to
review the task using a form like this:

Real-play: review

Was the discussion like the real thing?

What were some interesting things that happened/that you said?

What have you learned from this? Will the task help you in real life?

Here 1s a briet description of a sample real-play activity:

In a Business English class, a receptionist at a company said that she tound it
ditficult to deal with foreign visitors who wanted to ask a question rather than just
be directed to a person’s office. She described a recent ime when this had
happened and then real-played this with another student (who played her, while
she played the part of the visitor). She found 1t helpful to watch her colleague
playing her own role, as he did some things quite differently from her and used
some interesting expressions. The teacher was also able to suggest some ideas
and language. Then they repeated the real-play (with her playing herself). She
said afterwards that she felt a little more confident about such situations.

Simulation

Simulation 1s really a large-scale role-play. Role cards are normally used, but
there is often quite a lot of other printed and recorded background information as
well ~ newspaper articles, graphs, memos, news flashes, etc. — which may come at
the start of the simulation or appear while the simulation is unfolding, causing all
participants to take note of the new data and possibly readjust their positions.
'The intention 1s to create a much more complete, complex ‘world’, say, of a
business company, television studio, government body, etc.

"T'his 1s a brief description of an example simulation:

"The participants are all members of a UFO-spotters society at their annual
meeting. They are deciding how they could better publicise their cause to the
public. At the start, they have some facts about UFO incidents and some
government statements (collected from magazines and the Internet). Atan
appropriate point in the simulation (probably about one-third of the way
through), you introduce a news flash that a UFO has landed in Siberia. This
obviously changes the direction of the meeting! Later interventions include a
request to interview members of the society and, at the end, news that the UFQO
was another take.
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Fluency, accuracy and communication

Imagine a switch inside your head — it swings between two settings: ‘working
mainly on accuracy’ and ‘working mainly on fluency’ (see Figure 7.2).

Working mainly on

Figure 7.2 Accuracy/fluency switch

It’s probably a huge simplification, but I suspect that something like this is at work
in my head through most of my language teaching, changing its setting from
activity to activity, stage to stage — and, in some teaching, changing moment by
moment In response to things happening in class. And I think that initially getting
that switch installed and working may be a key skill for anyone learning to be a
language teacher.

Certainly there are acuvities in which you are arguably working on both accuracy
and fluency in relatively equal measure, but many everyday language-teaching
lesson stages are focused on one more than the other, and at any one moment, in
any one activity, 1t is likely that you will be aiming to focus on accuracy rather
than fluency, or fluency rather than accuracy.

It 1s therefore important for you to be clear about what is involved 1n accuracy-
focused work as compared with fluency-focused work. And it’s especially
important to be clear about the differing aims — and consequently different
classroom procedures — of the two.

Task 95: Student views on speaking tasks

Here are some things you may hear your students say (or imagine them thinking!).
Take sides. Rehearse your arguments and replies to some or all of the comments.

e Butldon’t want to taik to other students. They speak badly. | just want to listen
to you speak.

| speak a lot, but what is the point if you never correct me? | will never improve.
You should be teaching us — not just letting us talk. That's lazy teaching.

| don’t need to speak. Teach me more grammar. | will speak later.

There’s no point doing this task if we use bad English to do it.

This is just a game. | paid a lot of money and now | have to play a game.

Commentary R R R

There are nmes 1n class when a focus on accuracy — and therefore a greater use of
instant correction — may be appropriate.

There are other imes when the focus is on fluency. At these times, instant
correction may be less appropriate and could interfere with the aims of the activity.
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4 Fluency, accuracy and communication

You need to be clear about whether your main aim is accuracy or fluency, and

adapt your role in class appropriately.

Having said all that, there may still be a kind of correction that fulfils the ‘non-
interfering’ aim of fluency activities, yet offers substantial concrete help to the

learner who 1s coming to terms with language items. We will look at this under the

heading of ‘scaffolding’ a little later in this section. W

Running a fluency activity

If the main aim 1s to get the students to speak, then one way to achieve that would

be for you to reduce your own contributions. Probably the less you speak, the

more space it will allow the students. 1t could be useful to aim to say nothing while

the activity 1s underway, and save any contributions for before and after. In an
activity mainly geared towards encouraging fluency, you are likely to monitor

discreetly or vanish (see Chapter 5, Section 5).

T'he activity route map from Chapter 3, Section 1(see Figure 7.3) works well for

a fluency activity, and we can add a column for likely teacher involvement:

1 Before the lesson: familiarise yourself with
the material and activity

2 Inclass: lead-in/prepare for the activity "Teacher centre-stage

3 Setup the activity (or section of activity),
1.e. glve Instructions, make groupings, ¢tc.  Teacher centre-stage

4 Run the activity (or section): students do the

Stage Teacher involvement

activity — maybe in pairs or small groups—  Teacher out of sight,
while you monitor and help. uninvolved
5 Close the activity (or section) and invite
feedback from the students. "Teacher centre-stage again
6 Post-activity: do any appropriate
follow-on work. ?
Figure 7.3 Activity route map

A useful thing for you to do during Stage 4 above is to take notes (unobtrusively)
of interesting student utterances (correct and incorrect) for possible use later on

(at the end of the activity, the next day, next week, etc.).

Ideas for correction work after a fluency activity

* You write up a number of sentences used during the activity and discuss them

with the students.

« You write a number of sentences on the board. You give the pens/chalks to the

students and encourage them to make corrections.
* You invent and write out 4 story that includes a number of errors you

overheard during the activity. You hand out the story the next day and the

students, in pairs or as a whole group, find the errors and correct them.
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* You write out two lists headed ‘A’ and *B’. On each list, you write the same ten
sentences from the activity. On one list, you write the sentence with an error;
on the other, you write the corrected version. T hus the correct version of
sentence 3 might be on either list A or list B (the other list has the incorrect
version). You divide the students into two groups, ‘A’ and ‘B’, and hand out
the appropriate list to each group. The groups discuss their own list (without
sight of the other list) and try to decide if their version of each sentence 18
correct or not. If it 1s wrong, they correct it. When they have discussed all the
sentences, the groups can then compare the two sheets (and perhaps come to
some new conclusions).

Scaffolding

I suggested earlier that, during a fluency activity, there may be a way to offer
spontaneous correction that:

* does notinterfere too much with the flow of conversation;
» offers useful language feedback;
e actually helps the speaker to construct his conversation.

‘Scaffolding’ refers to the way a competent language speaker helps a less
competent one to communicate by both encouraging and providing possible
elements of the conversation. Itis the way a primary-school teacher might help a
young child to communicate, or the way a chat-show host might draw out a guest.
The listener offers support - like scaffolding round a building — to help the
speaker create his own spoken structure.

Scaffolding in class 1sn’t a normal conversation in the sense that the
teacher/listener is not aiming to contribute any personal stories or opinions of her
own; the aim of her own speaking 1s solely to help the speaker tell his story.

Here are some notes on techniques that might be appropriate:

Scaffolding techniques

« Showing interest and agreeing: nodding, ‘uh-huh’, eye contact, ‘yes’, etc.;

» Concisely asking for clarification of unclear information, e.g. repeating an
unclear word;

* Encouragement echo: repeating the last word (perhaps with questioning
intonation) in order to encourage the speaker to continue;

 Echoing meaning: picking on a key element of meaning and saying it back to
the speaker, e.g. ‘a foreign holiday’;

« Asking conversation-oiling questions (ones that mainly recap already stated
information), e.g. ‘Is it?’ ‘Do you?’ “Where was it?’ etc.;

* Asking brief questions (or using sentence heads) that encourage the speaker to
extend the story, e.g. ‘And then ...” ‘He went ...’ ‘She wanted ...’ etc.;

* Unobtrusively saying the correct form of an incorrect word (but only if having
the correct word makes a significant positive contribution to the
communication);

* (Giving the correct pronunciation of words in replies without drawing any
particular attention to It;

 Unobtrusively giving a word or phrase that the speaker 1s looking for.
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Task 96: ldentifying scaffolding techniques

Which scaffolding techniques can you identify in this short transcript of a lesson
at Elementary level, where a learner wants to tell his teacher about a TV story he
saw concerning the rather unlikely sport of ‘extreme ironing’.

STUDeENT: Itis like sport ...

TeacHeEr: Uh-huh.

STUDENT. ... butis with ‘eye ron’.

TEACHER: With an iron?

STUDENT: Yes, is ‘eye ron’ sport. They ... er ...
TEACHER: What do they do?

StupenT: Er,yes.Itis like sportex... ex...
TEACHER: An extreme sport?

STUDENT: Yes. They use ‘eye rons’ in extreme place
TeEacHER: Ha —irons in extreme places? Where?
STUuDENT: Ah, like onto a mountain.

TeEacHER: On a mountain!

STUDENT: Yes (laughs), on a mountain or river.
TeacHER: What do they do?

STupenT: They iron and in tree on top.

TeacHer; At the top of trees?

STUDENT. Yes.

Different kinds of speaking

How can we teach speaking? Is it enough to give learners communicative
activities that require them to speak (trying out using grammar, phrases,
vocabulary they already know, etc.) or 1s 1t possible and necessary 1o teach
specific skills? So far, we haven’t really taken into account that there may be
‘skills of speaking’ that also need to be studied and practised.

In order to answer these questions, we need to consider what is involved 1n
successful speaking, and particularly consider the nature of different ‘genres’.

Task 97: Defining ‘genre’

What does the word ‘genre’ mean? Why might ‘gdenre’ be an important
consideration when teaching language”?

Commentary Em B

In everyday life, people speak in a variety of ways, depending on who they are
with, where they are, the nature of the situation, etc. To take two extreme
examples, giving a sermon in church is a very different kind of speaking from
enquiring about car insurance over the phone. These are two different genres.
A genre 1s a variety of speech (or writing) that you would expect to find in a
particular place, with particular people, in a particular context, to achiecve a
particular result, using a particular channel (e.g. face to face, by phone), etc.
A genre 1s often characterised by specific choices about style, manner, tone,
quantity, volume, directness, choice of words, formality, type of content, etc.
Quite apart from the detailed content and specific words of the sermon or the
phone call, there is likely to be a generally recognisable ‘sermon-ness’ about the
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