Preparing for role-play

Guidance notes for tutors

This guidance will give you ideas for using, or improving your use of, role-play.

	What is role-play?

	· Role-play is a classroom activity in which learners are invited to take part in a scenario.  They can do this as themselves or as an invented character. 

· Situations can vary from the everyday (shopping and travel for example) to the imaginative (solving a mystery, taking part in a courtroom drama). 

· Role-plays can take place between two people, a small group of learners or the whole group.

· Role-plays can be used for all levels of language learning, including beginners.   

· Role-play can be a very short activity lasting a few minutes, or a complex simulation which requires detailed preparation.

· Role-play is an ideal activity to practise speaking and listening but it can also include practice in reading and writing.  It also encourages non-verbal communication, mime and gestures, to “get the message across”.

· It provides a way of reinforcing and assessing learners’ use of language functions such as: asking questions, stating preferences and opinions, giving and receiving instructions, complaining, debating, persuading. 



	How to use Role-play effectively

	· In order to create an effective and successful role - play, be clear about your purpose in choosing the activity.  It is best used for practising language already learnt and can give confidence to shy learners.

· Learners do not always have to play themselves.  They can invent or be given a character or situation so that they do not feel inhibited by having to expose aspects of their personal life, or their opinions, if they do not wish to do so.  

· Do not give learners a script or a dialogue to perform.  You should ‘prompt’ them into their role by giving them one or a number of cues.  These might include a character card that gives them a new identity, a map or diagram that positions them in a certain place, or information about an event (from a brochure or a newspaper, for example) that sets the scene. 
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	· Let learners choose their own specific scenario on a theme; for example, ‘meeting new friends and acquaintances’.  They can choose their location and context – from a pub to a place of worship; from a club to a walk in the mountains or by the sea.

· Within a role-play the individual must be allowed to make decisions about what to say and how to say it.  People can be as creative and independent as they wish. When prompting a role-play you only suggest the language that should be used.  Do not give the actual words that should be said.  

· You can use role-play to let learners practise language that has been learned and to assess their achievements and progress.

· When role-play is used to practise language, learners are able to say what they want and the situation is there to help them and give them ideas.    

· As far as possible, allow learners to speak without interruption. It is best to make a note of the common errors and then present these briefly to the whole group when the role play is finished.

· When role-play is used to assess learners, make sure everyone has a chance to speak, record what learners are doing and collect action points for feedback afterwards. 



	Role-play and differentiation

	· Role-play promotes differentiated practice in speaking and listening. 

· You can control the amount of language help you give to individuals by varying the amount of information you use to prompt them. 

· You can vary the roles that people are asked to play; some may be more straightforward than others. 

· You can set different tasks for different people according to their needs.  You offer different levels and different kinds of support to learners as they work through the activity.

· Role-play leads to a number of extension exercises that reinforce learning and challenge learners.  These may be additional speaking and listening exercises and can also focus on reading and writing skills.  Extension exercises can be differentiated to match the competences of individuals in the class. 

· You can choose scenarios and situations which interest your learners and which allow them to practise the vocabulary and structures which meet their personal goals.
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	Role-play and taught language

	· Role play is about creating real life experiences in the classroom.  It works best when the taught language is the only medium of communication.

· All prompts and instructions to learners should be in the taught language or via visual or auditory cues (pictures, cartoons, sounds).  Use taught language throughout the exercise.

· Learners should have learned enough classroom language (“How do you say...?”; “Where will I find...?”) to be able to use taught language throughout the preparation stage of the role-play. 

· Role-play allows learners to experiment with language and to find the words and style that best suit them as individuals.  Take account of this when talking to individuals. 

· You will need to adapt the language you use to make sure that everyone hears language that he or she can understand. 

· Be mindful when assessing learners that not everyone uses language in the same way.  Most important is that the individual conveys what s/he wants to say in a way that is right for her or him.



	Role-play step by step

	Explain to learners beforehand that role-play will be one of the activities that you will use to practise the language.  Tell them why it is a helpful way for them to learn and how you will deal with mistakes.  Explain it can be enjoyable and even fun.

Introduce the basic language of the functions they will be practising in the activity. This stage will normally be conducted as whole group work.

Pick a context for your role-play.  The context will be a scenario that learners might experience in day – to - day life.  It can be straightforward – a scene in a shop, for example, or complex like a debate over an environmental issue.  It must be a context that will allow learners to focus on language they need to practise and prevent them getting sidetracked by irrelevant content.  You might give a framework and let learners choose some of the detail.

Consider the sensitivities within your group, in particular cultural and religious background, and whether anyone might take offence over aspects of the scenario or the vocabulary to be used.    

Decide on the number and type of roles and allocate these.  Here you will have a valuable opportunity to differentiate between learners.
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	Decide on the tasks, exercises and prompts that you will use to get learners into their roles.  These might include cue or prompt cards, reading exercises, individual research, briefing sheets, or information gap exercises.  Make sure that you pick the right kind of prompt for each person. 

Decide how learners are going to create and feel comfortable with their roles. 

You will need to think of the additional resources needed to support the less confident learners and to extend those at higher language levels.

Think about how you will deal with learners who create stereotypes within their roles that may be offensive to other members of the group.

Decide how much of your time needs to be spent with the learner groups, and what the others can be doing and learning while you support one or two individuals.

Allocate a length of time for the role-play within classroom activity.

Consider how the role-play activity might be extended.  Is there a comprehension exercise that could be done at the end? Some reading?  Some writing?  More speaking and listening – reporting what’s happened, for example?  Which extension exercises will be best and for whom? Can learners do a task at home, based on the role - play?

Keep a checklist to help you log how learners perform within the role-play and to make a note of any common errors.  Include on the checklist any other individual language use that might contribute to the needs of the learner or that are individual learning outcomes.

Finally, make sure learners come out of role, particularly if they have had a debate or argument: give them time to ‘de-role’ and calm down.  If the role-play is particularly lively and energised, balance it with a more reflective activity afterwards.
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