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TALES TELL AND THEATRE IMPACTS: IMPORTANCE OF ROLEPLAY AND THEATRE IN MULTIDISCIPLINARY CLASSROOMS
JACQOLINE J. AUSTIN1
ABSTRACT
Role-play is a valuable educational tool that can be used to augment experiential learning,
enhance action-research, hone language skills, and aid conceptual learning in
multidisciplinary classrooms by renewing a learner’s perspectives. In the study included in
this paper, 208 undergraduate students at a private University in Pakistan enrolled in a basic
English writing skills course from varied disciplines were examined and assessed. The
students were divided into groups A and B. Both groups were taught the same course content
by the same instructor, but group B studied an additional component of role-play/storytelling/theatre performances. Both the groups were assessed in the written and spoken tests
using the same rubric and tools. It was observed that group B, overall had a higher score on
each test as compared to group A, implying that role-play should be incorporated in the
curriculum of multidisciplinary classes to enhance learning.
Key Words: role-play, experiential learning, action-research
INTRODUCTION
Art lies in the core of everything; story-telling/role-play/theatrical performances strengthen
teaching and learning. It is a great tool of self-expression, self-knowledge, and selfempowerment, and a great way to promote learner autonomy and interactive/active learning,
without which the actuality of “student-centred classrooms” and the popularity of “actionbased research” remains divorced from our educational systems and framework. We all love
stories; our academic and professional journeys are all built on narratives. Stories have
entranced humans since the dawn of time, and it is no different today. In the words of
Confucius, “I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.” With the everincreasing and ever-changing “digitality” and technology all around us, story-telling/roleplay/theatre remind us that there is a human body of actual flesh and blood at the centre of
every digital transaction. Understanding theatre helps us understand what it means to be
human. “TED talks” and “Goalcoast” are powerful examples of two forums in the digital
framework where real people use personal and other narratives to inspire and motivate others.
These narratives are not mere stories, but real life examples of human events, choices,
struggles, endeavours/enterprises, failures, and successes. This paper mainly explores the
importance of story-telling/role-play/theatrical performances to build on the experiential side
of classroom lessons/events, and suggests how students can increase, stabilise and sustain
learning and improve memory retention. The term “role-play” has been mainly used in this
paper in which stories and theatre are two components of the same and similar spectrum.
LITERATURE REVIEW
In educational arenas, role-play could mean a lot of exciting ventures and exquisite learning
experiences. Role-play enhances creativity, promotes a vivid imagination, aids in language
development, triggers intelligence, strengthens social competence, and increases perceptual
motor abilities (Fromberg, 1990). Roles can be taken to understand, learn/acquire, and
1

Assistant Professor, Department of English, MA English Literature, Forman Christian College (A Chartered University),
Pakistan. MA TESOL, University of Mississippi, USA, Fulbright scholar. E-mail: - jacqolineaustin@gmail.com

© 2018 The Author | IJISSS 2018 © 2018 FLE Learning

International Journal of Interdisciplinary Social Science Studies | JACQOLINE J. AUSTIN| 72

enhance language proficiency skills, grammar, and varied concepts from a range of
disciplines in a range of contexts. Role-play is an effective teaching tool irrespective of the
discipline; it just fits in. Surprisingly, although role-play is considered a popular learning tool
in arts/literature classes, its importance is undermined in science and other disciplines.
Certain misconceptions/perceptual mismatches preclude many instructors from using it in
their classes; role-play in such classrooms is underrated/underused mainly because of the lack
of understanding, unawareness, and insufficient teacher training programs. The lack of
enthusiasm in science students through not having the opportunity to encounter and
experience such “creative” learning events further proliferates the idea of boredom in science
classes. Despite the challenges, role-play is a great means of interactive and experiential
learning and can increase educational rigor. Play is the “ultimate integrator of human
experience” (Fromberg, 1990, p. 223). Theatre performances are extended/refined versions of
role-play. Theatrical/drama performances have a more focused and professional approach
compared to role-play; the two are interconnected, and one is not divorced from the other.
Before we see “role-play” in the post-methodological era, its importance can be traced
to the period from the 1950s to the 1980s (popularly known as the “age of teaching
methodologies”), when emphasis on a few methods shunned the psychological barriers that
impede learning. “Suggestopedia” was one popular method using role-play as a teaching tool
and including other forms of art and music. Suggestopedia was introduced by a Bulgarian
psychotherapist and is a portmanteau of the words “suggestion” and “pedagogy”; it means to
augment learning by tapping into the power of suggestion of learners through a “system of
liberation” – liberation from the negative notions– by creating a conducive environment in
which creative learning segments are provided to the learners (Lozanov, 1978).
Role-play has also been used as part of the “participatory approach”, which emerged
out of the framework of Dell Hymes’ communicative competence (Hymes, 1971). Role-play
helps students communicate in different social contexts in a variety of roles. The participatory
approach antedates the modern versions of teaching techniques; its origins could be found in
the work of Freire, who developed a literacy program for the slum dwellers and the peasants
of Brazil, keeping in view the real-life problems of the learners (Freire and Macedo, 1987).
Role-play that is problem-centred in nature encourages learning readiness, self-direction, and
self-motivation. Role-play and stories promote reflective thinking; it helps arouse feelings of
empathy and helps learners shape their own world. One of the main goals of the participatory
approach achieved through role-play is to allow learners to become autonomous and
empowered by understanding the social, historical, and cultural external forces that affect
their lives (Wallerstein, 1983).
From a humanistic standpoint, proponents of holistic learning advocate that learning is
both cognitive and affective, and a learner should be viewed as a “whole person” for learning
to reach its full potential (Brown, 1994; Celce-Murcia, 2001; Curran, 1977). Role-play
maximises learning opportunities by allowing students to take control of their learning
beyond the four walls of the classroom. The theoretical/practical underpinnings of the
“affective-humanistic approach” can also be seen in Krashen’s (1982) “affective filter
hypothesis”. In the affective filter hypothesis, “affect” refers to non-linguistics variables
(motivation/anxiety/fear/nervousness/boredom/self-confidence, etc). If any of the mentioned
(and similarly emotional) variables are high or low, cognition is affected accordingly. In
other words, if the affective filter is low, the chances of learning are better, and vice-versa.
Role-play takes different forms. Games, plays, and simulations are the main categories,
and metaphorical/figurative role-play (mimes, mannequins), analogical role-play,
presentations, experiments, and case-studies (to name only a few) are some sub-categories.
Role-play ranges from partially structured to fully structured and partially scripted to fully
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scripted, depending on the learning goals; such flexibility and range allows teachers to devise
role-play to enhance the experiential sides of their lessons.
Play has a fundamental role in cognitive development from early childhood. Piaget
theorised that children assimilate new knowledge from multiple environmental stimuli and
internalise it; these internal patterns are called schemas and help learners mature with the
play. The richer the play environment is, the better the schemata will be (Piaget, 1951). It can
be generalised that the social, cultural, political, geopolitical, ritual, religious, and the newlyadded digital constructs (as the subsets of the physical world), ranging from verbal to nonverbal cues and communication, are dramatically expanding. The demand of the current era is
to make sense out of everything and to be connected; role-play, as a handy-tool, with proper
training, could mitigate the pressures of “classroom” learning and make the learning
experience engaging, self-motivating, and positively valued.
Games as a mode of role-play are slightly more structured with a set of rules and arouse
feelings of competition. It is a mode that has a “payoff” and a “hope of winning” (Adams,
1973). Games can be physical, mental, verbal, non-verbal, or digital. Simulation games are
“replicas” of real-world experiences and are meant to strengthen reflective thinking (Adams,
1973). In the business world, “dynamic study-cases” are a popular tool to actively engage
learners in the process of learning and has great learning benefits. It has been observed that
students, after experiencing educational games at school, find these games more fascinating
and interesting than games intended for entertainment purposes only (Shaffer, 2006).
Simulation games foster team spirit and collaborative learning. The active role of participants
in terms of their knowledge, skills, and attitudes are “epistemic frames”, a term that refers to
knowledge-building, decision-making, and the overall understanding of the participation
involved. A few types of learning and possible game styles adapted from Prensky are shown
in Table 1 (Prensky, 2001). These can be used and adapted to enhance learning and
awareness in classrooms.
The four “learning environments” with respect to experiential learning are affectivelyoriented, symbolically-oriented, perceptually-oriented, and behaviourally-oriented (Kolb and
Fry, 1975). These orientations help learners feel/think and finally carry out the task/s by
grasping ideas and concepts and then transforming them into reflections and actions. The
impact of learning enhances when the participants make use of all the four orientations. A
similar idea has been advanced in Schon’s theory of reflective practice, where the participants
perform two main tasks, reflecting-in-action and reflecting-on-action, the former includes a
repertoire of experiences (images/previous knowledge/ideas/patterns) to cope with the
problem/task at hand and the latter involves retrospective-thinking (post-task
ideas/discussions/feedback) (Schon, 1983).
Role-play is a great way to accommodate mixed ability students; it helps learners
interpret their place in the world. Role-play also provides shy students with a mask/shield to
indirectly participate in the process. Sometimes it is important to let students draw on
available mental models and also create their own mental models (Gardner, 1991). Such
mental models are of great importance in multidisciplinary classes, especially in science
classes where learners can create their own microscopic view of the world based on
inferences/discussions experiments/performances and observations. Teachers should create
enjoyable and non-threatening learning environments for the students (Chester and Fox,
1996). Role-play allows science teachers to increase the manipulation of factual materials by
the learners (Watson, 1985). Role-play inculcates a sense of “ownership” in the learners
(Danby and Upitis, 1988). This sense of ownership helps learners make headway from being
“dictated” learners to becoming “autonomous” learners. For example, partially-scripted role-
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play could be assigned to the students where they have to explain some scientific
concepts/terminologies with elements of their own creativity.
Role-play could increase ethical and moral awareness in learners, for example through
a role-play on food adulteration. One great example in this regard is the search operations
conducted by some of the representatives of the Pakistan Food Authority over the past few
months to ensure healthy, hygienic, and safe places for eating. Many other examples could be
used to create enriched learning experiences.
Role-play also fosters action-research (AR), which (like role-play) demands “action”.
Over the years, a teacher’s role has evolved; teachers have taken up the roles of instructors,
technicians, facilitators, and counsellors, and have also been viewed as co-participants,
directors, controllers, observers, and role-models (Curran, 1977; Lado, 1964; Lozanov,
1978). In today’s world, a teacher is likely to be seen as a facilitator and a co-participant in
the process of learning. This change in teacher’s role has emanated from AR, which has been
in mainstream education for quite some time; however, its impact on language teaching is
relatively new. Kurt Lewin is mostly accredited as the “father” of AR; he proposed that AR is
like a spiral of steps including circles of planning, action, and fact-finding (Lewin, 1946).
Reflective-teaching, in connection to AR, has gained currency ever since the role of
teacher has become more central to the classroom events as “a researcher on a go’” and as “a
reflective practitioner”. Classroom experiences generally include a routine action and a
reflective action; the former is primarily guided by perfunctory notions in which there is
uncritical belief in tradition and obedience to authority, whereas the latter is both conscious
and cautious – an action that allows us to evaluate and engage in a process of continuous and
active learning (Dewey, 1933). Reflective teaching also strengthens the “richness of
instructional methods/techniques” and “evaluative feedback”.
AR is an evolving paradigm and reflects the methodological revolution. The ultimate
goal of AR is to improve the quality and practices of human interactions by understanding the
problem/issue/task. It consciously aims to improve instructional strategies and increase
students’ achievement by helping them make informed choices through a process of
reflective inquiry. AR thus instigates self-evaluation, critical awareness, contributes to the
existing knowledge of educational community, and improves teaching and learning. AR is
both a cycle of action and a cycle of inquiry. Some salient features of AR adapted from the
works of Wallace and Burns are included in Table 2 (Wallace, 1998; Burns, 2005).
With the growing trend of the teacher as a reflective practitioner, AR can be of great
assistance and help the teacher move successfully along the professional development
continuum. Role-play can be of great value in refining the learning strategies and can make
us more action-oriented; such learning events lead to the essence of the research of learning
from one’s own mistakes/practice/experiences that lends AR its uniqueness. “Reflective
teaching, then, is a holistic approach that emphasises creativity, artistry, and context
sensitivity” (Kumaravadivelu, 2003, p.10). This further places role-play, both as a process
and product of creativity, in its proper context and makes it “classroom-context specific” and
“research-oriented”. To understand the benefits and practical implications of role-play, the
following study was conducted.
METHOD
Participants
Participants in this study included 208 undergraduate students studying ENGL 101 (basic
writing skills course) during the autumn terms in 2014, 2015, and 2016 at a private university
in Pakistan. Out of a total of 208 students 68% were male and 32% were female. 78% of the
participants were Muslim; the rest belonged to different minority religious groups (Christians,
Ahmadis, Hindus, and Sikhs). At the time of the study, the majority (70%) of the students had
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already completed BISE Intermediate education before joining the university; the rest of the
students (27%) had completed their A-level Cambridge education, and a few (2%) had
finished high school. The subjects included in this study came from diverse geographical
backgrounds, but most (71%) were from Lahore, where the university is situated, and from
the province of Punjab (94%). Besides being enrolled in the ENGL 101 course, the
participants were also pursuing their university education in multidisciplinary fields,
including natural sciences (biological sciences, chemistry, physics, biotechnology);
humanities (Urdu, English, mass communication); social sciences (sociology, political
science, geography, economics, mathematics); business studies; and computer sciences. The
average age of the participants was 20.8 (SD = 1.8). Out of the 208 students, 108 were placed
in Group A, and the rest (100 students) were placed in Group B. None of the students in
Group A practised role-play; the students in Group B performed role-play.
MATERIAL AND PROCEDURE
The instructional material used in the study included handouts on paragraph and essay
writing that covered genres of narrative/descriptive/argumentative writing. The students also
studied handouts on summary writing and basic citations in APA format. Only students in
Group B performed a range of partially and fully structured role-play. For essay writing,
students did worksheets and free writing to understand the concept of different
components/sub-components of an essay (introductory paragraph (attention getters, thesis
statement); body paragraphs (topic sentence, supporting details); and conclusion (restatement
of the ideas)). The students were also asked to give PowerPoint presentations on the parts of
speech, and also completed worksheets on summary writing that were multidisciplinary in
nature. Additional writing assignments on argumentative essays were done by students; they
dissected sample argumentative essays using the rubric on argumentative essay during inclass activities. Worksheets on basic APA citations were also filled in by the students. The
students of both groups did similar exercises, but Group B did additional exercises on roleplay. The importance of role-play exercises and theatre was discussed during class lectures.
Students were also shown some videos based on theatre and drama. The students did in-class
role-play based on various disciplines and worked in different teacher assigned groups. The
students were given a scenario and at times deliberate challenges were imposed on the
students’ creativity by giving them only themes. The participants were encouraged to
brainstorm ideas; they had to both write and perform role-play as a team of five or six
members each. Each week all the students in Group B role-played on one theme/topic; all
groups performed one role-play by the end of each week, and this arrangement was uniform
throughout the semester. The students were encouraged to use costumes/sets/props and
incorporate technology whenever needed. The role-plays were timed, keeping in view the
overall class time and strength (number of groups and performers within each group), and
their performance was graded based on a simple sample rubric. The role-play grade/points
were not added to the total points for the purpose of fair grading, as role-play was only
practised by students in Group B. By the end of the (four-month-long) semester, all the
students took a written standardised test. The two questions on the test were an argumentative
essay (800-1000 words) and a summary passage that needed to be reduced to a quarter of the
original length of the text. The papers were graded on the basis of standardised
(argumentative essay and summary) rubrics used by the Department of English for the Basic
Writing Skills courses at the University. In addition, the students also took a three-minute
speech test on various topics at the end of the semester. The speech test was graded using a
rubric (shown in Table 3) adapted from the speech rubric used by the Quality Enhancement
Cell of the institution at the time when students take the English spoken competency exam as
part of their degree requirement. Oral and written feedback by the instructor and peers were
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given, and pre- and post-task discussions were also carried out. Students were asked and
encouraged to note down their reflections and write free text comments in a journal, and were
also encouraged to share their reflections before a new role-play task was assigned to them.
For role-play, the students were given a preparation checklist and were encouraged to
visit/revisit it. As part of their final role-play assessment, the students in Group B were given
a theme on which they had to do a final role-play as a proper stage/theatre performance (with
proper sets/props/costumes). An auditorium was booked for this purpose and proper
arrangements were ensured.
FINDINGS
Based on the scores of the students placed in Groups A and B, it was observed that Group B
overall had a higher score on both the written and spoken tests. It was also observed that
students who performed role-play produced better writing compositions (on the test), and the
content of their speech was also comparatively better than Group A. Group B also developed
a better understanding of the conventions and mechanism of good academic writing and
improved speaking skills. Group B had an average score of 89.6%, which is equivalent to Agrade, according to the standard grading criteria of the university, and Group A had an
average score of 80.4%, equivalent to a B-grade. Besides the test scores, non-linguistics
variables were also observed and a gradual improvement in performance, enthusiasm,
motivation, and confidence were noticed in the students.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of giving partially and fully structured role-plays to the participants was to help
them gain a better understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses and identify their
inner potential through the process of self-reflection and introspection, and to be ultimately
inspired by their creative bent of mind. The intended purpose of selecting multidisciplinary
topics for role-play (besides improving language skills) was to help students develop a better
conceptual understanding, to promote reflective thinking by engaging them in the process of
active learning and AR, and to raise metacognitive awareness. The roles were sufficiently
flexible to be played and adapted by students in multiple cohorts. The purpose of the final
staged role-play was manifold: (a) to check the overall improvement in personality,
confidence, and expression of the students; (b) to familiarise students with theatrical
performances and their impact; (c) to motivate students; and (d) to conclude role-play on a
more positive note. Overall, role-play was reported to be a great tool and an effective means
of learning and improving communication and writing skills. Informal discussions with the
students shed further light on the overall experience of the participants, who matured
throughout the experience and came out more confident, more motivated, and better
performers, with a notable improvement in their written and spoken expressions.
CONCLUSION
A theoretical/practical foundation for the use of role-play has been discussed in this paper.
The results identify that role-play can be employed in multifarious ways in multidisciplinary
fields to make teaching and learning more meaningful, creative, and action-oriented. The
overall purpose of the literature reviewed and the study conducted was to highlight the
importance of role-play as a valuable learning tool in improving the written and spoken
expressions, along with other language proficiency skills and non-linguistic variables
(motivation/confidence/personality development). While role-play has garnered great
attention in some classes, its importance is still underrated in many educational settings, but
this under-rated reputation is not undeserved. Although role-play has challenges of its own in
terms of time-management and a conducive and proper environment for practising it, lack of
proper teacher training programs and hesitation of learners are some of the main contributing
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factors for its inefficacy. Nonetheless, the importance of role play cannot be undermined. If
we look at the overall job/market trends, we will find that indubitably the most pressing
demand placed by management staff on subordinates/team members/colleagues is to come up
with “innovative” and “creative” ideas. Content knowledge and skills are important to gain
supremacy in different vocations, but role-play will certainly add value if employed in the
mainstream educational curriculum. Overall, role-play has a positive impact and grooms
minds and personalities in many ways; it increases the chances of overall success and gives
new perspectives. Role-play as used in this study played a positive role in strengthening the
learning capacities of the students, and the overall success rate was encouraging.
Future/further research should focus on the ways in which role-play can be made part of the
mainstream curriculum, and should also focus on strategies that can motivate teachers and
students to use this valuable tool.
TABLES
Table 1: (Types of learning and possible game styles, adapted from Prensky, 2001)
Content
Examples
Learning activities
Possible
game
styles
Facts
Laws/policies
Questions/drill/memorisation Game
show
competitions/
flashcard/sports
games/mnemonics
Skills

Interviewing/teaching/selli
-ng, project management

Imitation/coaching

Theories

Marketing
rationales/concepts

Questioning/experimentation

Detective
games/role-play

Simulation/buildin
g/constructing
games,
reality
testing games
Creativit Invention/product design
Play
Puzzles/invention
y
games
Language Acronyms, business or Imitation/immersion/continuo Flashcard
professional jargon/s
us practice
games/reflex//role
-play
Table 2: (Based on the works of Wallace, 1998, and Burns, 2005)
Some Salient features of AR and an An illustrative plan of action
illustrative plan of action
AR helps in:
Identify the problem area/task/action to be
studied:
• identifying classroom management
• collecting
data
about
the
• resolving management issues problem/task
time/relationship issues
• organising/analysing/interpreting
• allocating materials and sources
data
• identifying the strengths/weaknesses of
• developing/Implementing a plan
teaching areas
• evaluating results
• identifying the learning goal
• recording the feedback
• monitoring
student
behaviour/achievement/motivation
• seeing results in the light of new
perspectives
• developing deeper understanding of
classroom practices
• identifying new problem
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•
•
•
•
•
•

•

better
understanding
of
the
modes/methods of carrying out
research
lessening sense of isolation by
fostering collegiality and congeniality
inculcating the sense of voicing
opinions and sharing problems
coping with personal challenges
increasing
satisfaction/professional
growth
coping with factors impinging on
classrooms

repeating the process

Table 3: (Speech rubric adapted from the Spoken English competency exam rubric used at
FCC)
COMPREHENSION
1
Has great difficulty in
comprehending what is
said and with frequent
repetition

2
Has less difficulty in
comprehending what is
said
with
little
repetition

FLUENCY
1
Becomes silent at times
because
of
language
limitations

2
3
4
Disruptive
speech Mostly fluent with few Speech is fluent
because of searching lapses
and effortless
for words/expressions

VOCABULARY
1
Comprehensibility
of
speech
is
negatively
impacted
because
of
misuse
of
words/expressions

2
Frequently uses wrong
words;
speech
is
incomprehensible
because of limited
vocabulary

3
Occasionally
uses
wrong words because
of lexical inadequacies
but the speech is
mostly comprehensible

4
Uses appropriate
vocabulary
and
expressions

2
Pronunciation
problems
lead
to
misunderstandings as
the listener has to make
a careful effort to
comprehend the speech

3
Mostly
intelligible
with
occasional
inappropriate
intonation patterns

4
Appropriate
pronunciation and
intonation patterns

2
3
Frequent grammar and Makes
occasional
word order errors that grammar and word
obscure meaning
order errors that do not
obscure meaning

4
No mistakes of
grammar and word
order

PRONUNCIATION
1
The speech is unintelligible
because of a lot of
repetition/mispronunciation

GRAMMAR
1
Wrong use of grammar that
makes
comprehension
difficult
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3
Almost comprehends
everything
with
occasional repetition

4
Comprehends
what is said with
no repetition
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