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to her personality, which, if utilized by the
proper authorities, could have saved her an
excruciating experience.

Of course role-playing is only one of many
teaching techniques, albeit a highly-honed
tool in the hands of a master craftsman. By
taking part in sociodramas many times, under
competent guidance, teachers and teachers-
to-be can learn many skills needed for the
successful use of this method. They can then
use role-playing in their own classes advan-
tageously and often.

Even if it is used only a few times, role-
playing can add variety to a class at the
college level or to a workshop; and variety
usually adds to teaching and to learning.

Many or perhaps most college professors
today need to be retrained in the art and
science of teaching. They need to become
coaches, on the sidelines, rather than quarter-
backs, halfbacks, or linesmen. They need to
become directors of stage productions rather
than the stars in them. Role-playing is one
excellent method of helping such persons to
become facilitators of learning and observers
of behavior rather than the central actors.

There are even some ways in which role-
playing in college classes and in workshops
is superior to student teaching or regular
teaching. For example, it is possible in role-
playing to enact a situation, then to discuss
it, and to reenact it. That is not possible in

a regular classroom situation. Likewise, a -

group can concentrate for a few minutes on
a given problem and alternative solutions to
it rather than devoting an entire period to
this problem or situation. Ordinarily this is
not possible in a regular classroom.
SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR USING
ROLE-PLAYING

Space precludes a detailed account of how
role-playing can be carried on most effectively
with social studies teachers. Readers can
find a wealth of suggestions in the general
references on role-playing at the end of this
article. However, there are a few hints which
can be highlighted here on the effective use
of role-playing with social studies teachers
or teachers-to-be.

Of prime importance is the climate of the

classroom or workshop. Role-playing will
succeed only if an atmosphere of spontaneity,
reality, frankness, kindness, and mutual aid
is created. This can be accomplished in part
by the willingness of the director to “let his
hair down” and to play roles himself, setting
the stage for similar spontaneity by the
others involved. Not every college professor
or workshop director will be able to be so
flexible. If you are not willing to become a
“ham” yourself, you had better not use this
method.

Likewise, the director must set the stage
for a frank and realistic discussion of the
roles played. But frankness needs to be
mixed generously with kindness. It has been
my practice, for example, to preface negative
comments on role-playing with complimen-
tary remarks, even if I had to strain some-
times to do this. And I have insisted on this
procedure with participants. Most harsh
criticisms need to be saved by the director
for personal conferences outside of class
rather than being discussed in class, especi-
ally at the outset of role-playing. Directors
of sociodramas may be tempted at times to
2o beyond their depth in counselling. Few
of us are psychiatrists or even psychologists.
We need, therefore, to post a sign in our
minds, warning us to “Proceed with Caution,”
in our counselling.

As preparation for role-playing, a potential
director should have seen sociodramas en-
acted and have taken part in them. He should
have read some of the literature on this
strategy or method. He may want to ask a
master of this method to come to his class or
workshop to work with his students or to
serve as an observer, making suggestions to
the class and/or to the director.

Almost all future participants in role-
playing need some preparation, too. They
should have a brief presentation of its meth-
ods and values and have done a little reading
on it. If they can observe a role-playing ses-
sion, so much the better. And there needs to
be some discussion of this strategy before they
take part in it, clarifying what their roles
are to be. However, much more realistic
discussions will take place after initial at-
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tempts have been made to use this method.

My own preference for the opening role-
playing situations is to have the group select
a problem or topic and then to become the
teacher myself. The participants are then
assigned roles of pupils or asked to pick their
own roles. This puts the burden of proof on
the usefulness of this method on me. These
opening sociodramas can be brief, allowing
time for the participants to evaluate the role
of the teacher. Very soon they can be asked
how they felt (as slow learners or fast learn-
ers or as other pupils).

It has been my practice to select the first
students who will play the roles of teachers,
usually asking them outside of class if they
are willing to assume such roles. I have not
introduced role-playing until I knew the
participants fairly well and could hazard a
guess as to who could play such roles suc-
cessfully. This means deciding in advance
who are the most mature, flexible individuals
in the class and the least sensitive to criti-
cisms. With such persons little advance
preparation outside of class is necessary.

With participants who are more hesitant
to play the role of teacher in front of their
peers, I have usually suggested that they pick
a situtation which they wanted to act out.

By asking the participants to play the roles
of pupils in a class, two objectives are sought.
One is to get them to think in terms of
how pupils react to classroom situations and
teaching. The other is to encourage them to
“loosen up” as individuals and to learn to
take part in role-playing as individuals in-
stead of merely being observers. From the
very first sociodrama, we begin to talk about
how the pupils feel, as well as how the
teacher performed.

In almost every group in which I have con-
ducted sociodramas, some participants have
found it difficult to play the roles of pupils.
At first they tend to be observers of the pro-
fessor or consultant and to be highly amused
at what he is doing. Usually a few partici-
pants will start laughing or create a dis-
ciplinary situation where it is not really
warranted. This possible reaction needs to
be discussed before the role-playing starts.

If it takes place, I always stop the role-
playing to encourage the group to react real-
istically, or even to warn them not to act as
adults. Firmness at this point will pay rich
dividends; laxness will probably ruin the
simulations. If the participants do create
disturbances merely to test the reaction of
the teacher, I stop and discuss why they have
done this, Usually it is because they are afraid
of disciplinary situations. Therefore the
role-playing has uncovered one of their basic
fears and it is time to discuss this openly
with them. These are cries for help —and a
need to be honored. Sometimes the situation
has called for such reactions; usually it has
not. So we have a good opportunity to suggest
situations where disciplinary troubles are
likely to arise, and how to deal with them or
avert them, and to role-play such situations.

Ordinarily five to ten minutes are enough
for the initial sessions. The person playing
the role of teacher has already revealed much
about himself or herself. Comments can then
be made about the person teaching — his
voice, his bearing, his ability to involve the
pupils immediately, his vocabulary, his use
of concrete illustrations, ete.

Most participants playing the role of
teacher will resent the fact that the role-
playing has been stopped so soon. They will
protest that they have merely gotten started.
Sometimes that is a valid objection. But
usually they have no idea how much they
have already revealed about themselves as
teachers. In a discussion of their perform-
ance, they will soon learn how much the
class had learned about them. If they want,
then, to continue, they are usually encouraged
to do so.

In many instances they are willing, and
sometimes eager, to replay the situation after
discussion has taken place. This is a highly
productive aspect of role-playing and they
should be encouraged to do so, especially
where their initial effort was not too good.
In other cases they are ready to watch some-
one else replay the situation, learning by their
observation of a peer. Whenever possible, the
original role-player should be encouraged
eventually to replay a bad situation in order
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to have a successful experience and to profit
from his mistakes.

Whenever possible the participants are
encouraged to criticize what has transpired
because we learn better in most instances
from our peers than from a college professor
or workshop director. From the very first,
however, participants are encouraged to make
positive as well as negative remarks about
what has taken place. This is important to
preserve the ego of the person who has played
the leading role — and it is an important
lesson for teachers and teachers-to-be to learn
as guides to younger people.

As the group becomes more adept at role-
playing, I have sometimes stopped one person
and asked another individual if he would be
willing to proceed from where the original
teacher left off. For some this can be a
threatening experience. Therefore the choice
of a person to play the role of a teacher on
the spur-of-the moment must be carefully
considered, — and that person given a chance
to say “No.” However, this is a wonderful
way in which to evaluate the flexibility of
participants. Some persons even find this
easier than knowing in advance that they are
to be “on the spot;” they have less time to
worry about how they will perform.

Some participants who have worked closely
with pupils and know how they tend to react,
maintain that participants in college classes
or workshops do not replicate the reactions

of pupils. Often these critics are correct in
their criticisms. However, this does give us
a chance to discuss how pupils do react and
to begin to realize that all groups do not
react in the same way even to similar situa-
tions. Moreover, perfect simulations are not
necessary for learning to take place.

Role-playing has many possibilities in the
realistic education of social studies teachers
as well as in learning situations with pupils.
Have you given it a try? Should you? If you
have used this method, could you use it more
and/or better? Good luck in your efforts. It
can be fun as well as good learning.
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