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ABSTRACT
Throughout the years, preparing the individuals for a demanding life and providing the society with socially and intellectually mature citizens have been one of the most important missions of schooling. Assuming this noble mission, educators have sought ways to fulfill the individual’s need of being proficient enough to cope with the challenges of the world. In order to achieve this end, through the behaviorist reign, the learner has been regarded as a passive member of the classroom which is shaped by the holy dominance of the omnipotent instructor. But things have turned to a new dimension – the teacher is no longer “the sage on the stage” but the silent overseer in the back. Modern methodology fosters a shift from teacher-centered to student-centered and even student-generated approaches, leaving enough space for maneuver to the individual learner and laying emphasis on the power of self-instruction and responsibility for learning. The greatest emphasis of the instructional act should be placed on the students’ exploration of their own attitudes and values. The practical part of this article will explore in detail the theoretical and the empirical dimensions of one of the most important basic active learning activities – simulations.

Keywords: simulations, classroom practice, functional English, problem solving
1. INTRODUCTION

One of the foremost responsibilities of language teachers is to create and implement speaking methods that actually build oral language proficiency. To do this, many researchers and practitioners alike have suggested the power of simulations to transpose the normal classroom into an authentic setting where language skills can be practiced in more realistic conditions. A simulation task is given and participants are required to resolve a problem of some kind using their own life experience and character. Simulations mimic real life situations as closely as possible.

Simulations can be very complex, and are used widely in management training, for example, in which a whole conference might be simulated.  However, they can be used very successfully in the EFL/ESL classroom, in a much simpler form, and we have found them very effective. They are exciting, provocative and productive. In our opinion, simulations are much more effective than role-plays, especially at Intermediate level and above. Thus said, we can anticipate that simulations do have to be carefully planned, and follow on from language and skills work which prepare the event.

2. THEORETICAL APPROACHES

The most common view of simulations is that they provide a way of creating a rich communicative environment (a representation of reality) where students actively become a part of some real-world systems and function according to predetermined roles as members of that group. More important, however, is the notion that a simulation becomes reality and students can get actively involved in what they are performing without focusing too much on the environmental details, but rather on the language to be produced in that particular realistic context. Among the innate benefits of simulations we emphasize the fact that they fulfill the students' need for realism – a desire to “relate to life 'out there' beyond the classroom’s box-like walls” [1]; they increase student (and teacher) motivation, especially for those in EFL situations who might see English as a deferred need at best; they dismantle the normal teacher-student relationship so that students take control of their own performance within the simulation, leading towards "declassrooming" the classroom [2]; they help the learner confront and identify with the target culture. Simulations also have the great affective advantage of reducing anxiety levels , which is essential to language development. [3]
There are three essential elements of simulations that need to be fulfilled in order for this type of activity to achieve the desired effect: 

1.  Reality of function – participants are assigned roles and are told they must fully accept them both mentally and behaviorally as if they were actually those people; 

2.  Simulated environment – a realistic setting constructed to enhance role-acceptance by utilizing a variety of realia;

3. Structure – the whole action is built around a set of problems or tasks, thus following the task-based model of teaching, which has been advocated to suit military English classes.

Simulations are sometimes difficult to distinguish from the role-plays, especially since the language and functions to be practiced in both overlap. Nevertheless, we included them in a distinct category, since they are lengthier, more complex and are, as demonstrated so far, accompanied by extra-linguistic elements (prompts, realia, specific setting, etc.) They even include “revisited” elements of role-play, combined and intertwined with more complex types of activities: data analysis, discussion of options, argumentations, decision-making, etc.

3. SIMULATIONS IN CLASSROOM PRACTICE

As demonstrated by classroom practice, simulations can be used in order to cover a wide range of topics and functions in any task-based curriculum: services, shopping, at the restaurant, buying/renting a flat, renting a car, booking a holiday, checking into a hotel, etc. Since the topics and functions to be taught and practiced overlap at some point between proficiency levels (mainly intermediate and advanced), we will make a distinction between the types of simulations used for each level. The simulations that are suitable and applicable for the intermediate level have been called Survival or Functional English, while the ones proved more effective with advanced learners are in the category of Problem Solving and Decision Making, since they require more complex cognitive and linguistic skills.

3.1. Functional English (at the airport, at the hotel, at the restaurant, at the post office, at the bank, at the doctor’s)

These simulations are a good way of practicing language targeted on the topic. The role-play activity is usually accompanied by vocabulary handouts meant to activate and consolidate previously introduced structures. The functional English that students are subjected to is related to checking in, getting through customs, booking, ordering food, making transactions, explaining symptoms, etc. This practice falls under the situational instructional model and has the great advantage of having learners use the target language in order to cope with real-life situations most of them have or will definitely experience. Examples of such activities are to be found under the category Survival English, which includes functional English topics, adapted for the intermediate level such as eating out (At the Restaurant), services (At the Bank, At the Doctor’s, At the Post Office, At the Airport, At the Hotel), shopping (At the Supermarket), etc.
For these types of simulations, one student is usually asked to come up to the front and the teacher tries to practice a sample of the task cold, before setting the actual context in the class. Such a practice has two goals: the teacher can get a preview of the way students are expected to accomplish the task and can regulate whatever misunderstandings, language errors or limitations that may occur; secondly, it gives the teacher the opportunity to assess the degree of difficulty of the task: if it proves to be too easy, it is generally a good idea to introduce complications; if the level of the task is higher than the students’ actual level, it will demonstrate the need to practice that particular language area and motivates learners to get involved in something they need to be able to cope with in real-life.  

The preparation for the activity having been done with, the class is then divided in two groups, those who solicit and those who offer different services (customers/clients/patients – clerks/waiters/doctors). Each student gets a role sheet which further explains the task/s they have to accomplish and gives a sample of the type of conversation to be carried out. In addition to that, learners get deeper into the reality of the simulated context by receiving any kind of realia that is suitable for the accomplishment of the task (an airport map, a restaurant menu, fake money, bank checks, a stethoscope, etc). The students then proceed to actually solving the tasks they are given, while the teacher circulates, monitors and helps with language or corrections when necessary. At some point half-way through, the activity is stopped and students are asked to swap roles, so that everyone gets the chance to be exposed to various areas of the language and functions to be practiced.

We generally encourage our students to adapt the setting of the classroom to the context of the activity and they usually display a great deal of creativity in re-arranging the classroom to suit their imaginary layout. One challenging aspect about this type of activities is to watch the students get into the shoes of the characters they impersonate, which allows them to supplement language with attitudinal elements (patients are really aching, students who have to queue at the bank become really impatient, waiters at the restaurant sometimes play their role with a bored and cold attitude, etc). The fact that students often do so, without being told to, adds a twist of their personality to the simulation and validates the theory that such activities are one of the best to be used when we want learners to be actively involved in what they are doing. Practicing the language this way becomes a fun, relaxing activity, and students get swept away by the context itself, without worrying too much about language mistakes or lack of ideas. Such simulations flow naturally, involve even the shiest speakers and have the great advantage of practicing a whole array of functions and language in a very close-to-reality context. Learning by doing is the best way to internalize and become conscious of the language and getting involved in such contexts in the classroom actually provides students with real life skills, which they will definitely use in order to solve common, real life situations in the target language. 
3.2. Problem Solving/Decision Making

Since the approved curriculum for the courses organized in military institutions advocates a bigger ratio of military English to be introduced in the advanced course syllabus, it is only natural that activities designed for these particular groups include more professionally-generated and military-oriented language tasks. Under this category we have as a well-defined activity the usage of military simulations focused on problem solving and decision making processes. Such activities are extremely complex, require extensive preparation, a good command of not only general but also specific military terminology, solid background professional knowledge and expertise and a high level of confidence and comfort with the topic and with the language. 

Simulations under this category stem from real-life combat or non-combat situations that students are exposed to in the preparation stage with the help of various integrated-skill activities. One example of such a simulation is entitled Novarovia, (www.britishcouncil.org/militaryenglish) put under the category Problem solving/Decision Making.
In the first part of the activity, students are presented the situation, either through reading or listening or with the help of a power point presentation that incorporates both. It is important at this stage that the teacher controls the input and the way it is received by the learners, since the entire outcome of the activity heavily depends on how much the students relate to and internalize the situation. The input information is explained, discussed and analyzed in terms of language (vocabulary and grammar structures) as well as of concepts applicable to high-level courses (leadership, military strategy, course of action, rules of engagement, human rights, etc.)

It is important to set a clear context of the situation, so that the students understand all the characteristics and dimensions of the issue. A detailed presentation of the scene includes information regarding the political and social setting, and assigns the students their particular role in this simulation. At this point, it is essential to draw attention upon a crucial distinction between role-plays and simulations. The way we see and practice these two particular activities clearly distinguishes between two basic conceptual characteristics: a role-play puts learners in familiar situations where they have to be themselves or assume a part that is very similar to what they do in real life (thus the usage of role-plays specifically targeted to intermediate groups), while simulations, by the virtue of their complexity, set up unfamiliar contexts which automatically entail unfamiliar roles (low-hierarchy military people have to assume the role of commanders, higher ranks may be reduced to simple executants of decisions instead of remaining decision-makers, the professional category may change as soldiers become lawyers, teachers, doctors, etc.)

The next step in setting the frame of the simulation is to explain the vision or the mission behind the activity, which is generally presented in one paragraph. The situational approach slowly shifts towards a task-based teaching model, as students are asked to filter information and break the theoretical information into smaller operational chunks. Therefore, one of the primary tasks for this activity would be to have students set up their own goals and objectives for the mission. Once this stage is accomplished, students group, establish a common set of objectives and decide on a course of action to be followed in order to accomplish the specific goals. In order to do so, students must activate vocabulary and grammar structures, and must use language at a high conceptual level, while using and building up critical thinking abilities (summarizing, paraphrasing, expressing and defending point of view, argumenting, negotiating, concluding, etc). In the next stage, each student takes up a role in the simulation (UN personnel, political representative, military commander, civilian authority) and tailors the decision making process and the final solution according to the profile of his/her part. The final product of the simulation consists of a briefing, structured and delivered according to a given pattern, in which each participant will have to present, argument and support his decision/solution from the perspective of his/her role.

The complexity of such an activity is given by the fact that it uses a wide array of language-learning techniques. It is an excellent vehicle for developing students’ discussion skills, while involving reading, listening, writing, specific language structures and functions, and particular areas of vocabulary. Although it may be argued against on the grounds of being time consuming and irrelevant unless the target population is actually dealing with such situations as part of their professional experience, this type of activity transposes students into a different world and the experience in itself becomes extremely enriching and rewarding.

Nonetheless, the usage of military-flavored simulations does not rule out the need for simulations on general topics to be found in the advanced course syllabus, such as advertising, economy, charity, environment, crime, etc. The example given here, entitled Supermarket Magic is a decision making meeting aimed at establishing whether to introduce subliminal messages onto taped supermarket music or not, in an attempt to fight shop-lifting [4]. The simulation is suitable for the practice and reinforcement of vocabulary and concepts discussed under the umbrella of several topics, such as advertising or crime, so it would best fit a review session at the end of the course or before an evaluation. Our personal application of this activity was to use it for evaluation purposes, in order to informally assess students’ speaking skills, with focus on language functions, in an original format. In order to bridge this gap between simulations and testing, we have adapted this activity for evaluation purposes, taking into account the need and desire to measure language proficiency in a realistic context. In the end, our main goal was to provide some measure of both the process (how they approached the task in English by reviewing, organizing and weighing alternatives, deliberating over the information available to them, etc.) and the product (the decision they reached, demonstrating their functional English language skills). 
The suitable level for this activity is upper intermediate to advanced, its estimated time is two hours and the main objective is to develop discussion skills, with focus on speaking functions (expressing point of view, persuading, agreeing and disagreeing). The materials students need are: notes to participants, role cards, home office reports, and newspaper articles. The activity starts with a short lead-in on the issue of shop-lifting, which is a good opportunity to reactivate vocabulary and concepts on the topic. Students are then given the notes to participants, and are guided through the situation so that everyone understands what is involved and what is expected from them. The next stage is to assign students their roles, by distributing the role cards randomly. Then the students are told that in order to fulfill the task of making a sound, argumented decision, they might need to consult the “library” that has been set up in one corner of the classroom, where they can find documents to refer to in order to get additional information about the situation they are going to analyze. The purpose of the activity is to hold a final meeting, in which participants decide whether introducing subliminal messages onto taped supermarket music as a deterrent to shop-lifting is a good idea or not.

Littlejohn suggests that ”the use of simulations as a testing device is […] an important development since it should be possible to replicate the situations in which learners will have to use the language.” [5] He also feels that this kind of replication allows us to view not only the language product but also the process by which that language emerged. The rationale behind the idea of using simulations as an assessment method is that whereas standardized evaluation methods offer insight on how the student might do in a real setting, simulations indicate how the student actually performs. The evaluation of such an activity is indeed a very challenging endeavor. One suggested recipe would be to use a mélange of assessment tools, both objective and subjective. The first one is to use a video camera or a tape recorder and exploit the recorded material in a later self-correction session or in a student and/or teacher-generated feedback session. Although this method is extremely effective and provides authentic samples to be objectively evaluated at a later time, students feel reluctant to being filmed or recorded and the degree of discomfort they experience is very likely to affect their performance. We usually avoid putting my students in such uncomfortable situations and, even though we are familiar with the theory behind this practice, we choose to do some extra in-class effort and monitor them thoroughly and extensively throughout the activity rather than having them recorded.

We have preferred the use of the second advocated method and organized a debriefing session in order to assess how the final decision was reached and to give feedback on the language usage and correct possible errors.  The ultimate success of any simulation hinges on the efficacy of this wrap-up session, where students and the teacher can openly discuss behaviors, outcomes, general language difficulties, and the contextual appropriateness of their language discourse. Because the teacher, as the controller, does not take part in the simulation, he/she is able to look in as an observer without inhibiting students from assuming their roles. 

Although there are several different approaches to debriefing, we have chosen to hold a one-hour session the next class period, giving us time to reflect back on the simulation and organize our comments regarding students’ behavioral or linguistic errors that were most apparent, and giving students a needed respite from such an intensive experience. Pedagogically speaking, this break also allows the teacher to view or listen to the tapes (if the case), record observations, and prepare follow-up classroom lessons in the form of short role plays to reinforce areas that need improvement. 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

Since the world inside the classroom often differs so much from real-life experience, which makes students feel that the knowledge they encounter in school is inapplicable to their lives, the advocated use of simulations for communicative purposes engages the learners in first-hand experiences of knowledge which successfully bridge the gap between “reality” and “classroom.” Experiential learning acquired through simulations allows students to ”thematize” their lives while reaching a deeper and more personal understanding of the material to be covered. This becomes particularly important with military students, since they definitely need a wider range of real-life skills, regardless of the media they manifest through. Therefore, teaching the language must be supplemented by the development of critical thinking skills and consequently, learning the method takes precedence over the content: the how over the what. 

The experiential process provided by simulations involves a gradual transfer of autonomy from teacher to student, made possible through strategies of problem solving and inference. By provoking students to develop their own theories concerning somewhat cryptic information, they obtain empowerment and inspiration. Personal experience is, therefore, transformed into knowledge in order to create a “framework of meaning” which encodes the information more efficiently in the student's brain. Since information is transferred more effectively when people learn with understanding rather than merely memorize sets of facts, the student's educational experience should benefit from the implementation of active learning techniques. 
The practice of using simulations as a pedagogical learning and testing tool in the classroom offered students and teachers alike a great sense of fulfillment and satisfaction in taking part in activities that are innovative, pragmatic in nature, and fun. 
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