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Dialogues: Moving away from the
words on the page in five easy steps
K E V I N  S T E I N

lines or so. But once you wander away to 
a different part of the room, they are just
going to go back to staring at the script. 
So get the paper out of their hands. This
activity is a variation on reading technique
originally promoted by Michael West and
further developed by John Fanselow (1991).
Have students put the printed text of their
dialogues on a desk just off to the side.
They can look at the paper as often and for
as long as they want. But before they start
talking, they have to flip the page over. 
And not only do they have to flip it over, 
they have to count to three before they talk. 
Yes, I realise that this will make things even
more stilted sounding. But only at the start
of the exercise. If they have those sense
group slashes marked on their dialogue,
most of the students will be able to hold 
one syntactic grouping within their working
memory. And the more they practice saying
that one natural chunk of language, the
more human they will sound. 

3. Less becomes More. Students refuse to
let go of their dialogue worksheets because
they don’t feel that they’ve remembered the
words. They don’t feel they’ve remembered
the words because they keep relying on that
piece of paper. So how about showing the
students that they are actually remembering
huge swaths of language while they
practice. How? By having them whittle away
at the text. After a few practices with the
dialogue, have them rewrite the dialogue
without any vowels.  A line like, I have to
catch the 6 o’clock bus for Bugharvest, ends
up looking like, – hv t ctch th 6 clclk bs fr
Bghrvst. This will provide them with enough
information so they will be able to say their
lines, but it will tax their working memory
enough to aid in memorization (Craik &
Tulving, 1975). The next step is to rewrite
the dialogue again, only this time, students
only get to jot down the first letter of each
word and then a dash for each remaining
letter.  So they would end up with: 
I h_ _ _  t_  c_ _ _ _  t_ _  s_ _  O_ _ _ _ _ 
b_ _  f_ _  B_ _ _ _ _ _. At the beginning of
the year, my students met this task with a
lot of moaning and complaining about how
I’d asked them to do the impossible. But
actually, by this point in a lesson, students
have pretty much remembered most of the
dialogue and find that the first letters of
each word is more than enough information
for them to be able to say their lines. 

4. In your own words (and in L1): at this
point, if students are still highly reliant on
the printed text, it might be worth letting
them write out an L1 equivalent (not word 

At a recent lesson exchange event, a number
of teachers shared plans or classroom ideas
for using dialogues. Some of the dialogues
were interactional, the focus being primarily
on the relationship between the people
involved in the conversation. Other dialogues
were transactional, focused on getting
something done. But regardless if the
dialogue was a friendly chat about a recently
seen movie or if it was a short phone call 
to order a large pizza with ham and extra
onions, teachers identified one major area 
of concern: students get stuck in the 
read-the-words-off-the-paper-without-looking-up
stage of dialogue practice. Even if they do
manage to look away from the paper once in
a while, students rarely sound natural or
seem to genuinely engage with one another.

So what are a few things a teacher can do 
to help pull students away from the page?
How can we help the students to actually
‘get into’ what they are saying? This year 
I used dialogues as the primary materials 
for my beginner and lower-intermediate level
dedicated speaking classes. And while what
worked with my students, it might not
necessarily go down like a storm in your
class, when I used the following activities,
students in my class could finish up a 
50-minute lesson and present a dialogue
with: no paper in their hand, a decent sense
of prosody, and an occasionally surprising
and authentic seeming gesture or two.

1. Listening for silence. Before getting into
the nitty-gritty of dialogue practice, have
students listen to the dialogue and write a
slash between words whenever they hear a
pause. These chunks of language between
the slashes are called sense groups or
syntactic groupings. During dialogue practice,
if students try to produce a full sense group
at a time, they will immediately sound much
more natural. Added bonus: it gives the
students a good reason to really listen to the
dialogue a few times before they have to
produce it. I think one of the primary reasons
students keep their eyes glued to the words
on the page is because that’s all they have 
to work with. Unless a student has a chance
to hear a dialogue multiple times (and in 
my experience 6 or 7 times is the bare
minimum), they are going to have no
confidence in their ability to orally produce 
the language on the page.

2. Look/Think/Turn Over/1-2-3-Speak.
Students love the paper in their hands. 
They grip it, stare at it, refuse to glance up
from it. You can command your students to,
“make eye contact”. And they will, for a few

to word translation) of each sense group 
in the dialogue. I know that there is some
controversy about how much translation, 
and L1 in general, we should be using in 
the class, but if you are really having a hard
time prying students away from the printed
dialogue, it might simply be a sign that, as
they are speaking, they are trying to puzzle
out the meaning of what they are saying. 
The more sure they are about the meaning,
the more confidence they will have in trying 
to convey that meaning and not simply
saying the words.  When my students have
access to a sense group translation as a
kind of cheat sheet for their final round of
practice, they are much more willing to use
gestures to help convey meaning and
sometimes even try on different accents.

5. Put some ground beneath their feet. 
A few years ago, the teacher in charge of 
the drama thread of our English program
observed a class of mine which made
extensive use of dialogues. During our
feedback session, the drama teacher asked
if I ever gave the students a set of stage
directions. He grabbed a script for a play 
off his desk and pointed to the stage
directions at the start of the scene and 
said something like, “Without a stage, a
set, and some props, students are floating
in an ocean of words. But even without all
those things, a good set of stage directions
can set the students down on firmer
ground.” So if your students are gripping
their dialogue sheets like a castaway
clinging to a life-preserver, perhaps what
they really need is some stage directions.
Here is an example of simple stage
directions for a dialogue about one high
school student asking another high school
student for help with their homework:

John and Tracy are in the park near the
school. John is sitting on a bench, holding a
book. He looks worried. Tracy is standing
under a tree a few feet from John.  She
notices him and walks over.

But, but, but…a final word
Yes, I realise that almost all of these
activities seem to give the students a good
excuse to stare even harder at the paper in
their hands. Slashes between sense groups
usually mean students look at the paper
longer so that they can remember where 
to pause; words without vowels take time 
to decode which also means more time
staring at the paper; and of course stage
directions have to be read and understood.
But even though this series of steps results
in more interaction with the paper over the
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course of a class, it also provides the kind
of support and framework for students to
eventually set the paper down on their 
desk and walk away from it. And when they
do walk away from it, they are sure of:

• what they have to say
• how to say it
• what it means
• where they are saying it

A student who knows all these things about
a dialogue has a much better chance of
speaking their lines, if not with emotional
conviction, at least with a healthy dose of
confidence. And in my experience, it is 
when students step off from a place of
confidence that real acts of communication
can finally start to take place.
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Editor’s Note: An earlier version of this article first
appeared on Kevin Stein’s blog, The Other Things Matter
(https://theotherthingsmatter.wordpress.com/) on
February 21, 2015. Reprinted with the kind permission
of the author.
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