The on- going role-play in Suggestopedia
Introduction

The present article will make an attempt to answer the following questions:

1. What do we mean by on-going ( or continuous) role-play in foreign language teaching ( FLT) suggestopedia ( as it was practiced at the Institute of Suggestology in Sofia in the period 1974-1991)
2. How do we achieve and sustain it?

3. What are its advantages and disadvantages?

4. Is it relevant outside the suggestopedic FL class-room?

In order to understand better what is meant by continuous role-play we will start with a classroom situation. Imagine, you need to learn some Bulgarian and you enroll in a language class which will apply special methodology. One the first day your teacher suggests to you that you should join an international team of experts which is to advise the Bulgarian government how to overcome the economic, social and psychological crisis its people are currently undergoing. Before you fly to this country you will have to learn some Bulgarian and also get some information about the place. The teacher is extremely encouraging and willing to help you. She introduces herself as Mrs Raina  Koleva, an official from  the Ministry of  Social Welfare in Bulgaria. You all speak English but unfortunately her English is not good. Most of the time you  have to speak Bulgarian. But who are you? Here is a list of names, countries and professions to choose from. ( you can combine them in any way or decide on something different.)

Japan      Shoko Asahara       economist

      USA       Harry Ford              banker
      Canada   Glenda Rock           lawyer    

      Germany  Helmut Brand       manager

      England    Michael crystal     ecologist

      Italy      Luciano Bellini     psychologist

      Belgium Karla van Rompey sociologist

      Russia Tamara Sergeevna art- therapist

         The teacher starts speaking in the foreign language right from the start. She skillfully uses different devices, including international lexis, to facilitate comprehension.

I am Raina from Bulgaria. Hello Who are you?
I am………. from…….

        This is how a suggestopedic class begins. Once assumed, the new role and situational framework is normally maintained until the very last day of the course. Day by day, with the expert help of the teacher and appropriate teaching materials, you develop your character by telling your new friends about your new family, house, town, job, interests, past experiences, future plans, etc. Thus, a new reality is gradually being created through the means of the foreign language. It runs parallel to all other classroom tasks.
ON- GOING AND ‘OCCASIONAL’
ROLE-PLAY
In the context of foreign language teaching, role play is usually connected with the participation of students  in unscripted but often cued  dialogues in which they play the parts of other people. Some authors (Gower 1983; By gate 1987) attribute to role-play a subject orientation, others assert drama as an important vehicle for language learning and self-expression ( Di Pietro 1987; Maley 1982; Via 1985)
In the most typical case of  role- play students perform a temporary, incidental role, according to a set of instructions ( cue cards, etc). They take part in occasional, externally devised and motivated situations

Which engage them in international rather  than  transactional forms of speech (see Brown and  Yule 1983). Students, more often than not, are given the possible aim, outcome, means and scope of interaction. While they are interactive the teacher usually acts as an observer and language consultant.

    Role-play in suggestopedia (Lozanov and Gateva 1988) involves both learners and teachers in continuous social interaction. At the beginning of a course the teacher suggests a  situational framework and learners select a role ( a new name, nationality, profession, etc.) in accordance with their likes and dislikes, values, interests and  experience, and then
Sustain it throughout the FL experience. They use the foreign language in different situations to exchange thoughts and feelings about their imaginary families, habitats, their desired outward appearance, social and professional status. More or less unconsciously, they interweave the notion of ‘I am-ness’ (via 1985) with the ‘Magic if’ idea of Stanislavsky. Most importantly, the on-going role play is self-planned and self-generated. Students are given the opportunity to choose the means and ends of communication in a series of interrelated situations in which they reveal aspects of their lifestyles and form different relationship patterns. That is why the on-going role-play is continuous in terms of time and topics, it is comprehensive in terms of overall characteristics and interaction possibilities. The suggestopedic type of role-play always involves learners and teachers simultaneously and is conductive to reciprocal, internally motivated and creative communication in the classroom. FL teachers do not only assume the traditional roles of informers, counselors, monitors, etc. They also act as ‘homo ludena’, actively and autonomously participating in the game called ‘learning communication’ as actors, communicative partners and eager learners. The learning process presents creative challenges not only for students but even more so for teachers. 
   The on-going role-play in suggestopedia does not mean that infinite dramatic activities are conducted in class. This type of role-play constitutes the framework of learning and teaching which can incorporate into its structure virtually all kinds of tasks and procedures on the continuum from controlled to free practice (linguistic tasks, occasional role-play, etc.). It serves as a speech generating matrix which recurrently and repeatedly produces acts of communication. From the early stages of learning students are taught to make not only short but also long turns of speech. According to some authors, the ability to produce long, transactional turns of speech is vital for the effective information transfer (Brown and Yule 1983)
HOW TO ACHIEVE AND SUSTAIN CONTINUOUS ROLE-PLAY    
Of crucial importance in the first day, the first hour of the FL course when both students and teachers assume wholeheartedly and believingly a new identity. They instantaneously forget about their barriers and their problems (teachers need it no less than students) and plunge deep into a new reality which they create step by step through the means of the foreign language. Right from the start learners become aware of the fact that to learn English, German or French is to be able to use it meaningfully and purposefully in a speech community. They also realize that in order to use it effectively they have to know how to construct it accurately. The new role will help them learn how to build the language models and how to use them appropriately. 
  Each following day ( we refer to the classical suggestopedic 100 hour course with four hours every day) starts and finishes with small warm and cheer-up conversations about life in the ‘magic if reality’. The teacher asks the students about members of their family, of recent job or life experiences, of the climate, etc., in their new home country. Then she proceeds with her lesson plan and the pedagogic tasks for the day.
  The most important device for sustaining continuous role-play in suggestopedia is the so-called ‘monologue sessions’ conducted at the final and most creative stage of each teaching unit. The prototype of the sessions, both structurally and thematically, is Boccaccio’s Decameron, the book which demonstrates a brilliant example of classical Italian prose mixed up with poetry and drama. The analogy is striking- 10 people escape from the brutal reality of life into a dreamland (real or fictitious) and get to know each other, among other things, by alternating storytelling. The swift and vivid narrative is accompanied by discussions, gaiety and laughter. The special day of storytelling always ends up with a song ‘canzone’ for dancing. On the tenth and last day (each character from the book produces ten stories which amounts to 100 stories altogether), all the themes of the preceding days are brought to a most impressive culmination. 
   Similarly, at the end of each unit (eight altogether) of the suggestopedic FL textbook students and teachers prepare in advance the outline of ‘stories’ based on the preceding global lesson ( to which they are linked grammatically, lexically, thematically and functionally). Their presentation serve as a basis for subsequent conversations and debates. The first round of stories presents descriptions of learners’ imaginary families or focus on a member of the family or a close friend. The second round of narratives concerns their daily routines and habits. The third one usually deals with the house of their dreams. The following stories centre round past experiences, favourite anecdotes, fables, professional life and future plans, etc. The talks are interspersed with songs and music. The topics vary according to the teaching materials and language proficiency level, but here is invariably a reunion of themes, feelings and impressions at the end of the course. 
   The final day is renowned for its special festive atmosphere and presents the climax of the learning experience. Students themselves decide how to organize it. They either choose to recollect the best moments of their foreign language course, or to write the script and stage a short play or even to have a fancy-dress ball with story-telling. They always participate with their new personalities-by that time nobody really cares any more about real names and identities. The long-standing tradition of the Institute of Suggestology has been to make the final performance in front of an audience ( Dr Lozanov and other members of the staff).
   From start to finish the basic role of the teacher is that of a stage director. She or he delicately suggests the topic, sets the broad parameter of language resources to draw upon, and undertakes the management of interaction. The teacher encourages the learners to take some notes in advance on which to build and expand their narrative. She or he is extremely careful and tactful in balancing the fluency and accuracy requirements during the act of speech production. Teachers try to enter and exit  conversations, to present their own story ( teachers always participate with stories revealing their new character ) , or simply  as  questions in a most appropriate manner. Finally, and most importantly, suggestopedic teachers spend all their resourceful energy, they move heaven and earth to get learners into the habbit of asking the narrator question, of  making interpersonal exchanges and building up  vivid, spontaneous dialogues within the framework of story-telling.(See the appendix for a tapescript of a story made by a lower- intermediate student of English, aged 22, which gives an idea how a monologue speech can be transformed into a  dialogue.)
    In order to achieve the much desired moments and effects of communication, suggestopedic teachers also take into consideration a number of contributing psychological factors. To mention but a few, they show highly appreciative, encouraging and positive attitude towards students’ attempts to speak and express personal meaning through the foreign language. During the story-telling phase teachers never interrupt students in order to correct their mistakes. They rather employ echoing techniques to supply the correct utterance. Some typical mistakes are discussed at the end of the narratives. The most important task of the teachers is to create and foster an atmosphere of relaxed concentration, of tolerance and respect, of sincere desire to learn about and from each other. They appeal to students’ emotions, imagination and creative powers, they assert and reassert their belief in learners’ linguistics and overall mental abilities. It is achieved through the special type of suggestive teacher talk, of suggestive verbal and non-verbal behaviour.
ADVANTAGES OF ON-GOING ROLE-PLAY
First, the on-going role-play makes an attempt to lend authenticity and credibility to classroom communication. It restores the natural bonds between thought, emotions and language. The interpersonal exchanges spring from the mind and feelings of both students and teachers. They really need to speak because they have to impart new information, to express personal meanings, to negotiate meaning, make decisions, etc. It is self-planned, motivated, self-devised and executed communication, no matter how imperfect and simplified it might be at the initial stages. As Di Pietro (1987, 40) puts it, the starting point for an interactive approach to second language instruction is the student-generated discourse. The greatest advantage of suggestopedic classes is that students start to speak right from the beginning, due to the great amount of linguistic material (800 lexical and basic grammar items only in the first global lesson) which can be recombined in a productive way. The other contributing factor is the positive suggestive atmosphere which activates the potential abilities of the learner.
   In considering the psychological advantages, continuous role-play projects the best aspects of one’s personality, it reveals the desired self of the communicative partners. It also lowers the affective barriers and excessive anxiety of students, thus contributing to their enhanced linguistic performance. The monologue presentations, which are mentally structured and outlined in advance, also have a relaxing and stimulating effect on language acquisition. What is valued most during these sessions is fluency and comprehensibility. The personal choice of what to say, how, how much and when to say gives the feeling of comfort  and self – confidence. But  real communication does not mean only long, solitary narratives. Rudimentary at the beginning, the two-way exchanges start to gain ground and  give way to impromptu speech. Students take delight in asking  each other interesting questions awaiting non- standard answers. Prepared and spontaneous speech interact and overlap. Last but not least, while speaking, learners do not get tempted to use their native language simply because there is no justification for that; they are foreigners.

         Another advantage of the long – term role is that it can act as a powerful, motivating force for all activities                (including grammar) that are performed in class. It provides internal and long –term motivation to speak and learn about the language through speaking. Novelty, self- expression, a sense of fulfillment, the building up of new relationships make learners feel eager to continue the foreign language experience. It has been quite common after a suggestopedic course for all learners to want to enroll together with the same identities and teacher for the next stage.
        Finally, in the attempt to come close to human communication in its informational (to exchange ideas, experiences, feelings, etc.) and social aspects (to build social relationships), the on-going role-play in suggestopedia has a highly stimulating effect on the whole personality, its creative powers and social adaption.
DISADVANTAGES OF THE ON-GOING ROLE-PLAY
Referring to role-play in FL settings, in general, there are and will always be students, as well as teachers, unwilling to change their personality and project themselves in a new role and reality. Presumably these are people less open to and inclined to accept suggestions. They are predominantly analytic thinkers, left-hemispheric and grammatically-minded learners who do not believe that a language can be learned through any kind of dramatic activities. Role-play can sometimes be in conflict with students’ previous experiences, present expectations or even national or cultural traditions. Some teachers consider it a time-consuming job which not only wastes time and effort, but does not show readily any tangible and measurable results.

        In addition to this, suggestopedic FL classes face some more potential pitfalls. In order to cope with interesting situations and topics, students resort to language which is either oversimplified and impoverished (frequently accompanied by violent gesticulation) or too elaborate and artificial. One of the reasons is that the foreign language resources often leave behind the richness of thought and imagination of adult learners and they make use of different compensating strategies. The too ambitious strive for creativity and originality, and this may also lead to grammatical incorrectness to the point of communication breakdown.
        In all these cases the balancing role of the teacher is crucial. Suggestopedic teachers are trained how to employ techniques which reconcile the fluency and accuracy requirements, how to complement ‘the experiential’ and ‘analytic’ (Stern 1991) strategies of teaching.
ON-GOING ROLE-PLAY IN NON-SUGGESTOPEDIC CLASSES
As far as the author’s experience goes, the continuous role-play can be successfully applied by trained teachers in non-suggestopedic FL settings. Colleagues and I have tried it with students from Sofia Technical University who enroll in intensive courses for a period of one or two months, and who range from elementary up to pre-intermediate level on the assessment scale of the Oxford Placement Test. Within the framework of the on-going role-play we use ‘Access to English’ (Coles and Lord) which comes close to the structure of a suggestopedic FL book. In one of the last courses, which had as its functional context an international summer camp and activities related to social work, we had a Polish writer, an African businessman, an Italian reporter, an Eskimo from the North Pole, an English bus driver, an American barman, a German air-hostess, a French photographer, etc. We also had a boy who refused to take a new identity and preferred to remain a Bulgarian engineer. I played the role of a Scottish journalist who had to report on the event. For that reason I had to transcribe many of the stories and conversations (which I needed for my articles and daily reports). The analysis of these as well as students’ attitudes expressed at the end of the course in a questionnaire clearly pointed to the positive effect of the on-going role-play on learners’ speaking abilities, on their motivation and overall personal and social development. Their narratives were, indeed, small masterpieces of human imagination and creativity. The dialogues and discussions that followed were lively and illuminating. This is probably the greatest advantage of all-the process of foreign language teaching and learning can be magically transformed into a unique human experience, one which makes you wish for more. 
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