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Using TV Drama in the Language Classroom
Ivan Brown

Specially appointed lecturer at Joetsu University of Education

(EEEBERT:  FE#am)

Mum: What are you doing with Daddy’s computer?

Ben: I’m taking it to Show and Tell.

Mum: No, you’re not. Show and Tell’s on Friday and today’s Tuesday, so...
Ben: But they changed it.

Mum: No, they haven’t changed-- Have they?

Ben: Yes.

Dad: Why does he lie like that?

Mum: I dunno. Some kids fib as an attention-seeking strategy.
Dad: He told his teacher I’d died in Iraq.

Mum: Yeah, but in a volcano. She was never gonna believe it.
Dad: Yeah, but that is hardly the point, is it?

(Notes: ‘dunno’ = ‘don’t know’; “fib’ = ‘lie’; “Show and Tell”: a classroom activity where a student brings

a special object to class and tells everyone about it.)

Have you ever wished you could watch foreign dramas with no dubbing or subtitles, and understand all
the dialogs, situations and cultural background and references? I often wish that I could do so in Japanese. |
have certainly made progress on this journey, inasmuch as I can understand enough of a Japanese drama to

make it a worthwhile experience, but I still have a long way to go, especially with historical drama.

Can you understand the dialog quoted above? Can you imagine the scene? It takes place as a particularly
chaotic family of five living in London is rushing to get ready for work and school in the morning. The
oldest boy (eleven years old) is nervous about being late for his first day at secondary school. The younger
boy, Ben (seven), seems to be intent on making mischief by telling lies and interfering with his parents’
important tools. The young girl of five tries to show her mother her art work, then pretends to be a fairy -
all the while looking for her missing shoe. The father is a school teacher who works at a very tough
inner-city secondary school. Both parents strive to maintain a pleasant, rational, liberal and loving family

environment, free of authoritarian discipline and pressure to succeed, no matter how chaotic things become.

This is the essence of Qutnumbered, a popular comedy drama series created by Andy Hamilton and Guy
Jenkin at the BBC in the UK. The comedy is of a relatively subtle variety, with minimum melodrama and

exaggeration and no laugh track. One special characteristic of Qutnumbered is the use of improvisation
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during filming. The creators had the impression that the content and style of children’s characters’ speech in
many dramas was unnatural or unrealistic, since it has been contrived by adult scriptwriters. Therefore,
having carefully selected the child actors, they arranged the whole filming procedure to encourage some

in-role improvisation by the child actors, with the aim of producing more authentic child dialog.

I have been using half of a single episode, divided into short extracts of 1-3 minutes, as the basis of a
project in a general English communication course for second-year university students. | wanted to expose
the students to idiomatic phrases, patterns of intonation and rhythm, body language and -cultural
background, all set in a rich audio-visual context. It is an ambitious project, both for the instructor and the
students. The dialog is spoken very quickly most of the time, and there are many cultural references and
idiomatic phrases which need to be explained. The planning of the syllabus and each individual lesson has
been a significant intellectual challenge. However, through consulting other video-based language teaching
materials (e.g., Gokay & Ong, 2008) and literature on video-based language teaching (e.g., Stempleski &

Tomalin, 1990), a variety of tasks and techniques became available.

The general approach has been a basic sequence of ‘Before you watch’, “While you watch’ and ‘After
you watch’ tasks, inspired by the Touchstone EFL DVDs and video resource books. The ‘Before you watch’
tasks often involve vocabulary learning tasks and quizzes, and/or reading sections of the script. The ‘While
you watch’ activities may involve, for example, listening comprehension, focusing on content, certain
characters’ body language or intonation, and other visual clues for cultural background. Examples of ‘After
you watch’ include remembering content and recycling the new language in simplified role-plays and
discussions. I have been particularly struck by how the students noticed specific details in idiomatic phrases,
the pronunciation of single words, intonation at the discourse level and subtle body language, and
incorporated them convincingly into their own drama skits. In fact, I am considering video-recording some
of the students’ own performances and using the best ones on future courses to boost future students’

motivation and optimism concerning what they could possibly achieve if they made enough effort.

Other activities involved listening only, with the screen off, and trying to understand as much as possible
from the spoken language and other sounds, and/or trying to imagine the characters’ actions and body
language. They then watch the same extract on the screen and compare it with what they had predicted. In
the converse approach, they occasionally watch with the sound turned off, try to imagine certain aspects of
the spoken language, then listen and make comparisons. English subtitles (originally for UK-based viewers
with hearing disabilities) can be switched on and off in the DVD, so these can also be used to for students

to check their own predictions and listening work.

Although it can sound like a laborious process at first, my own experience with becoming accustomed to
foreign language multimedia suggests the following. Rather than feeling a sense of impossibility and
wanting to give when one can grasp less than 10% of the content on the first hearing, this should provide
impetus to persevere and carry on listening until the percentage one can grasp rises. Even if students can
still only pick up 10% of the content even after structured guidance, they should be encouraged by this
small step and convinced that this percentage will rise each time they listen.
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In developed contemporary societies, the idea of being able to deal with mainstream multimedia in a
given language is one of the most popularly espoused criteria and desirable rewards for mastering a second
language. Therefore, it is likely to play a significant role in the development of second language identity. If
Japanese students can imagine their future selves being able to deal with mainstream English media, it will
surely enhance their motivation to study English in the present, and even having only a small number of
ad-hoc experiences of understanding a small fraction of authentic mainstream media, with help from the

teacher, should help them to develop that sense of the ‘possible L2 self” (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2009).

Now, my next personal task is to acquire some DVDs of Ryomaden, Nodame Cantabile and

Watarusekenwa onibakari.
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