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Setting up a Pairs Role Play

Methodological advantages in the technique


A role-play in which every student engages does not permit anyone to “sit on the sidelines” and watch.  All participants must make decisions and commit themselves to a position about what they would do in the situation.  Students sometimes realize that what they actually did in the situation was not consistent with statements they would have made about what people “should” do in the situation.  Such role-plays are one of the more effective ways I know for a classroom experience to prod students to think hard about a difficult question in judgment or rethink some of their prejudices and assumptions.  Live-client clinical experiences, of course, are another.  This type of role-play can help to prepare students for those real life experiences.


A role-play or other exercise in which everyone participates, gives a natural way to structure follow-up discussion by asking about what happened in the discussions between the “lawyers” and  “clients.”  A show of hands can be taken on those who did one thing versus another, and one can then turn to someone and ask a follow-up on why that choice was made. The teacher does not have to wait for a volunteer, and the person who answers the question might be someone who would not have volunteered.  The person should be able to answer the question easily since presumably there was some reason for the decision.


When a number of people do the same exercise simultaneously, the group can see where there are similarities and differences in how people approached the problem.


The role-play technique of participants with different instructions reminds the students that differing information and perceptions are a problem in law practice, as in life generally.  We do not know everything the person with whom we deal knows, and we do not always understand everything that concerns and motivates them.  It often is important to ask questions to find out another’s situation.

Logistics


As simple as “get into pairs—one lawyer and one client” may seem, someone always gets confused.  I find it very helpful to have the instructions printed on different colors of paper so the leader can say, “Clients should have the pink instructions and lawyers should have the blue instructions.”  This also helps me in the discussion because I often can see the color of paper at someone’s desk and remember who he/she was in the role-play.
It is useful to do a double check before passing out the instructions:
1.  Does everyone have a partner?  2.  Have you decided who is the lawyer and who is the client?

If there is an odd number or someone comes in late, add a second lawyer to an existing team since it fine to assume a team of lawyers doing the interviewing.

It can be useful to do a practice session to time how long it generally takes for people to read the instructions. For the type of role play you were given, it probably is reasonable to start by saying people will have about eight minutes for the role-play, although one may let them have a minute or two more.  You may want to let people go to adjacent spaces, but make sure the areas where they will be so you can gather them up again.

The leader should circulate, see how people are doing, and answer any questions.  Give a warning at least a couple of minutes before the cut-off.  Ten to twelve minutes of role playing is definitely ample to flush out the professional responsibility issues although the fact pattern could be the basis for a longer interviewing and counseling exercise that would go into them in greater depth.

Be prepared with a marker board or flip charts for the discussion.
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