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Flashcard-Based activities

 As both EFL students and foreigners in Japan often discover, talking on 
the phone in a second language can be difficult and sometimes nerve-rack-
ing. The goal of this activity is to teach stu-
dents handy phrases for making and receiv-
ing calls, as well as to instill confidence and 
awareness of telephone etiquette.

 There are six telephone dialogues. The 
cards for each are color-coded by increas-
ing difficulty level: pink, yellow. blue, green, 
brown and purple. Each set is used in three 
stages: preparation, a role-play game, and testing.

Preparation

	 •	 Each	flashcard	is	labeled	A	or	B	and,	on	the	reverse,	is	numbered	in	order.	
The face of each card has its line of dialogue in Japanese; the back (the 
teacher’s	side)	has	the	English.	Students	do	not	read	the	Japanese	aloud,	
nor need they see the English at first.

	 •	 Introduce	 a	 new	 dialogue	 line-by-line	 using	 the	 flashcards.	 Students	 read	
the Japanese and repeat the English after you.

	 •	 When,	after	a	few	weeks,	the	class	can	produce	each	line	in	unison	with	only	
the	card	for	a	prompt	(i.e.	when	Ss→T	group	output	is	smooth),	proceed	to	
the role-play game.

Role-Play Game

 1. Give each student two chips of different colors (for example, one blue and 
one	green).	The	blue	chip	will	represent	role	A;	the	green,	role	B.

	 2.	Ask	for	volunteers:	“Who	wants	to	be	A?	And	who	wants	to	be	B?”

	 3.	Two	 volunteers	 stand	 back	 to	 back	 so	 that	 they	 can’t	 see	 each	 other’s	
facial expressions or body language. Each holds a prop phone, or makes 
‘phone	fingers’	with	their	hand.

	 4.	On	a	cue	from	the	teacher	(“Ring,	ring!”),	they	perform	the	dialogue.

	 5.	Any	student	who	makes	a	mistake	 is	promptly	stopped.	 If	student	B	errs,	
for	 example,	 he	 surrenders	 the	 prop	 phone	 and	 sits.	 Student	A	 remains	
standing.	Another	 student	 volunteers	 for	 the	B	 role	 and	 they	perform	 the	
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same dialogue from the beginning.

	 6.	 If	a	student	finishes	her	half	of	the	dialogue	without	errors,	she	returns	the	
appropriate	chip	to	the	chip	box	and	sits.	A	successful	student	B	would	thus	
hand	in	her	green	chip,	but	would	still	be	holding	a	blue	chip	if	she	hadn’t	
yet	completed	 the	A	role.	Students	must	complete	both	halves	of	 the	dia-
logue to finish the exercise.

	 •	 Note:	In	a	dialogue,	student	B	may	finish	his	half	of	the	dialogue,	only	for	
student	A	to	flub	the	last	line.	In	this	case,	B	passes	anyway	and	returns	
a chip; A sits again and waits for another try.

	 7.	Once	a	student	has	gotten	rid	of	both	chips	(i.e.,	“passed”	both	roles),	she	
sits	 in	 the	 teacher’s	 chair	 and	 becomes	 a	 judge/coach	 of	 students	 who	
have	yet	to	finish.	She	may	hold	the	telephone	dialogue	cards	and	refer	to	
them	as	she	assumes	error-catching	and	“ring,	ring”	duties.

	 8.	Every	 student	 after	 that	who	 finishes	 both	 roles	 becomes	another	 judge/
coach.	 In	 the	 event	 that	 we	 run	 out	 of	A’s	 before	 B’s,	 or	 vice	 versa,	 the	
judge/coaches	perform	the	needful	role	in	unison.

	 •	 Note:	Once	you	have	a	 judge	or	 two,	 the	 teacher	moves	away	 from	 the	
table to monitor at a distance.

	 Performance	is	tracked	on	the	3rd	Rank	Class	Planner/Record	Sheet.	The	
same dialogue ought to be performed every week until all students have be-
come smooth at it. The class is then ready for the rank test for that dialogue.

Testing

 There are two options for rank testing: an in-class test which is essentially 
the role-play game described above, and a real telephone test.

 Testing through the role-play: We	may	tell	the	children	that	the	game	today	
will	also	be	a	test;	or	we	may	just	dive	into	the	game,	only	announcing	after	the	
fact,	 “Hey,	you	passed!	 ...What,	you	didn’t	know	it	was	a	 test?”	Students	who	
finish both roles without errors—or with very few errors for the weaker kids—
may	color	in	part	of	the	box	on	their	progress	chart.	(More	on	this	below.)

 Real telephone test: This option exists for teachers who wish to go further, 
giving the kids an actual English telephoning experience.

	 1.	 In	class,	you	take	down	home	(or	some	other)	telephone	numbers	for	each	
student, perhaps using a prepared sign-up sheet on which students can 
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also select time and day appointments to be called.

 2. During the week, you call each student and perform the current dialogue 
together.

 3. The student then calls you back, and you perform it again with the roles 
reversed.

	 4.	 In	class	the	next	week,	those	who	have	passed	will	color	part	of	the	box	on	
their	progress	charts.	(More	on	this	below.)

 Alternatively, students could be set up at one phone inside the school, the 
teacher at another, and the dialogue carried out on an inside line. A third, less 
attractive	option	is	to	‘fake	it’	with	prop	phones	and	some	barrier	between	the	
two	speakers.	But	as	the	difficulty	with	speaking	English	on	the	phone	lies	to	a	
great degree in the impersonality of the telephone itself, the closer to the real 
thing, the better.

The 3rd Rank requirement and how to color in the progress charts

	 Though	 there	 are	 six	 dialogues	 in	 the	 set,	 the	 3rd	 Rank	 student’s	 and	
teacher’s	 progress	 charts	 have	 only	 one	 box	 to	 color	 in	 for	 Telephone	 Dia-
logues.	We	 recommend	 at	 least	 six	months	 (24	weeks	 or	 so)	 of	 exposure	 to	
this activity, but many classes will not reach test-ready proficiency with all six 
dialogues in that time. You may elect to push through and do all six dialogues 
however long it takes, or to have your kids go as far as they can in about six 
months and then move on to other things.

	 In	the	latter	case,	it	would	be	impossible	to	predict	just	how	many	separate	
color-in	boxes	we’d	need	for	the	kids	and	teacher.	So	we	recommend	that	you	
section off and fill in the single color-in box bit by bit with each passed dia-
logue.	Once	you	decide	to	knock	off	doing	the	dialogues	(at	least	for	a	while),	
announce to the kids that they may color in all that remains of the box.

Notes 

	 •	 Telephone	etiquette	 requires	 that	 callers	 identify	 themselves	at	 the	begin-
ning	 of	 the	 conversation.	 But	 since	 people	 don’t	 always	 do	 this,	 it	 is	 also	
necessary	to	know	how	to	ask	a	caller’s	name,	which	is	provided	for	in	dia-
logues 2 and 3. Caution students that, when calling someone, the model of 
self-identification given in dialogues 4 through 6 is politer.

	 •	 In	dialogue	1,	students	should	use	their	own	names.	In	the	others,	B	should	
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ask	for	someone	in	A’s	household,	or	some	other	appropriate	(real)	person.

	 •	 The	phone	number	given	in	dialogue	5,	and	the	message	given	in	dialogue	
6, should be truthful and original, not repeated from the cards.

	 •	 As	3rd	Rank	students	will	likely	be	reading	ORT	Stage	3	or	equivalent	read-
ers, we may also challenge them to try the English sides of the telephone 
dialogue	cards,	after	they’re	familiar	with	the	dialogues.

	 •	 After	a	few	of	the	dialogues	have	been	mastered,	students	may	be	assigned	
to	call	one	another	 in	English	during	the	week	as	homework	(see	the	‘Out-
of-Class	English’	row	on	the	Super	Homework	Sheet),	but	only	after	parental	
permission has been obtained for the swapping of phone numbers.


