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Abstract

This study investigated the effect of role-play and simulation approach on
Malaysian Polytechnic engineering students’ ESL oral communication
skills. In addition, the study examined the students’ perceptions of the effect
of the role-play and simulation on their oral communication skills. A mixed
method design was employed, using both quantitative and qualitative data
collection approaches. The quantitative data were collected from the quasi-
experimental study (n=100). The data were collected using a set of
questionnaire, a pre and post-test. The data from the questionnaires were
analysed using descriptive statistics (percentages and means). The results
showed that there was a significant difference between the pre-test and the
post-test scores of the role-play and simulation group compared to the
traditional group. The findings indicated that the students in the role-play and
simulation group had performed better in the post-test compared to the pre-
test after the exposure to the role-play and simulation approach in the ESL
oral communication skills classes. An implication of the study is that role-
play and simulation approach can serve as a possible strategy to improve on
their ESL oral communication skills.
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1. Introduction

In today’s business and education world, communication skills are considered to be one of the important skills that
undergraduate students need to possess in order to secure job opportunities in government and commercial industries.
Most employers are concerned about employees’ ability to communicate in group discussions, to conduct meetings in
public speaking and for personal purposes. More than 400,000 Malaysian undergraduates are jobless with one reason
which is incompetent in the English language and lack of communication skills (Karim, 2016).

Lack of communication skills is one of the reasons why employers are reluctant to hire job applicants. One of the
difficulties which prevent learners from learning to speak in English is due to apprehension (Fung & Min, 2016). The
acquisition of English as a Second Language (ESL) especially speaking skills still remains critical despite numerous
actions taken to improve the use of English (Fung & Min, 2016; Yunus & Kaur, 2014). They are anxious and lack
confidence when it comes to speak in English for the fear of making mistakes (Fung & Min, 2016). Lack of
communication skills is often due to fear, anxiety feelings, and weak confidence exists in situations when people
communicate with each other. There is a need to find a means that would overcome this fear and develop learners’
confidence to use the language in a fun and motivating ways (Toledo & Hoit, 2016).

1.1 Statement of the Problem

Communication skills are considered to be one of the critical skills that undergraduate students need to develop.
Anxiety and fear affect a person’s ability to communicate well in social and work situations such as in meetings, in
public speaking, and in interpersonal and group discussions. These feelings affect a person’s intention and attitude
towards involvement in communication situations. The students feel embarrassed to speak in front of their friends and
lecturers because they afraid of making mistakes.

Apprehension and lack of self-confidence are some of the causes which hinder the learners from speaking in the target
language (Fung & Min, 2016). There are several reasons which cause learners to become apprehensive and less
motivated to speak in English. Firstly, both lecturers and students in Malaysia are exam-oriented due to the education
system which emphasizes examination (Christopher, 2016; Lee, 2016). According to Lee (2016), Malaysian education
system lacks creativity which causes students to feel bored and dreadful.

It is hoped that this research could help students to enhance their oral communication skills and thus eventually provide
instructors teaching English with guidelines and activities that could assist ESL students in improving their confidence
to communicate in the English language. The overall purpose of this study is to examine the effect of role-play and
simulation approach among engineering students at Polytechnics. In particular, the study investigates the students’
perceptions towards the use of this approach and benefits of role-play and simulation to the students in enhancing their
ESL oral communication skills.

1.2 Objectives of the Study
The objectives of the study are:

1. To investigate the effect of role-play and simulation approach on Malaysian Polytechnic engineering students’ ESL
oral communication skills.

2. To examine the students’ perceptions towards the use of the role-play and simulation approach on their oral
communication skills.

3. To investigate the benefits of using role-play and simulation to the students in enhancing their ESL oral
communication skills.

1.3 Research Questions
The research questions of the study are as follows:

1. What is the effect of role-play and simulation approach on Malaysian Polytechnic engineering students’ ESL oral
communication skills?

2. What are the students’ perceptions towards the use of the role-play and simulation approach on their oral
communication skills?
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3. What are the benefits of using role-play and simulation to the students in enhancing their ESL oral communication
skills?

1.4 Significance of the Study

The study is important in identifying role-play and simulation approach which can help to enhance ESL oral
communication skills among engineering students in polytechnic. The students have no confidence to speak in English
and prefer to communicate daily in their mother tongue and they are reluctant to use English for fear that they will
receive unfavourable responses from people surrounding them (Rahman & Maarof, 2015). Abu Zahra and Farrah
(2016) discusses that the majority of the students do not have much practice and they do not improve their skill of
learning the language. Therefore, when the students have to do speaking activities at the tertiary level, they would
assume it as a complicated task. The limited hours of instructions also worsen the situation as the students do not have
enough time to do speaking practice (Abu Zahra & Farrah, 2016). It is hoped that the findings of the study could
contribute to a better understanding of the implementation of effective communicative approach to build up students’
confidence in ESL oral communication skills. Specifically, this study explores the benefits of role-play and simulation
approach as one of the best and effective approaches in enhancing ESL oral communication skills among students.

2. Literature Review

Communicative approach is considered as the most effective theoretical model in English language teaching since the
early 1970s. The underlying concept of this approach is that language carries not only functional meaning, but also
social meaning. Thus, it is not only important to learn the linguistic forms but also to understand their potential
communicative functions and social meanings. Learners should be able to relate linguistic forms to appropriate non-
linguistic knowledge in order to interpret the specific functional meaning intended by the speaker (Littlewood, 2007).
One of the most common features of communicative language teaching is that it pays systematic attention to functional
as well as structural aspects of language, combining these units into a more fully communicative view (Littlewood,
2007).

Communication can be defined as the process of transmitting information and common understanding from one person
to another (Keyton, 2011). The definition underscores the fact that unless a common understanding results from the
exchange of information, there is no communication. According to Mahdi (2015), the greater part of the students
longing to figure out how to communicate in English well and are willing to interface with others in oral English
language classrooms. Nonetheless, because of different reasons, for example, absence of practice, low English
capability, absence of certainty, tension, timidity, identity, trepidation of losing face, and apprehension of committing
errors, more than 66% of the students stay hesitant to react to the instructor and stay silent until singled out to answer
questions.

With the rising value of communication in the modern era, people tend to focus on the ability to speak a second
language fluently instead of just reading or writing it. Yet, fluency in a second language requires more than learning
grammatical and semantic rules. This is especially difficult for ESL learners because of the minimal use of the target
language and contact with native speakers. Consequently, ESL learners, generally, are relatively poor at spoken
English, in particular regarding fluency and control of idiomatic expressions. However, in practice, it is too often
assumed that learner’s communicative proficiency can be developed simply by assigning students topics to discuss
and encouraging them to participate in various speaking tasks (Mahdi, 2014).

There are many past researches carried out, which revealed that anxiety is the cause for ESL learners to avoid speaking
in English. The study carried out by Christopher (2016) identified the same problem where 15 out of 30 year 5 primary
pupils admitted that the anxiety of being criticised by others stopped them from speaking in English. In addition, this
was also evident in the study carried out by Fung and Min (2016) which shows most of the learners (66.6%) often
experience the feeling of apprehension and uncomfortable especially during oral communication skills presentation
in front of the class.

2.1 Role-play and Simulation

Acting in language learning is valuable because we are all, perhaps, actors when speaking another language. Acting
accustoms students to perform in front of others, which is what they have to do outside the classroom. Role-play is a
well-known strategy that helps students to familiarize themselves with new social environments. Shankar, Piryani,
Singh, and Karki indicated that "role-play early in the course can expose students to different situations they are likely
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to face in their future career" (Shankar et al., 2012). The role-play activity helps learners to build their creativity. Role-
play is a strategy in which students are required to act specific roles through saying, doing, and sharing (Altun, 2015).
Meanwhile, Qing (2011) stated that role-play is defined as the projection in real life situations with social activities.
The use of role-play activities develops communication skills and students are encouraged to master through
conversational activities (Afdillah, 2015).

According to Krebt (2017), role play is to participate in simulated social situations that are intended to illustrate the
roles and contexts that direct to the real life. Role play is an approach in facilitating learning proves to be effective in
reaching learning outcomes in three major learning domains: affective, cognitive, and behavioural (Maier, 2002, Rao
& Stupans, 2012). Finally, role play engaged as a training approach that has the capacity to change behaviours and
use only the best practices in the real world settings (Qing, 2011, Raja Hazirah Raja Sulaiman et al., 2017; Shangeetha
& Rajah Kumaran, 2017). Simulation is also a good activity because it helps learners to overcome the feeling of
nervousness. It induces them to speak expressively in a situation, and thus makes them more aware of stress and
intonation in speech. Role-play and simulation are forms of experiential learning (Russell & Shepherd, 2010). Role-
play involves everyone, those in the audience want to see how their fellow students will perform, and thus become
conscious that they too will soon be on 'stage’ themselves.

Fear or anxiety in speaking can be related to such factors as a poor grasp of the target language, lack of practice,
certain insecurities or a pre-programmed thought process. Among Malaysian students, anxiety can be attributed to one
of the highest factors that dampens the success of student’s second language acquisition (Mustapha, Ismail, Singh, &
Alias, 2010). It has also been recorded that students who are so fixated on their speaking anxiety, tend to spend most
of their time focusing on that instead of the task at hand, resulting in a reduction in the retention of information and
thus lowering their grades (Mustapha, Ismail, Singh & Alias, 2010). The need to use the communicative approach in
overcoming public speaking anxiety can be linked to studies that found students requesting for more exposure and
practice in overcoming their communication apprehension (P’Rayan & Shetty, 2008).

3. Methodology
3.1 Research Design

The quantitative research method has employed in this study which involved data collection via a questionnaire,
experimental pre-test and post-test method. The main objective of this study is to investigate the effect of role-play
and simulation approach in teaching oral communication skills. For quantitative data, the research intends to look at
the effects of the role-play and simulation approach on ESL oral communication skills of the first year engineering
students of Polytechnic.

3.2 Population and Sampling Procedures

The sample in the study comprises the first year engineering students in Selangor Polytechnic, enrolled in the
compulsory core course Communicative English 1 (DUE 1012) for the experimental study. The students’ ages are
between 18 to 20 years old. The numbers of respondents are 100 students which are 50 students in role-play and
simulation approach group and 50 students in the traditional activities group. It runs for one semester, comprising 14
weeks of lectures. The main objective of the course is to remedy the students’ weaknesses in the use of English and
raise their proficiency level. These students were chosen because they had been exposed to communication classes
and were expected to graduate soon. Therefore, it was important to examine their levels of communication
apprehension and to find out whether they possessed the necessary speaking skills. In addition, we sought to determine
whether they were prepared to face the challenges of communicating with confidence after graduation.

The experimental pre-test and post-test study was conducted in Selangor Polytechnic. The number of study sample
amounted to 100 male and female students distributed into two sections studying the engineering department who
were chosen in an intentional manner. The researcher used the random allocation where used to allocate the
experimental and control groups: an experimental section was subjected to role-play and simulation approach and a
control section was taught by using the traditional method. This quasi experimental study followed a pre-test and post-
test group design with a treatment phase lasting 14 weeks. The experimental group was taught by using role-play and
simulation approach and the control group taught using the existing method of teaching. Immediately after the
completion of the treatment for 14 weeks, the two classes were measured for their oral communication skills using the
same tool. The pre-test and post-test scores were compared to see the difference in the level of oral communication
skills of the sample.
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To achieve the prospective objectives from the study, the researcher prepared the study materials for the social studies
course in a suitable method for the role-play and simulation approach. Next, the researcher verified the validity and
reliability of the oral communication skill scale by the suitable methods. Two sections were allocated randomly into
two groups: an (experimental) group which taught by the role-play and simulation approach, and a (control) group
which taught by the traditional method.

3.3 Instruments

The NCA Speech Evaluation Form and Oral Presentation Rubrics adapted in this study were used to rate students’
oral performance. The National Communication Association (NCA), USA has devised a set of speech evaluation
forms to measure oral communication. The oral communication tests were rated using standard oral presentation
measurement rubrics which had five components (content, organization, language, adaptation to audience and context
and use of paralinguistic features). Each component is evaluated out of 5. Each of the two oral tests is evaluated out
of 25 and the results are summed up to indicate achievements out of 50 points. The course lecturer was given the
rubrics to evaluate students’ oral presentation tasks in the classroom and the evaluation is made together with one of
the researchers. The inter-rater reliability is 0.89. It is also to guarantee reliability that the oral assessment is made
twice and by two experts.

3.4 Data Collection

The data has been collected using a closed ended questionnaire which students have to complete individually. The
purpose of the questionnaire is to reveal the level of oral communication skills students have ranging from low to
moderately low, moderate to moderately high and high. This was measured using 24 items. The items were marked
using a 5 point Likert-scale of (1) Strongly Agree, (2) Agree, (3) Undecided, (4) Disagree, and (5) Strongly Disagree.
Lowest attainable score is 24 and highest is 120 (P’Rayan & Shetty, 2008). The interview participants were selected
from the first year engineering polytechnic students and also from experimental group that already have the treatment
using role-play and simulation approach within 14 weeks.

3.5 Data Analysis

Data analysis will be conducted once all respondents have completed the questionnaire. Two groups of students which
are experimental and control group filled up the questionnaire form. The Likert scale item has calculated the overall
score from the NCA Speech Evaluation Form and collected as pre and post test scores. These analyses were intended
to assess the general situation of first year engineering students regarding their level of English communication and
the effectiveness of role-play and simulation approach in enhancing oral communication skills.

For the qualitative method, with the permission of the interviewees, each interview was recorded and all of the
interviews were conducted by the researcher. At the beginning of each interview, the objective of the study was
explained, the confidential nature of it was emphasized, and the anonymity of the interviewees was guaranteed. It was
stressed that there was no compulsion to answer any question and that the interviewee could terminate the interview
at any time if he/she so desired. The initial part of each interview was devoted to discuss the interviewee’s family
background, schooling, friends, and hobbies. When sufficient rapport had been established and the interviewee
appeared sufficiently relaxed, the conversation then turned to the interviewee’s experience and perception of OCA.

The interviews were conducted at the General Studies Department meeting room in Selangor Polytechnic. The
interviewees were informed at the conclusion of the interview that the interview transcript would be sent to them so
that it could be reviewed and they could make corrections if necessary or desired. Each interview took 45 minutes
approximately and was subsequently transcribed. The data were then analyzed to uncover common themes. The
outcomes of the 6 interviews were 6 stories, with many commonalities but also with some unique aspects which
provide rich and interesting narratives.

4. Findings

Based on the findings, it was indicated that the students were enthusiastic about role-play and simulation activities
because they never got bored and could practice speaking so many times. This approach also was different from other
activities done in class. After the treatment within 14 weeks, they showed outstanding enhancement in their
communication ability and they were able to speak confidently. Table 4.1 indicates the overall oral communication
skills of the 100 students who completed the NCA Speech Evaluation Form in pre-test and post-test which are 50
students in role-play and simulation approach group and 50 students in the traditional activities group.
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The means and standard deviations of grades of engineering polytechnic students were calculated in both groups: The
experimental group (which was subjected to the use of communicative activities) and the control group (which was
subjected to the use of the traditional method) according to the communication apprehension scale and oral
communication scores in the pre-test. Comparison of pre-test scores between the experimental and control group are
discussed in this section.

Table 1. Result for the mean pre-test scores of the experimental and control group

Std.
Groups Mean Deviation N
Pre-test Experimental Test 60.1600 5.62560 50
Oral Communication
Skills Scores Control Test 60.8800 6.73595 50
Total 60.5200 6.18483 100

No significant difference was found between the means of the control and experimental groups in the pre-test based
on Table 1. The purpose was to find out if the treatment (role-play and simulation approach) had produced any
significant differences in the performance of the subjects. Therefore, it can be concluded that there is no significant
difference among the groups.

Table 2. Result for the mean post-test scores of the experimental and control group

Groups Mean Std. Deviation N
Post-test Experimental Test ~ 85.0800 3.61877 50
Oral Communication
Skills Scores

Control Test 62.3800 8.38826 50

Total 73.7300  13.09318 100

Based on Table 2, it was revealed that a significant difference was found between the means of the control and
experimental groups in the pre-test. The purpose was to find out that the treatment (role-play and simulation approach)
had produced any significant differences in the performance of the subjects. The results showed that there was a
significant difference between the pre-test and the post-test scores of the role-play and simulation group compared to
the traditional group. Therefore, it can be concluded that there was a significant difference among the groups. The
findings indicated that the students in the role-play and simulation group had performed better in the post-test
compared to the pre-test after the exposure to the role-play and simulation approach in the ESL oral communication
skills classes.

5. Discussion
5.1 Research Question 1
The following discussion is presented to address the first research question in the study.

What is the effect of role-play and simulation approach on Malaysian Polytechnic engineering students’ ESL oral
communication skills?
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The objective of the study was to investigate the effect of role-play and simulation approach on Malaysian Polytechnic
engineering students’ ESL oral communication skills. The NCA Speech Evaluation Form and Oral Presentation
Rubrics adapted in this study were used to rate oral performance among Malaysian polytechnic engineering students.
The result of the first question revealed that role-play and simulation can help students to enhance their oral
communication skills. According to Fung and Min (2016), lack of communication skills is one of the reasons why
employers are reluctant to hire job applicants. One of the difficulties which prevent learners from learning to speak in
English is due to apprehension. This approach has become a teaching technique which encourages students to learn a
new language in a creative and effective way. This technique allows them to react and communicate spontaneously
and it really builds up their confidence level.

The result of the first research question revealed that role-play and simulation approaches have positive effect on
enhancing ESL oral communication skills and help them especially to face the future career. The outcomes of this
study match up with the findings of earlier researchers (Shankar et al., 2012), which reveal that this technique can
expose students to different situations they are likely to face in their future career. From this approach, the students
have a chance to explore different situations of real life that enable them to speak confidently and fluently in their
second language. Additionally, implementing effective approach which focuses on improving students’ pronunciation
may help alleviate their fear of being unable to pronounce unfamiliar words.

5.2 Research question 2
The following discussion is presented to address the second research question in the study.

What are the students’ perceptions towards the use of the role-play and simulation approach on their oral
communication skills?

The objective of the study was to examine the students’ perceptions towards the use of the role-play and simulation
approach on their oral communication skills. The engineering students stated that this technique really helps them to
develop oral communication skills. These findings supported the study conducted by Afdillah (2015), which stated
that the use of role-play activities develops communication skills and students are encouraged to master through
conversational activities. Besides that, these students also stated that role play engaged as a training approach that has
the capacity to change behaviours and use only the best practices in the real world settings (Qing, 2011; Raja Hazirah
Raja Sulaiman et al., 2017; Shangeetha & Rajah Kumaran, 2017).

Besides that, the engineering students stated that they need to use role play and simulation approach in overcoming
public speaking anxiety. This result is in line with P’Rayan and Shetty’ (2008) study, revealing that students need
more exposure and practice in overcoming their communication apprehension (P’Rayan & Shetty, 2008). Lastly, the
engineering students stated that this approach is interesting in real life situations. These findings supported the study
conducted by Qing (2011) stated that role-play is defined as the projection in real life situations with social activities.
These findings supported the study conducted by Krebt (2017) which stated that role play is to participate in simulated
social situations that are intended to illustrate the roles and contexts that direct to the real life.

5.3 Research question 3
The following discussion is presented to address the third research question in the study.

What are the benefits of using role-play and simulation to the students in enhancing their ESL oral communication
skills?

The study revealed that role-play and simulation have good benefits to the students in enhancing their ESL oral
communication skills. The role-play and simulation activity helped learners to build their creativity. This finding
supported by the study conducted by Altuan (2015) which stated that role-play is a strategy in which students are
required to act specific roles through saying, doing, and sharing. Furthermore, using fun speaking activities, such as
role-play and simulation approach really encourage the students to speak, and thus, this could lower their anxiety
levels.

According to the results, the participants in the experimental group achieved better than those in the control group.
Role-play and simulation are good activities because they helped learners to overcome the feeling of nervousness. A
research conducted by Russell and Shepherd (2010) stated that role-play and simulation are forms of experiential
learning. This finding proved that this technique induces learners to speak expressively in a situation, and thus makes
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them more aware of stress and intonation in speech. In other words, through the results derived from the study, role-
play and simulation, recommended by many experts in the field, were practically shown to be an effective and
successful activity to be used in English lessons among Malaysian Polytechnic students.

6. Conclusion

The study revealed that role-play and simulation approach have positive effects on enhancing ESL oral communication
skills among Malaysian Polytechnic engineering students. This paper has provided the insights as to how role play, a
fun learning approach, is able to be a more dynamic and up-to-date learning approach on enhancing ESL oral
communication skills. The researcher finally recommends that in order to cope with oral communication apprehension,
learning situations and context, efforts should be made to make the ESL learning context less stressful. The ESL
classroom should not be a place causing a lot of uneasiness and anxiety. Real life tasks such as role plays, dramas, and
simulations could be adapted in the classroom so that students may have access to cultivate their competence up in
various situations and cope with multifarious oral communication situations. Finally, another way of getting a more
in-depth view of the issue could be to focus on the elementary school level, the formative, early years of education
when students are still seeking their own communication identity. How the differences influence the development of
spoken English skills, are some of the foundational questions that could be answered.
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