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Abstract 
Communication skill is one of the six required competencies by the Accreditation Council for Graduate Medical Education 

(ACGME). They can have a better outcome if practiced than just preached. Role plays are widely used as an educational method 

of learning communication skills in medical students. This paper studies the student’s perspective of role-plays as a teaching-

learning strategy and how role-plays helpful in developing communication skills. 

Methodology: Fourth semester undergraduate medical students participated in a role-play sessions in endocrine pharmacology 

classes. Before and after the session, students completed questionnaires. In the pre-session questionnaire, students were asked 

about their previous experiences of role-play as teaching learning tool. Immediately after the session, students provided 

reflections and answered questions in relation to the role-play activity as a teaching learning method and development of 

communication skills. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze data. 

Results: 127 students completed pre evaluation forms and 124 completed the post evaluation forms. Most students (n = 112; 

90.3%) supported role plays to be conducted in class. Students considered role-plays as a feasible way of learning (81.2%). 

Ninety one(73.4%) agreed that they helped in improving the communication skills. Improvement in communication with the 

teacher and the peers was identified as an advantage of role-plays by 66 of the participants (53.2%). Students were of the view 

that the communication skill development should be started in early years of MBBS. 

 Conclusion: Role-play was valued by students in the acquisition of communication skills during pharmacology classes which 

will be of help in real settings. 
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Background 
Communication skills are one of the core 

competencies which a medical graduate should possess 

while passing the medical degree. In medical education 

effective communication includes the ability to adapt, 

to be responsive and to manage self-awareness during 

the process of talking and listening. It is not only 

dependent on the observable behavior of the physician 

but also on the behavior and perceptions of the patients. 

The art of communication with patients has been 

successfully introduced using many approaches such as 

ward round based teaching, small group learning, case 

based discussions, demonstrations, role plays, 

simulations and incorporation in problem based 

learning.1 

Role plays are most common for teaching 

communication skills in medical student’s worldwide.2 

Role-play is used as a training method to acquire 

knowledge, attitudes and skills in a range of disciplines 

and with learners of different ages. Definition of Role 

Play by Van Ments (1989) is one particular type of 

simulation that focuses attention on the interaction of 

people with one another. It emphasizes the functions 

performed by different people under various 

circumstances. The idea of role-play, in its simplest 

form, is that of asking someone to imagine that they are 

either themselves or another person in a particular 

situation.3 Students are then asked to behave exactly as 

they feel that person would. As a result of doing this 

they, or the rest of the class, or both, will learn 

something about the person and/ or situation, 

importance of communication skills as a stepping stone 

towards quality care of patients.4 Role-playing is not 

very commonly used but very useful educational tool 

for teaching skills. Its effectiveness is increased when 

the role-play is facilitated well.  

Role plays provide a supportive, motivational and 

learner-centered environment. They allow for sustained 

and deliberate practice in a safe environment. Real life 

clinical experiences are mapped by simulations. They 

are relevant to medical interviewing since 

communication is the core clinical skill and has many 

technical elements, as communication skills can be 

articulated in the same way as technical aspects of 

clinical procedures.2 

Role-play activities can be performed in different 

ways as an educational method. Four "learning 

environments" in the theory of experiential learning 

provided by Kolb & Fry (1975) are – Affectively-

oriented (feeling), symbolically- oriented (thinking), 

perceptually-oriented (watching), and behaviorally-
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oriented (doing). Within each environment there are 

two tasks. First, "grasping" which consists of concrete 

experiences and abstract conceptualization. Second, 

"transforming" which consists of reflection and action 

the acquisition of skills in future. 

For the acquisition of patient-centered interviewing 

skills, the central idea of incorporating role-plays as 

part of curriculum is to offer the under-graduates an 

opportunity to learn how to communicate, counsel the 

patients when they will start their career in the society. 

Engaging students in role-play not only promotes active 

learning, but can also be used to deliver components of 

the curriculum of both basic and clinical subjects of a 

medical program.3 

Unidirectional transfer of knowledge is not an 

effective way in increasing competence for better 

doctor-patient relationship. The contemporary teaching 

methodologies which emphasize 'interactivity' like role-

plays have been shown to be more effective basis for 

increasing competence of attitude and communication 

in health care provision.2 The study aimed that 

constructing and implementing role-plays develop 

clinical communication among students with specific 

objectives of:  

To determine students perspective of role-plays as 

a teaching strategy in endocrine pharmacology. 

To determine how role plays are helpful or 

unhelpful in the process of developing communication 

skills. 

 

Methodology 
Study design: It is an experimental study conducted in 

Endocrine pharmacology classes, MMIMSR, MMU, 

and Mullana. 

Planning: After obtaining valuable inputs from the 

faculty involved in medical education unit of our 

institute four sessions of role play were planned to be 

conducted during endocrine pharmacology classes. The 

study was approved by the Institutional Ethics 

Committee. 

 

Study period:  April 2015 –June 2015. 

 

Participants: MBBS students of 4th semester (second 

Prof) participated in the study after giving verbal 

consent. A total of 127 students participated and filled 

the pre session questionnaire and 124 students filled the 

post sessions questionnaire.  Students present in the 

class were included and who did not consent to 

participate and absentees were excluded from the study. 

Students were randomly divided into four groups of 30-

32 students each. A role play was assigned to each 

group and the students were randomly redistributed as a 

medical interviewer, patient, patient attendants, 

observers and members to give suggestions and 

reflections of role-play. All the sessions were facilitated 

by a facilitator. 

 Role play sessions: Twenty minutes were assigned 

for conduct of role play and discussion by the end 

of the lecture. Each role is allocated 10 minutes in 

role play and 10 minutes in feedback. The students 

played different roles which were assigned to them 

3 days before hand, the interactive sessions. The 

participants were distributed randomly as medical 

interviewer, as a patient, patient attendant, observer 

and members to give suggestions and reflections of 

role-play. 

 Part of the feedback process involved a brief period 

in which reflection on performance was 

encouraged. Affective domain such as 

communication skills, demonstration of proper 

technique, counseling and explanation on 

prognosis as in real set up with the patient were 

exhibited. The following role play sessions were 

conducted: 

 

1. Interviewing a patient of a multinodular goiter for 

diagnosis, treatment and prognosis   

2. Counseling a female patient for use of oral 

contraceptives 

3. Counseling a patient of Diabetes mellitus type II on 

insulin therapy 

4. Interview a female patient of a Rheumatoid 

Arthritis on corticosteroids presenting with a non-

healing ulcer on right leg. Provide the diagnosis, 

treatment and reason for the problem 

 

Student Feedback 

 Before commencing and at the end of all four 

sessions a pre validated (validated on 10 students, 

excluded from data analysis) pre and post-test 

questionnaire was administered to all the 

participating students regarding their perceptions 

on role play for communications skills, counseling 

and explaining prognosis of a disease. It consisted 

of both close and open ended questions.  A 

negative question has been added as well. 

 

Data Analysis: The data collected was analyzed for 

Descriptive Statistical Analysis using Microsoft Excel 

2010.The results obtained were presented in the forms 

of frequencies and percentages. All likert survey 

responses (1-5) were categorized into either positive 

(strongly agree, agree) and negative responses (neutral, 

disagree & strongly disagree). The data is represented 

as proportions and represented in the form of tables and 

charts. 

 

Observations 

The results of the study are as under: 

Pre questionnaire feedback 
A total of 127 (84.7%) students filled the pre-

questionnaire form as 23 (15.3%) students were drop 

outs as absentees and they were excluded. The total 

number of males is 51 (40.1%) and females are 76 
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(59.9%). All the students are in the age group of 19-22 

years. Out of all the students 24 (18.9%) had a previous 

exposure to role plays as a teaching learning method. 

They had been a part of some kind of theatre, drama 

and role plays which has enhanced the process of 

learning better. They were of the view that the role 

plays are helpful in retaining the lessons. They also 

found them interesting and motivational for further 

studies. 

Some of the students, who had not participated 

actively earlier, were keen and curious to participate as 

“I am curious to know how it will help in studying 

pharmacology”. Few students were shy to take part in 

such activities, one of the students mentioned “I get 

nervous facing audience.”  

 

Role play sessions 
The students were motivated to make adequate 

preparations for role play sessions. They were guided to 

prepare their script and to follow ask-tell-ask pattern of 

communication. It is to elicit the information from the 

patient first, provide information to the patient and 

attendants followed by understanding patient’s 

perspective. Seventy eight percent of the students made 

adequate preparations by devoting time to prepare their 

script. They consulted books (52%) and different e-

learning Medias (64.6%) such as teaching learning 

videos from you tube, internet etc. Three groups made 

rehearsals in the hostel as well. 

All the students participated actively during role 

play sessions and conducted them very nicely. (89%) of 

the students were excited for their assigned role, 

demonstrated enthusiasm, and were highly engaged in 

the process. In the conduction of role-plays, 29 (22.9%) 

students played the role of interviewer, patient, patient 

attendants, while 37(29%) were observers. Rest of the 

class discussed the situation and gave reflections in the 

presence of the facilitator. Students (76.4%) are of the 

view that providing reflections are essential as they can 

add some more important points to the topic, comes to 

know about their performance as well to boost their 

confidence level next time they perform. 

 

Feedback after sessions 
After all the four sessions 124 (97.6%) students 

responded the post-test questionnaire as rest were either 

excluded or absent that particular day. When the 

students were asked to share their perspective about 

conduction of role-plays as a teaching learning 

methodology in endocrine pharmacology, their 

responses to the survey captured the multiple benefits 

of role play as supplements to traditional lecture. They 

strongly supported 112 (90.3%) the conduction of role 

play in the class. Only 12 (9.7%) disagreed, but not 

strongly with the idea that role play enhanced their 

learning experience. Ninety seven (78.1%) admitted 

that it improved their knowledge about the subject of 

pharmacology. Students considered role-plays as a 

feasible way of learning (81.2%). Role-plays led to 

critical thinking 76% with clarity of communication 

74.3%) and generated better attention span than lectures 

(69.8%). Time allocation was considered appropriate. 

Hundred five of the participants (84.6%) thought that 

conduction of role-plays in the subject will help them in 

their future clinical settings and 112 (90.3%) found 

them as an interesting mode of learning information 

transfer to the patients and their attendants. (Fig. 1) 

Twenty three participants (18.5%) agreed that role-

plays should be incorporated in clinical subjects only, 

15 agreed(12.1%) that they should be incorporated only 

in the basic sciences and 86 agreed (69.3%) for 

inclusion of role plays in both the clinical and basic 

sciences. 

  

 
Fig. 1: Perceptions of students regarding Role Play 

as a teaching learning strategy 
 

Multiple responses were obtained about student's 

perspective for role-plays to enhance the 

communication skills amongst them, 91 (73.4%) agreed 

that they helped in improving the communication skills 

along with gathering academic information. 

Improvement in communication with the teacher and 

the peers was identified as an advantage of role-plays 

by 66 of the participants (53.2%) and 57 (46%) strongly 

agreed that it helped them in making acquaintance with 

usual situations in clinical settings and community. Out 

of a total 124 participants, 94 (75.8%) agreed to 

incorporate role-plays in curriculum of pharmacology 

as a teaching learning method so as to improve the 

communication skills in addition to drug knowledge 

among students. It was identified by 96 participants that 

induction of role-plays in curriculum will prove to be a 

feasible way for adult learning.  
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Table 1: Perceptions of Students on Enhancement of Communication Skills by Role Play 

S. 

No 

Item Strongly 

Agree 

Agree No 

Response 

Disagree Strongly 

disagree 

1. Improved communication skills 

along with gathering academic 

information 

71 20 17 12 4 

2. Improved communication with 

teachers and peers 

40 26 34 18 6 

3. Acquaintance with usual 

situation in clinical settings and 

community 

57 25 26 13 3 

4. Incorporation of role play in 

pharmacology curriculum 

62 32 16 9 5 

5. Role play induction as feasible 

way of adult learning 

65 31 12 10 6 

 

Some of the students also remarked that the 

communication skill development should be started in 

early years of MBBS and not only in internship. 

Students also reported the key aspects of helpful role-

play were opportunities for observation, rehearsal and 

discussion, realistic roles. They found it helpful in 

developing the communication skills along with 

knowledge of subject. 

The students who disagreed or found the role plays 

unhelpful had a view “I’m not used to study in this 

way” or “I am accustomed to traditional teaching” ‘I 

am shy to participate as I can make mistake. “Skills can 

only be learnt in real situation with experience.” 

 

Discussion 
Role play is a powerful intervention which can be 

used to enhance cognition, psychomotor skills and 

affective domains in learners. They make the learners 

more confident to deal with realistic, serious complex 

and ambivalent professional situations.7 The power of 

role play to engage emotions is its power as a teaching 

aid.8 Role-plays are predominantly used in teaching 

communication skills, counseling, describing prognosis 

and certain sensitive topics such as drug and alcohol 

use, domestic violence and sexual health.9-11 Teaching 

of communication skills in palliative medicine can also 

be achieved using role-plays.12 Interaction in class helps 

student engagement in the lecture and motivates them 

positively to learn. Active participation and 

involvement is a prerequisite for learning beyond the 

recall of facts, and improvement in academic 

performance.5 Medical students should learn how to 

deal with patients while handling sensitive issues 

during their course.14 Role play is used as an effective 

teaching strategy if the role-plays are properly 

structured and formulated on the basis of meeting 

objectives of the course.13 

In our study the students of 4th semester were 

exposed to role plays during their lectures on endocrine 

pharmacology so as to enhance their communication 

skills which is quintessential part of medical education.  

The role plays were followed by didactic lectures 

during later part of the time allotted for lecture. All the 

students welcomed and actively participated in the 

activity. They were more attentive and listening to their 

peers. It created an atmosphere of a real situation. 

Students or trainees welcome role-playing because this 

activity brings variations, movement, and most likely, 

simulated life experience into the classroom or training 

session.14 Role Play is an enjoyable activity for whole 

class. The students rehearsed their roles provided 

beforehand at homes. It is like a real setting experience 

on certain issues of explaining a diagnosis, counseling a 

patient, regarding treatment or breaking a bad news. 

Reflections provided over the performance of the 

participants helped to understand the topic better by all 

the students. An advantage of these procedures is that 

they require little preparation. The students get time to 

reflect back, discuss in their groups and delve deeper 

into the material.[16] 

Feedback is an essential part of learning. Active 

learning allows teachers to receive feedback on 

student’s needs and perceptions, and on future teaching- 

learning directions.[15] Feedback questionnaire with 

either close, open ended or both items throw a light on 

the students perception, on the strategies used and also 

gave an insight to their learning needs. In the study 

most of the students provided the feedback that they 

welcome role-playing activities during lectures as they 

found it a feasible way to learn, their attention span was 

increased, helped to development of communication 

skills with patients which are useful in future. 

 

Conclusions 
Role-plays are well accepted by the students as an 

effective teaching learning method as it helps to gain 

knowledge about the subject and skills to communicate 

effectively with the patients in real situations.  

 

Future 
We would like to incorporate role-plays in other 

topics of pharmacology lectures along with other 

interactivities so that the students are well exposed to 
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communication skills in different real situations with 

patients. 
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