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Audio / video as model 

Use the audio recordings and videos as models for drilling. Pausing and replaying 

the audio can bring other voices into the classroom. This works very well with 

dialogues before role play activities. Learners can take the part of the different voices 

on the recording, repeating the part that belongs to them. They can also be 

encouraged to try to say their part at the same time as the audio (a technique known 

as shadowing). To do this with most ease it is best if they speak quietly or whisper as 

they will be able to speak at a faster pace in this way.  

Another technique is to get learners to hum or mumble along to the recording. 

Choral drills 

The teacher models the language and then invites the whole group to repeat the 

utterance.  

A choral drill can build confidence as individual learners do not feel they have been 

put on the spot or singled out. 

 
Example: 
 
T: I get up at 7 o’clock – everyone? 
 
Ls: I get up at 7 o’clock  
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Circle drilling 

Working in a circle can be an energising way of doing a drill.  

The learners are able to see and hear all of their peers and this leads to greater 

interaction. Learners can nominate each other in the drill.  

Trying to remember what everyone has said can extend the drill. This can be 

challenging and fun. Learners usually support each other and peer correct. 

 
Example: 
 
T: I buy milk at the supermarket 

L1: Maria buys milk and I buy bread at the supermarket. 

L2:  Maria buys milk, Farzana buys bread, and I buy butter at the 
 supermarket. 

 
 

Control the volume, control the speed 

You can play around with lots of different elements of the drill. Fast, slow, loud, soft, 

high-pitched, deep.  

Using these techniques allows the learners to become more familiar with what they 

can do with their own voices and helps them to engage in the drill. 

Emotional drilling 

Learners can be asked to repeat the drill with a different emotion (e.g. happy, sad, 

angry) or as a different character (policeman, teacher, child, old man).  

This type of drilling adds to the challenge and the fun, while making the utterances 

more memorable. Any adaptation which makes the learners think more during the 

drill (such as substitution) will work in this way. 
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Focus on content 

Another way to adapt a drill is to use only the content words first and then feed in the 

smaller grammar words.  

This helps the learners to focus on sentence stress and how a stress-timed language 

works. It can either be front chained or back chained. (Note at this level there is no 

need to use any technical terms with your instructions – just model what you want 

learners to do.) 

 

Example – Learners listen and repeat. 

T: have, breakfast, morning (repeat more than once) 

Ls: have, breakfast, morning 

T: I have breakfast in the morning 

Ls: I have breakfast in the morning 

 

 

Beating out the stressed words can help the learners to copy the natural rhythm of 

English, where the rhythm is dependent on the stressed words. 

Dividing the class in half, with one group repeating the content words while the other 

group says the whole sentence, helps the learners realise that some words are 

‘strong’ and others ‘weak’.  

Both groups should take the same amount of time to complete their phrase. Learners 

enjoy trying to fit all the words into the rhythm of the stress pattern. 
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Front and back-chaining 

When working with drills, especially with longer sentences, it is useful to isolate parts 

of the utterance and then build it up. In a front chain this begins with the initial part of 

the utterance and adds more parts to reach the end. 

 
Example of front chaining – Learners listen and repeat 

T:  I go 

Ls  I go 

T:  I go to college 

Ls:  I go to college 

T:  I go to college on Monday 

Ls:  I go to college on Monday 

T:  I go to college on Monday morning 

Ls:  I go to college on Monday morning  

 
 

Back chaining uses the same technique, but starting from the end of the utterance 

and working backwards to incorporate the beginning. 

 
Example of back chaining – Learners listen and repeat 

T:  coffee? 

Ls  coffee? 

T:  a cup of coffee?  

Ls:  a cup of coffee? 

T:  like a cup of coffee?  

Ls:  like a cup of coffee? 

T:  Would you like a cup of coffee? 

Ls:  Would you like a cup of coffee?  

 
 

The use of back chaining in particular means that the learners focus more on the 

rhythm and intonation of the utterance. Learners have to concentrate more to fit the 

new words into the correct position. Remember to keep the intonation the same for 

each repetition. Use sweeping arm movement as well as your voice when working 

on rising and falling intonation. 



      

© British Council 2014 

 
  

Adaptations: 

In-chaining focuses on ‘tricky parts’ of the utterance especially where words link 

together across word boundaries. The teacher can change where the word boundary 

is. This can help learners who have difficulties with different sounds, e.g. final 

consonant sounds, initial consonant clusters: 

 

 

Example: Learners listen and repeat 

/outa/ /outabe/ /getouta/  /getoutabe/ 

I get out of bed at 7 o’clock 

 

 

Nominated drills 

The teacher models the language, then nominates an individual learner to repeat the 

utterance.  

This is best used after a choral drill when learners have had the chance to rehearse 

the language together, making it less intimidating for individuals. Once one learner 

has said the utterance you can use that learner as the model for the next learner. 

 
Adaptations: 

Learners can nominate each other: 

Teacher:   tomato, Hina? 

Hina:  tomato, Mohamed? 

Mohamed: tomato, Pietro? 

 

You could do this in a circle where learners use a ball or scrunched up piece 
of paper to nominate the next ‘voice’. 
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Substitution drills 

In this type of drill, different parts of the drill are substituted while maintaining the 

same basic structure. Words and picture cues can be used to elicit the substitute 

utterance.  

It can be quite challenging, but also rewarding, as learners create their own 

sentences. Vocabulary items, pronouns, verbs, adverbs etc, can all act as the 

substitute.  

A substitution drill can be done chorally, but works particularly well when nominating 

individuals. 

 

 
Example: 
T:  I usually go to the supermarket on Friday. 

Ls:  I usually go to the supermarket on Friday. 

T:  always 

L1:  I always go to the supermarket on Friday. 

T:  Mosque 

L2:  I always go to the mosque on Friday. 

T:  the park 

L3:  I always go the park on Friday. 

T:  Monday 

L4: I always go to the park on Monday. 

T: she 

L5: She always goes to the park on Monday. 

T: Do you? 

L6: Do you always go to the park on Monday? 

 

 

Substitution drills can be as simple or as complex as are appropriate for the learners. 

To keep it simple use only one part of the sentence as the substitution (e.g. in the 

example you might only change the day of the week).  
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Learners may take time to get used to this type of drill. Once they have mastered it, 

the drill can become more learner - centred with learners nominating each other and 

choosing the substitute word / phrase. Visual cues can also be used to focus on 

vocabulary. 

E.g. I buy bread / milk / butter / cheese at the supermarket. 

 

Substitution drills can be personalised  so that the learners say what is true for them. 

 

Example: 

T: I want to buy a new car. Shamim? 

S: I want to get a good job. Abdul? 

A: I want to visit my sister. 

 

 

 

 

 


