
A guide to planning a contextualized narrative lesson

In a language lesson, we can turn our classroom into a story. As a teacher in role, we
can stage our lessons to guide learners through the four narrative stages so that
children feel that they are living a story. The benefit of this for learners is that language
is contextualized in a way that is meaningful for them and by being put in a situation
where they have to solve a problem or complete a task, they have a real reason to
communicate with their peers. The following is an example of a lesson taught by
Genevieve Charnaux with her 9-11 year old, B1 level learners, called Zombie Attack!
The lesson was so motivating that the learners begged her to be able to do it again.

The narrative follows the following structure:

1. Learners arrive at school to find that zombies have taken over and are loose in
the building.

2. Learners need to urgently escape the building but need to make an escape plan
using only an old building map.

3. Learners flee the building following their chosen route.

4. Learners reflect about how lucky they were to have escaped and discuss the
finer points of their escape plan.
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Lesson plan

Age: 9-11 years old

Level: B1

Aims: For learners to write an escape plan to leave the building using
verbs + prepositions of movement, for example “First, go through
the basement. Next run down the stairs”.

For learners to use modals for persuasion in order to convince
others to choose their escape plan, e.g. “We have to choose this
one”.

Target 
Language:

Verb + preposition of movement:

Go down        
Walk across                  the basement / the stairs / the library
Go though
Run up

Modals for persuasion: 
have to
(really) should / shouldn’t     choose this one / do that etc
absolutely (can’t)

Stages: Exposition

• The teacher sets up the classroom as if it has been
ransacked, with furniture upside down, papers everywhere
etc. 

• When learners arrive the teacher plays themselves as
‘teacher’ but tells learners that zombies have attacked the
school and they have to find a way out. 

• The teacher asks learners what they know about zombies
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in order to be better prepared to fight them later on.

Rising Action

• The teacher provides the learners with a floor plan of the
building.

• Learners work in small groups to decide what they think
would be the best way out of the building. 

• Learners write down their chosen set of instructions, for
example “First go down the stairs. Next go through the dark
basement”. 

• Learners then report back as a class, and each group tries
to persuade the other groups about why their plan is the
best.

Climax 

• Once learners have chosen their escape plan, they escape
the building with their teacher. The teacher checks
everyone is ok.

Falling action and resolution

• Learners reflect on their escape strategy and how
successful it was.

• For longer lessons, if there is time, learners can make a
poster for How to Escape a Zombie Attack using their
escape as the basis.
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Tips for creating a contextualized narrative

In terms of creating a contextualized narrative lesson, there are some things that you
should keep in mind to help you achieve your lesson aims and to ensure that the lesson
runs smoothly:

1. Present your target language in the previous lesson.

This is not a lesson for a language presentation. If the teacher starts presenting the
present perfect all of a sudden, the narrative gets lost and children come out of
character. This type of lesson allows learners to practice language in a realistic context
but learners should have already seen the target language and done some controlled
practice in a previous lesson. 

2.  Make sure that your target language is a good fit for your task

This is always important when planning any type of lesson, but because we are not
going to be explicitly telling learners to use certain structures, it is really important that
the target language is a natural fit for the language. If you are in doubt, do the tasks
yourself and see whether the language naturally comes out. If it doesn’t, it is probably
best to reconsider your tasks.

3. The teacher should be in some type of authority role 

Classroom management problems are always going to arise in a young learner class
and if you have to switch back to your normal ‘teacher role’, it may destroy the narrative.
A way around this is to choose an authority figure as your role; for example, if your
learners are pirates, make sure that you are their captain, so that if anyone misbehaves,
you can (playfully) tell them that they will have to scrub the decks as punishment.
Likewise, you may even be able to offer some language correction and feedback
without coming out of role if you choose your role well.

4. Stay in role from the beginning of the lesson and prepare your environment

Learners respond better to acting and improvisation when their environment is
conducive to it. The teacher should greet the learners in role and have the room set up
to make the narrative as realistic as possible. Contextualized narratives do require
planning and preparation in this respect, but it is worth it once in a while for the positive
impact that they have on learners.

5. Choose the right scenario for the age group of your learners. 

A visit to the zoo might work really well for 6-7 year olds but 10-12 year olds are likely to
laugh at you if you tell them to imagine a zoo visit. If the learners perceive that the
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fantasy element is too childish, they will not engage. As children get older, make the
roles ever so slightly more adult-like or naturalistic. Work with learners’ interests in order
to choose a narrative that will interest them.

Potential narratives

Here are some narratives that you could try with your classes.

Buried treasure Age 8-10, Level A1-B1
The learners are pirates and they have to hide their treasure from a rival pirate gang.
They have to decide where to bury their treasure and then create a treasure map with
clues and instructions so that they can find it again later.
Target Language: verb + preposition, e.g. go over, go under etc, pirate-related
vocabulary e.g. mate, captain

Night at the museum Age 10-11, Level B1-B2
Just like in the famous movie, Night at the Museum, the museum exhibits have come to
life and moved around in the night. The teacher is the museum curator and he needs
the help of his volunteers to put them back and write the blurbs that go with each exhibit
in time for the exhibition.
Target Language: The passive (“the pyramid was built by the Egyptians”)
____________________________________________________________

Tabloid Tales Age 9-12, Level A2-B2
The learners are junior reporters at journalism school and the teacher is their editor. A
famous star is visiting their town but he/she is notoriously private and does not like
interviews. The junior journalists need to work in groups to put together a set of
questions that they think the star will like. The star will then choose the set of questions
that they deem the politest. The reporters will then write up their interview.

Target Language: Question forms, e.g. What's your favourite way to unwind? If
learners are more advanced you can try indirect questions for politeness, e.g. I was
wondering if you wouldn't mind answering... Writing skills: newspaper article.

Whichever narrative you choose, the important thing is to not be afraid to have fun with 
it and to get into character. Try it for yourself and see how well your learners respond.
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