Blackout Conversation Lesson - An English Activity for Middle School Students

e Was haben wir gemacht?

Blackouts (large scale power cuts) and their imminent threat have been discussed
extensively in recent years in the media. Many students have questions regarding
the probability of such a serious power outage happening and what the
consequences would be. We begin the lesson by watching a short film explaining
what a blackout is and then create a mind map on the whiteboard in which we
list everything we could do to prepare and what we would need to keep in mind if
the electricity went out for a longer period in Austria. Then a conversational role
play is introduced, in which small groups of students receive short prompts
regarding different blackout scenarios (please see the attachments below). The
background is set up as so: it is 4:00 pm on a summer day in Vienna when the
power goes out, and each pair must come up with a short dialogue based around
the conversation card they received. The conversation cards can be differentiated
based upon the level of the students, ranging from normal people trying to call

each other to tell family members that they are safe, all the way to the President



of the USA calling the head of the FBI in order to find out strategic information
regarding the reason for the blackout. Each card also has a useful expression,
which should be incorporated into the role-play. Each group has 10-15 minutes to
come up with a short dialogue (length can vary) and then the groups can
volunteer to read their work aloud in front of the class. In order to keep the topic
relevant in a variety of subjects, the basics and the introduction are explained in a
German lesson, while an English lesson was used for the conversation and

speaking activity.

Was ist besonders gut gelungen?

The students were excited to talk about the subject of blackouts, as it was
mentioned in the news we watch once a week in German class. Their attention
was undivided during the mind map session, and they came up with great ideas
regarding how we can better prepare for such an event. They also enjoyed the

conversation activity because it allowed them to be creative in English.

Was haben die SuS davon?

The students are kept up to date regarding threats they see in the news and use
their critical thinking skills in order to plan for a large-scale electrical outage. They
also get to practice and expand their English vocabulary by writing and

performing the various blackout dialogues.

Tipps fur die Praxis

It is beneficial to list a few relevant vocabulary words and starter sentences for
the weaker students, in order to keep them conversing in English and prevent
them from switching back to German. It is also important to remind the kids that
a large-scale blackout would probably only last a few hours, in case they start to
seem overly worried or anxious. It is also a good idea to begin with a concrete
example for a blackout (the NYC blackout of 2003) ask the students what they
think happened to people who were on the streets, in the subway, in elevators
the moment the power went out. By naming a concrete example, the idea is
contextualized for the students and they begin to see the concept as a real

possibility.



e Alter: 13-15
o Kosten: kostenlos
o System:/

e Team (Namen): John Jacob Barkman

Conversation Cards:
1.

A: You are in an elevator which is stuck between two floors. There is no light. You are visiting a friend
in the building. You call your friend.

B: You are waiting for a visit from your friend when the lights went out.

Expression: I'm REALLY afraid of the dark

2.

A: You are on the metro when the blackout happens. There is a pregnant woman in the train with
you and you think she is going to have her baby. You phone the emergency services for help.

B: You work at the emergency services. Give A advice on what to do with a pregnant woman.

Expression: I’'m freaking out here!

3.

A: You are a student. You were finishing your homework on the computer when the blackout
occurred. You have to phone your teacher and explain that you can’t do the homework now.

B: You are the teacher. You won’t accept A’s excuse because the homework is already two weeks
late!

Expression: | was frightened of losing it, so | did it on the computer.

4.

A: You are a seventy-year-old man. You are very grumpy. You are waiting for your daughter to come
and make you your dinner.

B: You are the daughter. You can’t come to your father’s house now because you have no gas for
your car and the gas stations don’t work. Explain how he can make his own dinner.

Expression: I’'m so scared!

Lesson adapted from: https://www.onestopenglish.com/speaking-lesson-
plans/blackout/550624.article (more conversation cards can also be found here)
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