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Alibi

Level: Intermediate +
Ages: All but not children
Time: 30 – 40 minutes
Materials: none
Purpose: Practice of question forms & question tags

Method:

Step one – The teacher announces that the Prime Minister (or suitable substitute) visited the
institution where the students are studying yesterday evening between 7.00 and 9.00 p.m. and
that there was an assassination attempt. The police suspect that two foreign students were
responsible and have even named the two people they suspect. The teacher then names two
members of the class and tells them they must leave the class for five minutes and establish
together a watertight alibi for the period concerned. The teacher warns them that when they
return they will be intensively questioned by the “police” – i.e., the rest of the class.

Step two – While the two suspects are out the teacher practises with the class question
formation and rehearses the kind of question they should ask the first suspect.

Step three – The teacher suggests that one of the best ways of tripping up the second suspect
and thus breaking the alibi will be to make misleading statements followed by question tags
instead of asking questions.
e.g. If the first suspect says that they went to a French restaurant, were served by a waiter,
drank red wine with their meal, paid with a Visa card and went home by bus etc., then the
second suspect can be asked:

You went to an Italian restaurant, didn’t you?
You had white wine with your meal, didn’t you?
You paid in cash, didn’t you?
You were served by a waitress, weren’t you?
You went home by taxi, didn’t you?
etc.

Anticipated problems:
1. Classes can take this kind of role-play very seriously and it would, therefore, be wise to select
two suspects who are confident enough to stand up to some pretty robust interrogation!
2. Teachers should think carefully about the instructions for this activity and how to
communicate them efficiently to the class – OHP?, handouts? – as there are many things that
can go wrong. If it all goes right the amount of focused practice it generates repays the
investment in working out the instructions carefully.
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