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Synonym Twist – A Language Exercise
Time: 5 – 10 minutes

Purpose: Many of Canada’s immigrants are highly skilled, with years of training and international experience that make them an asset to any organization. But many of these immigrants also speak English as a second language, which can affect communication and teamwork in the workplace. This exercise will allow people to better understand how people who have English as an Additional Language navigate challenges in communication. Participants may consider how much thought and time they spend thinking about ‘What would that word be?’ They may lose their train of thought about what their message is supposed to be. Their listening may also be impaired. 

Preparation: Before the exercise begins, the trainer gives participants some context by talking about how Canada’s demographics are changing and how that affects recruitment and hiring. With more and more skilled immigrants coming to Canada, all workplaces are becoming more diverse.

Script: Turn to the person next to you and have a brief conversation. It could be about anything — the movie you saw on the weekend, the new restaurant you ate at last night, the latest book you enjoyed. Now every time you use a verb during the conversation — saw, ate, enjoyed — you also have to come up with a synonym or closely related phrase —watched, ingested, liked. So you will recall your weekend as “I enjoyed took pleasure in a simple dinner with a friend, watched saw a film, and went to headed to bed way too late.” A simple five-minute conversation all of a sudden becomes much more difficult and challenging.
Only one of the two people having the conversation comes up with a synonym for every verb used so decide who will go first. Then switch roles so each person gets the opportunity to experience what it’s like to have to think hard about language and then to also have to wait for the conversational partner to find the right words.

Debrief: What did you think about your partners’ ability when waiting for them to come up with a synonym? How did you feel when it was your turn to think of synonyms?
How do you think the conversation would play out in different scenarios, such as at a professional team meeting or a networking event, as opposed to casual conversation?
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