
How The Lungs Work: Class Role Play
This role play has been designed to demonstrate the breathing process of the respiratory  
system in a practical way. This activity will give the majority of the class a role and should 
be repeated 3–4 times whereby students trade roles to ensure they understand the 
whole process. The first and second run through should have plenty of scaffolding and  
explanation, and then encourage students to take responsibility for the remaining run 
throughs. You may also choose to record a video of the role play to use for revision and 
reflection. 

Materials Required

• Printed signs or a set of student whiteboards (to label components of the respiratory 
system during the role play)

• Markers (if the role play is to be conducted outdoors)
• Blue and red counters or cardboard (for students to identify with oxygen and carbon 

dioxide)

Setup classroom or space

• You will need to arrange your classroom or 
outdoor area to have pathways that model 
air passages in the respiratory system. 

• If you are inside, you could use printed-out 
signs and blu-tac to label organs. 

• If you are outside, you could use cones or 
markers and use portable whiteboards to 
label each organ. 

• If you have a big enough class, you could 
also have a student mark out the main 
components and hold a sign (e.g. student 
holds a sign that says ‘trachea’ and tells 
students where to walk next).

• The basic floor plan on the right is an  
example of how you could set up your 
space. 

Assign roles

• Most students will be air and carry a blue token to represent oxygen molecules, and 
will start at the beginning of the respiratory system

• Other students will be within the bloodstream (waiting next to alveoli) and also carry a 
red token to represent carbon dioxide molecules. 

• Optional and extension roles:
1. Students hold signs to mark different components and provide instructions to  

students passing through the system.
2. A small group of students can become the diaphragm and take steps forward or 

backward to represent the diaphragm contracting/relaxing, and indicating when 
inhale and exhale occur.



Procedure

Use the 5 steps created by students from the respiratory system lesson or the table below 
to walk students through the process.

Step Explanation Role Play
1. Air rich in oxygen is inhaled and enters the 

respiratory system through the nasal pas-
sages or mouth and travels down the tra-
chea (windpipe)

Oxygen students walk from the 
door through to the trachea
*Carbon dioxide students wait 
next to an alveolus

2. From the trachea, the air divides into one 
of the two bronchi and into the bronchial 
tubules (bronchioles) within the lungs

Students decide to move into the 
left or right lung

3. From the bronchioles, oxygen enters the 
tiny air sacs called alveoli

Students follow different path-
ways that lead to an alveolus

4. Each alveolus is wrapped with tiny blood 
vessels called capillaries, which the oxygen 
diffuses into. Carbon dioxide within the 
blood also diffuses into the alveolus at the 
same time.

Oxygen student trades places with 
a carbon dioxide student

5. The carbon dioxide in the alveolus then 
travels back through the respiratory system 
and is exhaled.

Carbon dioxide student walks 
back up through the system and 
out the door

You may choose to add extra details to Steps 1 and 5 in order to include the contraction 
and relaxation of the diaphram. See the table on the following page. 

NOTE: This Inspiration 
and Expiration diagram 
may be useful to help  
explain this process. 
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Step Explanation Role Play
1. During inhale, the diaphragm contracts 

and pulls downwards to create more space 
within the chest. This draws in air.

A group of students take steps 
back and call out INHALE

2. During exhale, the diaphragm relaxes and 
moves back upwards which forces air out of 
the lungs

A group of students take steps 
forward and call out EXHALE

Once students are familiar with the process, encourage them to complete the process 
without teacher intervention, ensuring all parts of the process are followed correctly. 

Allow time for students to reflect on the key stages of the breathing process but also the 
importance of all parts of the system working together.
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