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I taught English in South Korea for a decade to every level and type of student, including every age from kindergarten kids to adults. These days, I'm living on Vancouver Island and teaching English to a variety of students. In my spare time, you can usually find me outside surfing, biking, hiking or on the hunt for the most delicious kimchi I can find. 

I hope that you find this book useful and would love it if you sent me an email with any questions or feedback (jb.business.online@gmail.com). If you want more ideas, games, tips and tricks for teaching English, be sure to join my email list: www.eslspeaking.org/subscribe.

Jackie Bolen around the Internet

YouTube (https://www.youtube.com/c/jackiebolen)

Instagram (www.instagram.com/jackie.bolen)

Pinterest (www.pinterest.com/eslspeaking)

Please check out these other resources that you might find useful. 


−  67 ESL Conversation Topics with Questions, Vocabulary, Writing Prompts & More

−  ESL/EFL Teaching Practice and Methodology

−  39 Task-Based Teaching and Learning Activities
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​Introduction to the Book
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This is a book of drills. The audio-lingual method gave language teaching its most thorough and systematic repertoire of oral practice techniques, and whatever you make of the theory behind it, those techniques have proved remarkably durable. Teachers who'd never call themselves audio-lingual still back-chain a tricky line, run a substitution drill to bed in a new pattern, or send a chain drill round the class to get everyone talking. This book collects fifty of those activities for beginners, sets them out clearly, and leaves you to use them as your teaching sense dictates.

Where the method came from

The audio-lingual method grew out of the United States during and after the Second World War, when the army needed servicemen to pick up spoken languages fast. The so-called Army Method that resulted was later given a firmer theoretical footing by structural linguistics, which described language as a system of patterns, and by behaviourist psychology, which described learning as habit formation through stimulus, response and reinforcement. Put those together and you get the method's central claim: a language is a set of habits, and you build habits through repetition, reinforcement and the steady avoidance of error.

From that claim, everything else follows. Speech comes before writing, so the spoken language leads and print waits its turn. Patterns are learnt through drilling rather than explained through grammar rules, so the learner practises the structure long before anyone names it. Errors are treated as bad habits to be prevented rather than evidence of learning in progress, so the teacher models carefully and corrects at once. And the mother tongue is kept out of the classroom as far as possible, on the grounds that translation breeds interference.

Being honest about the theory

It's only fair to say that the behaviourist foundation hasn't aged well. The idea that language is simply habit was challenged hard from the late 1950s onwards, and few people now believe you can drill a learner all the way to fluency or that error is something to be stamped out rather than worked through. Meaning, context and genuine communication get short shrift in a strict audio-lingual lesson, and a diet of pure drilling quickly turns dull.

So this isn't a book that asks you to teach audio-lingually all day. It's a book that takes the method's genuine strength, its precise and well-graded techniques for getting sounds and patterns into the mouth, and makes that strength available to you. Use these drills to introduce a structure, to fix pronunciation, to build confidence with a pattern before learners have to use it freely, or to inject a brisk, focused stretch into a lesson that's drifting. Then hand the pattern over to communication, which is where it earns its keep. 

How the book is organised

The fifty activities run across five sets of ten, following the thread hear, say, drill: learners hear an accurate model, say it back faithfully, then drill it towards automatic control.

Set 1, Sound and shape, starts where the method insists you start, with pronunciation. Minimal pairs, individual sounds, stress and intonation, all from the first lesson.

Set 2, Dialogue and memory, works through short everyday dialogues using mimicry, memorisation and back-chaining, the technique of building a long line up from its end.

Set 3, Repetition and substitution, covers the workhorses: straight repetition and single- and multiple-slot substitution on the basic patterns a beginner needs.

Set 4, Question and answer, drills the question forms and short answers, and the transformation from statement to question.

Set 5, Chains and combinations, sets the patterns into chain drills, expansion and completion, and short controlled exchanges that point towards freer use.

The activity template

Every activity follows the same eight-field template, so you can find what you need at a glance:

Aim - what the activity is for 

Level - where it sits within A1 to early A2 

Time - roughly how long it runs 

Materials - what you'll need, if anything 

Target language - the sounds, words or patterns in focus 

Procedure - the steps, in order 

Variations - ways to adapt, extend or reuse it Teacher's note - a tip, a caution, or a word on why it works

A word on using drills well

A drill lives or dies by its pace and its model. Keep the model clear and consistent, keep the tempo brisk, and keep choral work genuinely choral so the quieter learners can hide in the crowd before they're exposed individually. Watch for the point where repetition stops teaching and starts boring, and stop a beat before you reach it. And remember that an accurate drill is only ever a means. The moment a pattern is secure, give your learners something real to do with it.
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​Set 1: Sound and shape
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The method insists that pronunciation comes first, from the very first lesson, before bad habits can form. These ten activities train the ear and the mouth together: learners hear an accurate model, discriminate between sounds, then produce them under control. Keep your own model clear and consistent, drill chorally before you go round individually, and resist the urge to explain. In audio-lingual work the learner's ear does the explaining.
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​Activity 1: Same or different?

[image: ]


Aim: To train learners to hear the difference between two similar sounds before they're asked to produce them.

Level: A1

Time: 5-10 minutes

Materials: None, though a prepared list of pairs helps you keep pace.

Target language: Any minimal pair your learners struggle with, for example /ɪ/ and /iː/ (ship / sheep), /b/ and /v/, /æ/ and /e/.

Procedure

	Say two words clearly, either a true pair (ship / sheep) or the same word twice (ship / ship). 

	Learners listen and say "same" or "different" chorally. 

	Run ten or so pairs at a brisk pace, mixing same and different unpredictably. 

	Once the class is secure chorally, point to individuals for single responses. 

	Keep your face neutral so learners can't read the answer off you. 


Variations

Learners hold up one finger for "same", two for "different", which lets you see every answer at once. Or have them write the number 1 or 2 to mark which word in the pair you stressed.

Teacher's note

This is pure discrimination, not production. Don't rush learners into saying the words yet. If they can't hear the contrast, they can't make it, so spend as long here as you need.
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​Activity 2: Point to the one you hear
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Aim: To link a heard sound to a written word and confirm discrimination through action.

Level: A1

Time: 5-10 minutes

Materials: Board, or picture cards for the two words.

Target language: One minimal pair, for example /ɪ/ and /iː/ (this / these), /ʃ/ and /tʃ/ (ship / chip).

Procedure

	Put the two words on the board, one on the left, one on the right. 

	Model each clearly two or three times, pointing as you say it. 

	Say one word; learners point left or right. 

	Speed up gradually, keeping the order unpredictable. 

	Invite a confident learner to take your place and say the words while the class points. 


Variations

Use three words rather than two once the pair is secure. Replace words on the board with pictures so there's no spelling to lean on.

Teacher's note

Letting a learner run the drill is good audio-lingual practice: it gives extra repetition and another voice to discriminate, and it tells you fast whether their own production is clear.
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