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​About the Author: Jackie Bolen
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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 in Vancouver 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. 

In case you were wondering what my academic qualifications are, I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology. During my time in Korea, I completed both the Cambridge CELTA and DELTA certification programs. With the combination of years teaching ESL/EFL learners of all ages and levels, and the more formal teaching qualifications I've obtained, I have a solid foundation on which to offer teaching advice. I truly hope that you find this book useful and would love it if you sent me an email with any questions or feedback that you might have—I'll always take the time to personally respond (jb.business.online@gmail.com). 

Jackie Bolen around the Internet

ESL Speaking (www.eslspeaking.org)

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

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

Pinterest (www.pinterest.com/eslspeaking)
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​Who This Book is For
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This book will be helpful for a wide range of people. Perhaps you're an experienced teacher, but are stuck in a rut when it comes to lesson planning and you feel like your teenage or adult students are not engaged in your classes. Or, maybe you're a very busy teacher with an extremely heavy teaching load and don't have a lot of time to plan your lessons. Maybe you have closely followed a textbook for all your classes up to this point, but you now have a class with no book and are trying to figure out what to do. You might also be an inexperienced teacher and you've only been teaching for a few weeks or maybe you've never set foot in an ESL classroom before. This book is for you!

Perhaps you've been searching the Internet, trying to find some new ideas for ESL games and activities for teens, but are tired of wading through haystacks of useless and poor search returns to find the needle that you can use in your class. This book is perfect for you too. My aim is that this will be an extremely practical resource to help make your speaking or conversation classes interesting and fun, as well as making your lesson planning quick and easy. I've written the book that I wish I had ten years ago when I first started teaching, and also one with content that I have been using all the years since then. Everything you see in this book has been tried in real-world classrooms and proven to work for myself as a teacher, and more importantly for improving the skills of my English language learners. 

This book will also be helpful for you if you find yourself thrown into a situation where you're given a new speaking class at the very last minute and there's nothing provided in the way of materials. This situation is all too common when working at a place like a cram school. The majority of the activities in this book truly are no-prep or low-prep and require almost nothing in the way of materials.

I hope this book is a resource that you'll refer back to again and again as you plan your ESL lessons and that it will make your teaching life easier. 
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​Warm-Ups, Icebreakers & Time-Fillers
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​20 Questions
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 20 minutes

Materials: Nothing

This is a “20 questions” style game based on whatever you’re teaching such as animals or jobs that is particularly effective for working on yes/no question forms and also logical thinking. If you have higher level students, this works well as a warm-up or icebreaker activity. You can leave it open and allow the students to choose any person, place or thing.   

The teacher starts the game by thinking of a secret thing and the students can ask the teacher yes/no questions. Keep track of how many questions are asked and incorrect answers count as a guess too. Students can then play the game in small groups or in pairs, which will significantly increase the student talking time. 

Teaching Tips: 

It is especially important to do a demonstration of this game because in my experience, it isn't played in many parts of the world. You can also coach students a little bit on what good and bad questions types are, such as a guess right at the start of the game is a terrible and too specific type of question but a general question which eliminates a lot of possible answers is a good one (animals: Does it have 4 legs?, or jobs: Do I need to go to university to get it?). 

This game is easily adaptable to make it much easier or much more difficult. To make it very difficult, just say that the secret word has to be a noun. If you want to make it less difficult, specify either a person, place or thing. Finally, the easiest version is to choose a more specific category such as animals or jobs. If you choose the easiest version, you might want to reduce the number of questions from 20 down to 10. For absolute beginners, it's useful to write some example questions on the board for them to refer to throughout the activity. 

This is another one of those absolutely nothing required in the way of preparation or materials games which can be played with a variety of levels and class sizes (from 1-40). Keep it in your bag of tricks to pull out in case of emergency. 

Procedure:

	The teacher chooses a secret thing for the example. Students ask a yes/no question. The teacher answers the question and puts one tick (checkmark) on the board.

	Students ask more questions and the game continues until the students either guess the secret thing or they reach 20 questions/guesses. If you have a small class, it's easy to monitor the activity to ensure that each student gets to ask a question. If you have a larger class, you can make a rule that once a student has asked one question, they cannot ask another one until five more questions have been asked. If the students guess the secret thing, they win. If they reach 20 questions without guessing, the teacher is the winner. 

	Each guess also counts as one question, in order to prevent random guessing. 

	Students can play the game in partners or small groups of 3-5. Whoever guesses the correct answer gets to choose the next secret thing. 
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​Alphabet Game
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Skill: Writing

Time: 5 minutes

Materials: None

This is a simple way to introduce a topic. Some examples include jobs, cities, or animals. Have pairs of students write down A~Z on a piece of paper. Give them 2-4 minutes to think of one word per letter of the alphabet that falls within the category (e.g. animals). It's often very difficult to get a word for each letter in that time frame but the goal is to get as many as possible.

Here's an example of what students should NOT do:

A. alligator, ant, antelope

I make a rule that students can't use proper nouns. If you want to increase the difficulty or if you have a small class, you can make a rule that if two teams have the same word it doesn't count. This forces students to think more creatively, but it's too time-consuming to check this for bigger classes. 

Example: topic = animals

A. alligator

B. bat

C. cat

Etc.

At the end, you can ask students to count how many words they got (remember only one for each letter). Then, check the top 1-3 teams, depending on how many prizes you have to give out! Or, if you have a very small class, you could easily check all the lists. 

Procedure: 

	In pairs, students write down the alphabet on a piece of paper.

	Give students a topic and a certain amount of time.

	Students think of one word per alphabet letter about the topic.

	Check who has the most letters completed at the end of the allotted time. Option for small classes: don't count repeated words so students have to think more creatively.
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​Describing Something Guessing Game
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Skills: Speaking/listening/reading

Time required: 5-10 minutes

Materials: Handout or PowerPoint with approximately 20 pictures

This is a simple warm-up activity that you can use to generate some interest in a topic for intermediate or advanced students or it can also be used as a quick review of the last lesson's contents. For beginners, it's best to play after you've taught them the necessary language to make the sentences instead of as a warm-up at the beginning of class. 

Make up a handout or PowerPoint with pictures of around 20 famous people. Give some hints, such as, "He's American," "He's a sport player," and, "He plays golf." By this time the students will have guessed Tiger Woods. You then cross Tiger Woods off their list or delete it from the PowerPoint. Turn it over to the students and they will take turns describing the people to each other. 

You can play in pairs, small groups or with the whole class. This activity works for almost any topic (animals/food/clothes, etc.) and is good for teenagers or adults.

Teaching Tips: 

A sub-skill that you could focus on using this activity is hedging, which is when we are not sure about something and use language to indicate that. For example, “Maybe it's _____,” “It might be _____,” “Is it _____?,” “It could be _____. ”

I emphasize that students should speak in full sentences when they are giving hints to their partners. Saying things like, “Man, American, golf” is not useful for helping students improve their English skills beyond the most basic beginners and even then it's questionable. It's useful to put some example sentences on the board such as “She/He has ____ (hair/eyes). ” “She/He is from _____. ” “She/He is a _____ (job). ”

As a general rule, the more that you can get students speaking in full sentences, the better off they'll be in terms of language learning. It's far easier to let students just say one or two words, but they're not pushing themselves to incorporate grammar constructions into their speech in a meaningful way. But, of course don't forget that spoken discourse has much shorter sentences than more formal written work, so don't push students to use more complicated grammatical constructions when doing a simple speaking activity like this. 

You can put in a few fun pictures to make it more interesting. For example, I'll always include a picture of myself in a situation where it might not look like me because I had a different hairstyle or was wearing glasses. Or, I'll put in a picture of my twin sister (I really do have a twin)! You can also add a picture of a student in the class or another teacher at your school that the students would know. 

Procedure:

	Prepare pictures of famous people on a handout or in a PowerPoint. PowerPoint is easier and better, but check how it will look on the big screen first before using it in class. Sometimes low-quality pictures can look terrible when made bigger. Also, be careful if you print out the pictures because you'll often need a high quality printer in order to make the pictures easily recognizable.

	Do one example with the students so they get an idea of how to play. 

	Put the students into partners or small groups. The first student chooses someone secretly and describes him/her to his/her partner, who must guess the person, using hedging if they are unsure about the answer. You can also allow students to ask some “W/H” questions to their partner if they wish. 

	The students switch roles and continue until the time is up. In order to avoid frustration, I usually make a limit for each picture of two minutes because there might be one that the guesser just doesn't know.
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​I'm Going on a Picnic
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Skills: Listening/speaking

Time: 5-10 minutes

Materials: None

This is an oldie, but a goodie. It gets students talking and thinking critically as well as working on their listening skills in a big way. Students not only have to pay attention objects that people can bring but also ones that they can't in order to find out the rules for themselves. 

Think of a rule for items on the picnic, but don’t tell the class. For example, “must contain the letter E,” or, “must be a countable noun.” Tell the students that you are going on a picnic, and give examples of 3-5 items you are taking with you, to give them hints about the rule. Then, elicit from the students what they would take. If their item doesn’t fit the rule, tell them they can’t take it. 

To keep wait times between turns shorter, have large classes work in groups of 2-3, rather than individually. In any case, set a time limit for each person or group making a guess (10-20 seconds, according to their level), or they are out. The group to guess the rule wins. 

Note: groups are not out if they suggest an item that doesn’t match the rule, or if they guess the wrong rule. The time limit is to keep the game moving, and disqualifying students for not making guesses keeps students from just listening to other guesses to guess the rule without otherwise contributing.

Procedure: 

	Think of a rule for items which can go on the picnic, such as “must contain the letter E,” or, “must be countable.”

	Tell the class you are going on a picnic, and give examples of 3-5 items you are taking with you, to give them hints about the rule.

	Elicit from the students what they would take. If their item doesn’t fit the rule, tell them they can’t take it.

	Have large classes work in groups of 2-3, and set a 10-20 second time limit to keep wait times between turns shorter. 

	The group to guess the rule wins.
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​Line Up
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Skills: Listening/speaking

Time: 5-10 minutes 

Materials: None

Line up is a quick activity that you can use as an icebreaker, or just about any time for that matter! Students can stand up. Then, give them a criterion by which they have to organize themselves in a straight line. Some examples:

−  Oldest to youngest

−  Tallest to shortest

−  Highest number of people they live with to the fewest

−  Number of pets (most to least)

−  Birthday month

Students can do this by talking (only in English!).

Teaching Tip:

Be sure to make it clear which side of the line is for which, or it can get pretty chaotic. For example, if you're doing birthday month, be sure to point to the right and say, “January” and then point to the left and say, “December.”

Procedure: 

	Students stand up.

	Give students a criterion by which they must organize themselves into a line. For example: oldest to youngest.

	Students organize themselves.

	The teacher can check if students are in the correct place by asking how old each person is along the line.
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​My World
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Skills: Writing/reading/speaking/listening

Time: 10-15 minutes

Materials: Nothing

This is an excellent icebreaker activity that you can do on the first day of class to introduce yourself and then have the students get to know one or two of their classmates. You start by drawing a big circle on the whiteboard with the title, “My World. ” Inside the circle there are various words, pictures or numbers that have some meaning to you. For example, inside my circle there might be 1979, blue, 37, a picture of two cats, and a mountain. The students would then have to make some guesses about why these things are special to me. The correct answers are: my birth year, favorite color, number of countries I've been to, my pets, and hiking which is my favorite hobby. 

Teaching Tips: 

This is a good activity to practice some functional language dealing with correct or incorrect guesses. Teach your students how to say things like, “You're close,” “Almost,” “You got it,” “That's right,” “Really? No!”

Remember that the goal of our classes should be to make them more student-centered than teacher-centered, so try to minimize the amount of time that it takes for students to guess what's in your circle. Most of them are quite easy with only one or two more difficult ones. Then, if required, give your students some hints so they are able to get the harder ones. To increase student talking time, it's always better to have students playing this activity with each other instead of only with you. 

For beginners, this activity might be a bit of challenge. You could write down these question forms to help them out:


−  Is this your _____ (hobby, birth year, age, favorite color)?

−  Do you have */a/an _____ (cat, three family members, etc.)?

−  Have you _____ (visited, gone to, tried, etc.)?


Procedure:

	Draw a big circle on the board and write “My World” at the top. Put in some words, pictures or numbers inside the circle that have some meaning to you.

	Have students guess what each thing means. Give hints if necessary. 

	Students prepare their own “world. ”

	Students can play with a partner or in small groups of 3-4. 
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​Phone Show and Tell
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 10-15 minutes

Materials: Students’ phones, optional PPT image of a photo from your phone

In small groups, each person chooses one image on their phone to share with the group. They should show the image and discuss what’s happening and why they chose to share it.

Teaching Tip:

An easy way to quickly change groups is to number students, for example, 1 to 4. When you change groups, tell all 1's to get together, 2's together and so on. Be sure to show each new group where to sit. If you have ten groups, divide the new groups in half.

Procedure:

	Optional: in advance, prepare a PPT of an image from your phone.

	Divide students into groups of 3-5 and ensure that any students who don't have a phone are divided evenly among the groups.

	Show the PPT and tell students that it is a picture from your phone. Discuss the picture; tell what is happening and why you chose to share that particular picture.

	Instruct them to take out their own phones and give them 2-3 minutes to choose a photo to share with their group.

	If you want to extend the activity, you can have students change groups and repeat the activity, either with the same image or after choosing a new one to share.


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Question of the Day 
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 5 minutes

Materials: None

Ask a question to spark a short student discussion. Current events, new movies, etc. are good topics to get people speaking in English for a few minutes at the beginning of class. If there is a new blockbuster out, that will be of interest to most students. The ones who have seen it can briefly summarize and answer the other students’ questions about it.

Procedure:

	Begin class by asking students how they have been and if anything interesting has been happening lately.

	Use one of the students’ answers as a segue to a current events question, such as, “You saw _____ last weekend? Who else saw that? What happened?” Just pick a movie, sporting event, or other topic that the majority of students are likely to have seen or at least know.
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​Random Acts of Kindness Video Treasure Hunt
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 1 hour

Materials: one smart phone per group, one checklist of possible acts of kindness per group

This is a scavenger hunt in disguise. Students are given a list of kind acts and they must go out and do as many as they can in the given time. They must also film the kind acts being done.

You will have to tailor the acts you assign according to your situation such as where the school is located and the time available but some easy ones are:

Each group member:

	Write a kind note and leave it on a windshield


	Give a stranger a flower or a hug

	Pick up 3 pieces of litter 

	Help a stranger carry something, such as groceries


When time is up, each group should show you the clips they have filmed. If they have an app like Splice, they can stitch the clips together into a single video, but that is optional.

Teaching Tips:

Assign different points for different activities, if some are more difficult to accomplish than others.

I give out extra points for consistently speaking English in the video clips of the tasks being carried out: asking if the person wants a “free hug” or naming the object they are properly disposing of and where they found it, but require each student to speak at least one sentence in English. 

If picking up litter is one of the kind acts on your list, it's nice to provide each group with a small bag and some plastic gloves.

Procedure:

	In advance, prepare a checklist of 10-12 kind acts. Print enough for each group to have one. Include important information, such as the time limit and how much English they must speak in the video.

	Divide students into groups of 4-5, making sure each group has at least one smart phone which can record videos.

	Begin by talking about random acts of kindness: are they familiar with the term, have they ever done or received a random act of kindness, etc.

	Give out the lists and let the class know the time limit and the minimum English they must use in the videos.

	When time is up, watch the videos and declare a winner: the group who completed the most tasks or got the most points if you assigned different point values.

	You could extend the task by showing the videos to the class during the next lesson and having them discuss what they did and how they felt.
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