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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. I hold a Master of Arts in Psychology, and during my time in Korea, I completed the CELTA and DELTA certification programs. 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

ESL Speaking (www.eslspeaking.org)

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. You can find them wherever you like to buy books: 


−  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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I love to make learning English fun and interesting for my students. Happy, engaged students will remember the content far better than bored, disinterested ones! That's why I've written this book—to give other teachers some fun ideas to try out with their students. 

Quite honestly, this is the book that I wish I'd had when I first started teaching. There just wasn't anything like this 20 years ago. Instead, I relied on Dave's ESL Cafe for some ideas for my classes, but it was quite difficult to find something that would work. I usually ended up making my own games instead. 

Skip over the frustration and just use this book! You'll find ESL speaking game and activity ideas for beginners that will ensure a great class. You should be able to find one that'll work for whatever you're teaching in just a minute or two. These games have been tried and tested over my teaching career and the result is things that work, in the real world—your classroom!

What this book isn't meant to do is replace a textbook. The games are not a comprehensive treatment of the English language. Instead, if you teach conversation or general English, I recommend using an appropriate textbook (I like “Let's Go” for children, and “4 Corners,” “Smart Choice,” “World Link,” and “Touchstone” for adults) and then supplementing the lesson with one or two of these fun games. Perhaps use one as a warm-up activity at the beginning and then another as a review activity at the end. There are some activities that take up an entire class period, such as a review day before a test. Finally, you can find some “just for fun” activities that are ideal if you teach at a summer or winter camp, or just want to have a “party” day in class. 

I hope this will be your go-to resource for all things ESL games and activities! There are a variety of activities that will work well for larger classes of 20+ students. All of them will work for smaller classes of 4-12 students. And many of them are ideal for private tutoring or online teaching as well. Many of them are based on pair work but in this case, the teacher can act as the partner for the student.
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​Basketball Vocabulary Challenge
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Skills: Listening/speaking

Time: 10-15 minutes

Materials: Empty trash can, “balls”

This is a fun game that children love! You can play with the entire class if you have fewer than eight students or in teams if you have more, but you need a big space to play it, such as a large classroom with few desks, gymnasium or outside. Place the empty trash can in the middle of the open space. Arrange the students around the room as far from the basket as possible (touching the wall, behind the chalk line, etc.) and give each student a ball. They can be real balls, but I find that a piece of scrunched up scrap paper works best. Then, place a line of flashcards in front of each person leading toward the basket. Five per player works well. 

Going in order one student at a time; the students have two choices: aim for the basket, or say the vocabulary word on the flashcard immediately in front of them and move up closer to the basket. If they aim for the basket but miss, they are out of the game and must go sit down. If they say the word correctly, they move up closer and wait until the next round when they have the same decision. If they say the wrong word, they are also out of the game. Continue in a circle until all the players are out of the game, either because they missed a shot, got a shot in the basket or said a vocabulary word incorrectly. You can give a point or small prize to the first player to get a shot in the basket. 

An optional variation is to give different points for various shots as you would in a regular basketball game. For example, from flashcards #5/4 = 3 points. Flashcards #3/2 = 2 points. Flashcard #1 = 1 point.

Procedure:

	Place an empty trash cash in the center of a large playing area.

	Arrange five flashcards per student leading from the perimeter to the basket. 

	Line students up at the perimeter behind a row of flashcards. Each student has to be holding a ball of some kind.

	Students take turns in order and have two choices. The first choice is to shoot their ball at the basket. If they miss, they are out of the game. If they make the basket, they get a point. The other choice is to say the word on the flashcard closest to them and if correct, they move up to that location and waits until their next turn. If incorrect, they are out of the game. 

	The winner is the first student(s) to score a basket. Or, if you're giving different points for the various shots, you can play 3-5 rounds and add up the scores from each round.
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​Board Games
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Skills: Reading/speaking

Time: 25-40 minutes

Materials: Board game sheet and marker for each student (a coin or eraser)

Board Games often come in the “teacher’s resource book” that goes along with the textbook and if this is the case, you're in luck because no prep will be required but you'll have a solid activity that your students will probably love and it has the added bonus of being extremely student-centered. However, don't worry if there isn't a pre-made game in the textbook because it's easier than you might think to make your own. It will only take 5-10 minutes once you get a bit of experience doing it. 

Use questions based on the grammar and/or vocabulary that you’ve been teaching during the previous classes. Have some fun squares, such as, “Switch positions with the person on your right” or, “Go back 5 spaces.” The style I typically use is a question of some kind where the student has to speak one or two sentences in response to it. The other students in the group listen for incorrect answers, in which case the student has to move back the number that they “rolled. ” You can use dice (which gets loud), two coins (2 heads = 5, 1 head + 1 tail = 3, 2 tails = 1), or a number sheet where students close their eyes and move their pen to choose a number. 

Teaching Tips: 

Board games have their own lexical set and it may be the first time many students have ever played a board game in English so it's useful to do some pre-teaching. Before you play, you can teach them some key phrases and encourage them to speak only English (it's your turn, go ahead, your roll, pass the dice, let's ask the teacher, etc.). 

Dice are my least favorite way to “roll” because they fall off the desk, roll around the room and they can also be very loud. Using coins or a paper sheet with a pen is much more controlled. 

If students disagree about whether an answer is correct or incorrect, you can make a joke and tell them not to fight but just to ask you to be the referee. You should think carefully about the game though and make most of the questions easy enough that there are obvious correct answers. If not, class time will be very stressful if you have a big class and many groups demanding attention at the same time. 

Before I give the winner of each group a little prize, I'll often make them answer one or two final questions, which I usually take from the game board. It's a good way to review correct vocabulary and/or grammar use with the class in case any group has been off-base but you didn't catch it. A key component of learning language is hearing it and using it again, and again, and again. Help students do this in class by doing quick reviews together at the end of activities. 

Procedure:

	Hand out the “game boards” as well as dice or coins to groups of 3-5 students. Have each student provide their own token—it can be an eraser, a key or a small piece of paper.

	The students can do rock-scissor-paper to see who goes first. The first student uses the dice or coins to find the number of spaces they will move ahead. That student answers the question and if correct, they stay on that space but if incorrect, they move back the number of spaces that they rolled. 

	The next student rolls the dice and answers a question and so on. 

	The game continues until one student reaches the final square on the game. 
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​Bumbling Blindfold 
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 20 minutes

Materials: Blindfold

If you’re teaching about directions (go straight, left, right, turn-around, stop, etc.) this is a fun activity. Blindfold one student and put them at the starting point. The other students have to give them directions so they can get to the finish point without bumping into anything. Be sure to move anything that students could walk into and hurt themselves with. Also caution them that they need to walk slowly and that if they run, they will have to sit down and their turn will be over.

Teaching Tip:

With a larger class, do this in teams to prevent chaos and confusion. For example, divide the class into two or three groups. Each group must choose a captain to go outside and wait. Choose the start and finish point. Bring one captain into the class and only their team is allowed to give them hints. Time them to see how long it takes. Give a penalty (+15 seconds) for not using English. Repeat with the next team and compare results. 

Procedure:

	Have one student wait outside the class for a minute.

	Show remaining students the start and the finish point.

	Go outside and blindfold the student and lead him into the classroom.

	The other students must give him directions to get from the starting to the finish.
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