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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 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 101 ESL speaking game and activity ideas 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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​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 speaking games and activities, 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 speaking 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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​ESL Speaking Activities for All Levels
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​Vocabulary Flip Chart
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 20 minutes

Materials: Flip-chart or 

The captain sits in a chair at the front of the class facing her team. The teacher stands behind the captain with vocabulary words on a flip-chart or a stack of flashcards. If you use flashcards, make sure they are big enough for everyone to be able to see them, even at the back of the class. The team has to give hints in English (no gestures) to the captain until she can guess the word. At that point, the team moves on to the next word. Each round is three minutes and you can play 3-4 rounds with different captains. I give each group one pass per round in case there is a word that the captain doesn't know. 

Teaching Tips: 

One of the ways that students gain fluency is by employing communication strategies such as substitution, which means that when a student can't remember the specific vocabulary word that they want to use, they're able to substitute another word, or phrase to get their meaning across. This game is very useful for practicing substitution skills in a fun way. 

Make sure you emphasize that this game requires speaking only English. It is too easy for students to say the word in the their first language, the captain says it in English and then it's not a useful speaking activity. I warn students at the beginning of the game that if I hear a word in their first language, that round will immediately finish, even if they are only 5 seconds into it. 

One of the cons of this game is that the other team is sitting idly waiting while the other team is playing. A way to alleviate this problem is by keeping the rounds very short so that waiting time is reduced. You can also mention that any word that a team has “passed” on could come back into play so it's good to pay attention. Furthermore, elicit the other team's help to watch for any infractions such as gesturing, miming, or not speaking in English. 

Procedure:

	Prepare a large flip-chart of flashcards with the target vocabulary. I often use an old notebook.

	Put the students into teams of 4-8. They choose their captain for the first round. 

	The first team sends their captain to the front of the class who sits in a chair facing their team, while the teacher stands behind them with the flashcards. Give the team 3 minutes to describe as many words as possible, using only English to the captain who must guess them. The teacher keeps track of how many correct words the team got. 

	Continue to play until all teams have played an equal number of rounds, with different captains for each round. 

	The team with the most points at the end of all the rounds is the winner. 
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​Fill in the Form
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Skills: Reading/writing/speaking/listening

Time: 5-20 minutes

Materials: Application form

Filling in forms is an often-overlooked skill for language learners, but life is full of forms. To prepare for this activity, talk to students in advance to find out what kinds of forms they have to fill out in English. Some possibilities include customs and immigration forms when traveling, banking documents, registration paperwork (such as for a doctor or a credit card) and job applications. Whatever students need, a quick Google search should turn up a generic example you can use in class.

Most forms have a fair bit of overlap in terms of requested information, so students should get a quick boost of confidence, but there may be important differences in how dates and addresses are written compared to their first language. Any such variations can be quickly learned, and you can move along to the more challenging sections. The challenges to students will be in the areas of vocabulary used on forms as well as writing responses in the way expected by those who collect the forms.

You can do this as a writing activity, discussing each section with students, or you can complete the forms as a role play. For the role play, make two copies of the blank form so that students working in pairs can take turns playing the “information collector” and the “subject.”

Procedure:

	In advance, find out what kinds of forms students need to fill out in English.

	Find examples online and print two copies of each form you want to use.

	Have students take turns playing the parts of the “information collector” and the “subject.”
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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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​Conversation Starters
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Skills: Speaking/listening

Time: 10 minutes

Materials: Nothing

Students often struggle with how to start a conversation and this is an activity you can use to help them. It's particularly useful for beginners but it's also possible for advanced level students if you give the students a particular context relevant to them such as “at the water cooler” (business small talk) or “at the drink table” (party small-talk). 

The way it works is that you write the beginning of a conversation on the PowerPoint or whiteboard. For example, 

A: “How was your weekend?”

B: “It was _____. I _____.”

Or, 

A: “What did you do last night?”

B: “I _____. ”

Or, 

A: “Anything interesting happening with you lately?”

B: “Not really, I've just been _____. ”

Put the student into pairs and they have to engage in a short conversation for about a minute using the starter. If you have adults, you can ring a bell after one minute is up and then they have to quickly find someone else that they haven't talked to yet and start the conversation again. If you have teenagers, it can get a little chaotic to do it that way so I recommend forming two opposing lines. One line stays stationary while the other line moves one person down the line for each round. 

Teaching Tips: 

An important sub-skill that our students need to be proficient at is initiating a conversation. However, it can sometimes be a bit of a difficult thing even for English native speakers so it's useful to provide our students with opportunities to practice it and also to give them a few set phrases they can keep in their English “tool-kits. ” It can be useful to do this activity at regular intervals (every month perhaps) and use different starters each time. 

Procedure:

	Think of a conversation starter. Put it on the PowerPoint or whiteboard.

	Have students find a partner, either in a line or by themselves. 

	Students have a one minute conversation using the starter. 

	Ring a bell and students have to find a new partner, either by mingling or moving one space down the line to face a new partner.

	Students have another short one minute conversation. Repeat as many times as desired.
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​Making Videos
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Skills: Speaking

Time: 1-5 hours

Materials: Smartphone and/or computer 

For my conversation classes, I rarely give the students written homework. It doesn't make sense and it seems far better to me that my students have to practice speaking. Plus, at least in Korea, everybody loves using their Smartphone so this gives my students another excuse to do this. 

I base the homework on whatever I'm teaching. For example, in one of my higher level classes we were talking about good and bad manners, so I had my students choose a specific situation (going to someone's home, at a coffee shop, eating out, etc.) and explain what things you should and shouldn't do. For lower level students, I've done things like telling students to introduce themselves and then giving a few topics that they have to cover such as family, hobbies and hopes for the future. 

It's easy for the students to upload the videos on YouTube and then send you the link so you can watch and evaluate them. To make it even more fun for the students, I tell them that they can make the video with someone else if they wish. If it's a person in the same class, the requirements are usually slightly higher (for example, five minutes instead of three). But, they could also do it with anybody outside the class. I've had students get their families, little brothers or sisters, girlfriends or boyfriends, international students they know in their dormitory, and even random people on the street to help them. It's usually funny and interesting and it's homework that I truly don't mind grading. 

You could show the videos in class if you want, but I often don't since there are always lots of students who are shy (in Korea). However, if students know that other students will be watching their videos, motivation is higher and the videos tend to be better quality. Another thing you can do is to have students watch the other videos and comment on them as part of their homework but be careful with this and make sure to provide specific rules for what kinds of comments are allowed if you teach teenagers because they can sometimes be less than kind. 

Teaching Tips: 

Getting students to make videos is a particularly effective way to work on functional language or language sub-skills. Some things you could focus on for solo videos include: giving an opinion, offering advice, using more or less formal language depending on the situation, marking the main points of a discourse through emphasis, and verbal cues or transition statements. If there are two or more people, you can focus on the things previously mentioned but could also consider making a request, apologizing, agreeing, disagreeing, asking for an opinion, turn-taking skills, initiating, etc. What you choose to focus on depends on the topic you choose and whether the student is alone or with a partner. For example, in solo speech it can be useful to focus on something like grammatical accuracy, pronunciation or intonation. However, in a pair students could work on offering advice, or transition statements. 

Even if you're not stellar at using technology, chances are that students mostly are, especially if they are teenagers or university students so don't let this hinder you. I've found that even the mature students in my classes could figure it out, usually by asking their own teenagers or students (many of them are teachers themselves). Of course, you should put up your own video on YouTube first so you at least have a basic idea of the process. If students are having particular problems, I recommend instructing them to Google it in their own language because the question has surely been answered already. 

I never give additional points or take away points for things like poor sound or lighting quality as long as I can see and hear them. I instead focus on English use, since it's an English class and not a video making or editing one. That said, if a student uses their creative powers and goes above and beyond what the other students have done, I'll usually give them a bonus point or two and even ask them if I could show their video in class to the other students. 

Some students worry about privacy issues so I always mention that I'll grade the videos very quickly (within a day) and as soon as they get an email from me with my comment, they can delete the


	Decide on the criteria for the video: alone/partner/group, length, topic, etc.

	Explain the criteria very clearly to students and either have them work on it in class or for homework. 

	Students can upload the video to YouTube and then send the link to the teacher. 

	There are three options for watching the videos:
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