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Create and Adapt Games to Motivate Adult English Language Students from Beginner to Advanced Levels

Presenter: Lorraine Hopping Egan, author and game inventor (www.hoppingfun.com)

Abstract

Here are tips, strategies, reproducibles, resources, and other practical advice for using and adapting commerical games or creating games for English language learning. The focus is on the adult level, from beginner to advanced.

Technology

This packet includes a MS Word document and with a .pdf file.

Why play games?

Games aren’t just “kid’s stuff.” They’re motivational tools for adults and kids alike. People who are having fun and paying attention learn better. My students work all day or have family responsibilities; they’re often tired, and games help energize them in a way that fill-in-the-blank worksheets and rote exercises simply can’t.

There’s a difference between educational games and games that are educational. Many learning games teach important skills and are useful classroom tools, but they aren’t fun to play. I first seek out games that play well, including commercial products that I enjoy with my family at holiday time, and then adapt them to beef up or incorporate solid educational content and language skills.

Keep score! Some teachers are reluctant to do this to avoid having “losers” or putting pressure on students, but scoring is a key component in game play. It’s what makes players want to win, want to follow the rules, want to succeed, want to do better the next time. Remember: These are adults, not kids; no one’s going to cry if they lose. In my opinion, if you don’t keep score or have a decisive resolution (a “finish line” or “pay-off” of some sort), it’s not a game—it’s an exercise—and you lose the motivational push that games provide. I would also argue that the pressure and tension that a competitive situation creates is a positive; it mimics the pressure and tension that every language learner feels when faced with communicating in a foreign tongue.

Good educational games teach the very same skills that workbooks do. It’s important to point this out to students at the beginning of the lesson, especially for those who don’t play a lot of games. You might encounter a little skepticism from students who are used to formal lessons and homework, but this quickly fades. Also, I follow up every game with a solid review of vocabulary and concepts.

Games of skill document progress as players get better with each session—an informal assessment tool! In fact, the first game session is often the shakiest, as students get used to the rules and learn strategies. After introducing a game, I play it several more times in consecutive sessions at higher skill levels or with varied content and point out to students the progression of improvement and the levels of mastery. Adults catch on faster than kids, so you can “up” the level of play quickly.

Competition and cooperation are not “bad” or “good.” They’re vital tools for game inventors and educators alike. Most good games are a mixture of the two dynamics. For every game you create or play, ask yourself: How are players interacting with each other? How are they competing? How are they cooperating? (Or, what common goal are they working toward?) What’s the big pay-off in the end?

Adapting commercial games for English language learning

Apples to Apples ( www.otb-games.com/showcase/apples.html , widely available at toy stores): Choose a noun that matches an adjective. Explain and defend your choice. The most interesting or unexpected or well-articulated match is the winner of the round (and of the adjective card—that’s how you keep score). In the commercial game, players take turns being the judge; alternately, you can serve as judge or ask players to vote on a favorite answer. Don’t neglect this step. Being awarded a card is what motivates players to take chances, work harder, stay engaged, and discuss/debate the choices with gusto.

Adaptations: I use one of the two junior editions (ages 7+ or ages 9+) for beginners and intermediates and the adult version for advanced learners. The adult version has a lot of American culture references, celebrities, slang, and idioms unfamiliar to immigrants, so I handpick the noun cards ahead of time. For all levels of play, the game becomes much easier when you substitute picture cards for the noun cards. For basic beginners, I introduce one simple adjective (“hot”) and then one picture card at a time to the group and say, “Is a [name of noun] hot—yes or no?” We vote; majority rules (making this a cooperative game). The “pay-off” is a stack of nouns that are “hot.”

Encourage disagreement and debate; challenge students’ answers so that they have to explain and defend with examples, data, or anecdotes. There’s no right answer, and students can make a case for almost any noun-adjective match with some creativity and ingenuity.

Skills: Parts of speech, synonyms, speaking, listening. It’s also great practice for the essay/oral portions of TOEFL, GRE, etc., when you encourage players to argue their case and give examples/facts to back it up.

Fun Factor: This is a best-selling family game. It was designed for fun first, learning second.

Cooperative goal: Students help each other come up with interesting matches and articulate why. They often chime in with examples of their own.

Competitive goal: Win the most cards.

Luck: Cards are drawn at random. Some are easier to match than others.

Progress: Players get impressively better at this after just one round!

Multilevel: Start easy (hot, cold, happy) and build upward (bogus, funky, touchy-feely).

The pay-off: An interesting stack of nouns related to an adjective. Expand: What other words fit the adjective? Make sentences. Argue the opposite—why doesn’t the noun fit?

Taboo (www.hasbro.com, widely available in toy stores): Divide the group into two evenly-matched teams. Each player takes a time-limited turn, trying to get his or her teammates to guess randomly drawn words without saying five related “taboo” words. Award teams the correctly guessed cards to keep score or keep a simple tally on the board, one point per correct guess.
Adaptations: I find that the cards that come with the game are too hard for all but the more advanced English students. I hand-pick easier ones and, contrary to the rules, allow players to say any of the five taboo words and also allow them to arrange a handful of cards in the order they want to present them (easy to hard). Alternately, I have players state the target word and try to get their teammates to guess as many of the five related words as they can. To introduce the game, I demonstrate how to give clues and then ask each player to practice with one card, without a time limit. To start a round, the clue giver draws five cards and has a minute or two to put them in order from easy to hard and think about the clues. I allow them to toss out and redraw one card.

Far more effective, I’ve found, is to play this game with flash cards or picture cards. With my hand-made Letter Perfect English cards (see end of packet), I allow the clue giver to provide the category (“home” or “nature” or “wearables”) and the three initial letters and then describe the picture. There’s a maximum of three points per card, but if the clue giver states one of the three words by accident, the score is zero for that card.

I also use this game as a five-minute cooperative warm-up exercise in which each player draws a card in turn and tries to get the group to guess it in as little time as possible.

Finally, I sometimes reverse this game to play a “20 Questions” version in which teammates ask yes/no questions to try to guess the mystery card (“Is it in the home?” “Is it living?” etc.). I play a “career” version in which each player is dealt at random a picture of a someone doing a profession. The others have to guess the career by asking yes-no questions (“Do you work with people?” “Do you make a lot of money?” etc.).

Skills: Speaking, listening, vocabulary (especially synonyms).

Wheel of Fortune (I don’t use the commercial version; a reproducible letter set is included in this packet as a .pdf): In this money-winning variation of Hangman, players guess a sentence by filling in blanks, letter by letter.
Adaptations: Over the years, I’ve developed a simple and flexible version that moves fast and requires only a dry-erase board and $50’s and $100’s (money is your scoring mechanism). You can get away with using just $50’s. I appoint one student to be the banker and another to be the letter card wrangler (passing out letters as they’re guessed, collecting them at the end of a round to start a new round). Here are the rules:

Allow one consonant guess per turn to speed things along (or one vowel and then one consonant per turn). Players win $50 or $100 for each correct consonant: B, C, D, F, G, H, J, K, L, M, N, P, Q, R, S, T, V, W, X, Y, Z. They pay $50 to guess a vowel: A, E, I, O, or U. After buying a vowel, they can guess a consonant. (I allow players only one vowel per turn. With multiple vowels, the more advanced players dominate and players have to wait too long for a turn.) If at least two letters are still blank, players can guess the complete sentence on their turn and win $200.

TIPS TO SHARE WITH PLAYERS: 

Every word in English has at least one vowel. The most common vowel is E. 

The most common consonants are T, S, R, N, L.

Common endings for words are “–ING” and “–ED” and “–ER.”

Common words are THE, OF, AND, A, TO, IN, IS, YOU, THAT.

Questions often begin with a “W” word: WHO, WHAT, WHY, WHEN, WHERE.

On the bottom of the letter cards is a list of which letters go together often. For example, if there is a “Q” on the board, there is almost always a “U” after it: QU.

With a very mixed ability group, we play one round of the game and then I ask the most advanced learner to be the game monitor—coming up with a sentence and challenging the others to guess it, letter by letter. With beginners, I introduce vocabulary, using picture cards, and then form a sentence with the new words (or, for very basic beginners, just play a one-word version of the game). For intermediate and advanced learners, proverbs and idioms lead to some great post-game discussions.

Skills: Grammar, spelling, vocabulary—and any tailor-made content (such as idioms, phrasal verbs, clauses, etc.) that you want to use for forming sentences.

ImaginIff (www.buffalogames.com): This game has a good measure of both competition and cooperation and engages everyone in great discussions. Example: If you (insert a name) were a plant, what plant would you be? 1. Oak tree, 2. Rose, 3. Wildflower, 4. Vine, 5. Cornstalk, or 6. Weed? Each player secretly chooses the number of an answer from 1-6 (by laying down a numbered card, face-down) and then all reveal their choices at the same time. Those who chose the most common answer advance their piece along a board game track. 

Adaptations: I made my own set of cards, tailored to intermediate or advanced levels of English and emphasizing categories of things (types of plants, types of vehicles, etc.), synonyms and antonyms, adverbs, adjectives, or other English skills. If students know each other, use their names as the subjects of the questions (in place of “you”). If they don’t, use famous people that everyone agrees on.

The scoring mechanism of the commercial game is a race to the finish. To play this game with content cards only, have players record their numbered answer on a piece of scrap paper and keep a simple tally score; everyone who has the majority answer scores one point. The first player to a target score (10, for example) or the high scorer after a time limit is the winner.

Fun Factor: Lots of interaction between players, great discussions.

Cooperative goal: Players try to agree on answers to the question.

Competitive goal: Players anticipate answers to score points.

Luck: Cards are drawn at random. Players who know each other well have an advantage; substituting famous people helps to level the field.

Progress: Players learn from each other and consensus becomes easier within a few rounds of play.

Multilevel: Card content can be easily targeted to specific English skills.

The pay-off: Students really get to know each other. Great discussions ensue. Expand: Have them write their own cards.

Lingo (frequently airs on Game Show Network): A two-player team tries to guess a five-letter mystery word, given the first letter (B __ __ __ __). If an incorrect word is guessed (“break”), any correct letters fall into place (B R __ __ __), which narrows the possibilities for the next guess, until someone finally names the word (“brain”) and wins the round.

Adaptations: To make this game easier, I hand out a list of the most frequently used three-letter (beginners), four-letter, or five-letter words in English (choose one list, included in this packet) and secretly select a word that’s on the list. (The list is at the end of this packet.) I don’t give them the first letter, since they have a list of words in front of them. In the game show, players have a time limit and can keep guessing during that limit, but I allow each student/pair one guess per turn to keep things moving quickly. This makes it more cooperative, as players build on each others’ guesses, and levels the playing field somewhat for mixed ability groups.

Skills: I point out common letter combinations and vowel positions as we play—great for consonant blends, double vowels, spelling, phonics basics. Over time, some students naturally discover the winning strategy: Guess a word that includes two vowels; if neither vowel appears, guess a word that includes two different vowels. Once the vowels are revealed, the word becomes much easier to guess.

Fun Factor: This game appeals to people who like to solve puzzles. 

Cooperative goal: Pairs communicate and cooperate to make guesses.

Competitive goal: The team that guesses the most words wins.

Luck: This is a game of skill. Make sure teams are evenly matched in English ability. By allowing only one guess per turn, you avoid having one team dominate.

Progress: This game is hard at first! Players learn strategies, letter combinations, and words with each new round, but it does take persistence.

Multilevel: As students master the lists, switch to the full-fledged version.

The pay-off: The satisfaction of solving a tough puzzle and dramatically improving spelling skills.

Tips for Creating and Playing Games

1. Keep it simple. I’ve played some good but complicated board games with lots of pieces and rules and papers to keep track of, but I end up returning to the simple games—often just a deck of cards or a set of letter tiles and a dry-erase board. 

2. Show, don’t tell. I don’t give my learners written rules. It takes too much time to go through them. It’s easier to play a pretend round until everyone catches on, and then announce that the “real game” is about to begin. 

3. Watch the time. Keep games short (15-30 minutes) to maintain interest. If you’re having a game day or long session, start with a calm game (like Hangman) and save an energetic one (like Taboo) for the end—the last 15-20 minutes of the session.

4. Close the notebooks. Some students will be tempted write down vocabulary words and notes. I discourage this during “game time” to avoid slowing down momentum. Nothing kills a game faster than someone who’s distracted during his or her turn. Set aside time after the game ends to review vocabulary and other material and answer questions.

5. Limit group sizes. A typical board game is for two to four players with good reason: No one wants to sit around waiting for a turn. Six is the maximum for most games, with the exception of team games like Taboo, which lend themselves to larger groups.

6. The more interactive, the better. Players should be talking to each other, exchanging things, asking and answering questions, competing and/or cooperating directly, and so on. You’re there to facilitate and monitor and move things along, but, ideally, the students should be playing the game with each other, not through you. A lack of interaction is one reason I rarely play Bingo learning games.

7. Repeat, repeat. Students sometimes have trouble understanding each other because of accents or different English ability levels. Repeat, rephrase, correct (if necessary) what they say to each other.

8. Again, keep score! The important reasons are stated above (“Why play games?”). Scoring mechanisms can be very simple: awarding cards as students win them (Letter Perfect Phonics, Apples to Apples, Taboo), using play money (Hangman/Wheel of Fortune), or keeping a tally (Lingo, Taboo).

9. Incorporate an element of luck—drawing or choosing cards at random, bonus cards, rolling the dice to move ahead or take an extra turn, for example. While the point of these games is to learn and improve English skills, luck levels the playing field to give everyone a chance at winning. It’s one way that game inventors avoid a “runaway winner” situation. 

10. Be enthusiastic! Cheer people on! Clap your hands! And relax. Games are about having fun, and your attitude will be reflected in your learners. I don’t use prizes because I find that adults don’t need them. They genuinely want to succeed and improve, and that’s motivation enough.

What’s in My Basic Game Kit?

I coordinate a weekly game group for adult learners and have prepared a basic game kit for myself and my tutors. All these materials fit inside a plastic pencil box. 

A Deck of Picture Cards: I use a hand-made deck of 100 categorized picture cards (“Letter Perfect English”) every time I teach English. (See my website, www.hoppingfun.com for a free .pdf download of activities and games.) The advantage to having a deck of pictures (in addition to a picture dictionary or full-size, cut-out pictures from magazines and calendars) is that you can shuffle them and pass them out at random and easily store them with a rubber band in a box. They also serve as handy scoring mechanisms—the one who earns the most cards wins.

Pack of Standard Playing Cards: A numeric playing card deck is an excellent tool for teaching the numbers 1-10 (use the ace as 1) and beyond—randomly deal 2-3, set them next to each other, and the answer is “23.” I’ve had learners count up to the billions, by adding one card at a time in a row (2,365,187,119!). The cards also double as “money” (2 = $2) for practice buying things at a store (using the picture cards as items for sale). I use Aristoplay’s Art Deck, which has a different painting on each card and doubles as a discussion tool for talking about colors, art styles, and subject matter. There are many, many playing cards with pictures on them available at gift stores, museum shops, etc.

Letter Cards or Letter Tiles: There are lots of these available commercially, for cheap. I made my own letter cards because I wanted to add common letter combinations to one set (bl, br, bb, etc.) and the rank of the letters as used in the English language to the other (for use with the Hangman and phonics games and many others). I also color-coded mine—vowels in red, the six rarest letters in blue (Z, X, Q, V, J, K), the rest in black.

2-4 Dice: These are also really useful for random number practice. (Roll them and then line them up to make a number to name.) You can also use them to choose who goes first (highest roll) in any game or for choosing sides for team play (odd or even).

Sand Timer: I almost never use a time limit for the first time students play a game, but as they get used to the rules and content, I find that setting a limit per turn helps move things along. It’s essential for team games like Taboo.

Recommended Resources

Books of Games and Activities

Best-Ever Vocabulary and Word Study Games, by Lorraine Hopping Egan (Scholastic Professional).Teach vocabulary using Latin and Greek roots and prefixes and a real-world context (medicine, cooking, advertising, and so on). Intermediate to advanced English language learners, especially those whose native tongue is a romance language, will enjoy: Synonym Tag, Agreeable Facts (verb tense), Bingo Lingo (match words to roots: uniform/uni, dictionary/dict), Verbosaurus board game (make words out of word roots to advance), Advantageous Advertising (investigate the meaning of product names), along with assorted puzzles and quick activities.

Just a Minute! Game and ESL Teacher’s Activities Kit, by Elizabeth Claire (www.elizabethclaire.com). Just a Minute is a fast-paced speaking and listening game in a reproducible book format. The activities kit is full of creative ideas for informal learning, non-textbook-style—including games, cooperative activities, fill-in-the-blanks, and more.

Noun Hounds and Other Great Grammar Games, by Lorraine Hopping Egan (Scholastic Professional). A creative collection of ready-to-go, student–tested grammar games, complete with reproducible boards, cards, and pieces for elementary and middle grades. Games that are easily adapted for adult English language learners include: Noun Hounds board game (name people, places, and things from A to Z), Walk the Walk Charades (adverbs), Command Performance (imperative verb tense), Compound Your Luck (compound sentences), the Write Rules (punctuation and spelling), Word Jam Contractions, Sound Sister (homophones), Where’s Herman? (prepositions), and others.

Websites with Free Games and Activities

English Banana: http://www.englishbanana.com/
Fun, online word games, quizzes, and worksheets. You need Java. A FEW GOOD ONES: Hangman: Guess a word, letter by letter. Mastermind: Guess a four-letter word by entering another four-letter word and comparing the letters in common. This is fun! (Like Lingo.) Write a Tall Tale: Enter words. The words appear in a story. (A tall tale is a story with a lot of exaggeration.) Write a Secret Recipe Story: Same idea as Tall Tale, but with a recipe.

Dave’s ESL Café: http://www.eslcafe.com/ and English Club: www.englishclub.com
There are lots and lots of links, including dozens of free, online English lessons. There’s a student forum, where learners can discuss topics with other English students. Quizzes, worksheets, games, etc.

A Game a Day: http://www.agameaday.com/
Word games for students to play online. These are challenging: codes to decipher, crosswords, anagrams, word guesses, etc.

Game Supplies

Play Money: If you don’t want to cannibalize your old Monopoly sets or other games, you can buy play money at many online sources such as  http://catalog.teachingsupplystore.com and www.casinosupply.com.

Letter Cards or Letter Tiles: Use old computer keyboards (the keys pop off), Scrabble tiles (which you can order from Hasbro separately), or here’s a mini-card deck of capital and small letters with an optional activity book: http://www.abax.co.jp/en/catalog/2059.html
Other Game Making Supplies: http://boardgamecentral.com/make_your_own_board_games.html
Board Game Designers Forum: www.bgdf.com Though focused on the young simulation and war game crowd, there’s lots of practical advice here for making prototypes that look good and last long and tips for designing fun games.

Royalty-free Photo Objects (www.hemera.com, www.photoobjects.net, www.clipart.com/en/se/photoobjects, www.inzones.com/picturezone/photoobjects.htm) are great for making your own picture cards, like the ones in my Letter Perfect English deck. Subscriptions are expensive, however, and I chose to buy smaller collections on CD disks with subject-specific photos.
About the Presenter

Lorraine Hopping Egan has been a certified English language tutor for Washtenaw Literacy (a non-profit organization) for 10 years, on both a group and individual basis, and has college degrees in English literature and French language. She is currently the coordinator of a weekly ESL Game/Conversation group for adults of all ability levels. She has written 14 books of games and activities for teachers, all published by Scholastic Professional, and more than two dozen nonfiction books for children under the name Lorraine Jean Hopping. Her game inventing background includes a five-year stint as the product development director of Aristoplay (an educational board game company) along with many, many enjoyable hours playing games with family and friends.
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I made these picture cards on my computer using InDesign software and royalty-free photo objects (see “Recommended Resources”). I printed them out on medium-heavy card stock on my color laser printer. (Heavy card stock doesn’t handle as well.) I sprayed them with an acrylic coating for durability and also to make them easier to shuffle. I cut the rounded corners with an inexpensive tool found in scrapbooking supply kits.

There are 10 cards in each of 10 categories: food, nature, home, wearables, tools and machines, activities, work, travel, people, events and holidays. I designed them to be flexible and usable with beginners to advanced learners, with a wide range of vocabulary, content, and subject matters.

The complete word list, along with a mini-manual of games and activities that you can do with this or any set of picture cards, is available FOR FREE as a .pdf download on my website, www.hoppingfun.com. 

Letter Perfect Phonics

Write on a board any short- or long-vowel word ending:

___ AT

Lay out consonant letter cards, avoiding any that are problematic (very rare words or “bad” words; up to you whether to allow proper names):

B
C
D
F
G
H

J
K
L
M
P
Q

R
S
T
V
W
X

Y
Z

STUDENTS




TEACHER

Each student, in turn, picks a letter. If the letter makes a word (bat, cat, fat, hat, mat, pat, rat, sat, tat, vat), and he or she can pronounce it properly, the students score one point and win the card. If it’s not a word, the teacher scores a point and wins the card. For dramatic effect, announce when there’s only one good letter left. When that letter’s been picked, end the game and tally the final score: students versus teacher. Review the rhyming words, collect the letters, and play again.

Fun factor: Do charades or sound effects for each word. Meow!

Cooperative goal: Beat the teacher. Over time, reduce the teacher’s cards to zero.

Competitive goal: Win the most cards. Learn words so that you can choose wisely.

Progress: Each round, students know more words and make wiser choices. 

Multilevel: Very soon, they’re ready to move onto another word ending.

Word List: Lingo Game

The most common three–letter words in English (in order):

the

and

you

was

for

are

his

one

had

but

not

all

can

use

she

how

out

her

him

has

two

see

way

who

oil

its

now

day

did

get

may

new

our

man

say

old

boy

too

any

set

put

end

big

why

ask

men

try

off

air

add

own

eye

saw

few

got

run

car

sea

eat

far

let

cut

sun

dog

red

top

low

map

war

ten

fly

box

ago

yes

ran

dry

yet

hot

six

The most common four–letter words in English (in order):

that

with

they

this

have

from

word

what

were

when

your

said

each

will

many

then

them

some

make

like

time

look

more

than

been

call

find

long

down

come

made

part

over

take

only

work

know

year

live

back

give

most

very

just

name

good

much

mean

also

help

line

same

came

want

show

form

does

must

even

such

turn

here

went

read

need

land

home

move

kind

hand

play

away

page

high

near

food

last

tree

city

head

left

seem

next

hard

open

life

both

side

feet

mile

walk

grow

took

four

once

book

hear

stop

miss

idea

face

real

girl

talk

soon

list

song

body

fish

area

mark

room

knew

ever

told

easy

door

sure

ship

best

rock

fast

hold

five

step

true

farm

draw

seen

cold

plan

sing

fall

king

town

unit

wood

fire

upon

done

road

half

gave

wait

verb

star

feel

fact

note

rest

stay

week

less

base

boat

game

warm

deep

heat

rule

noun

able

size

dark

ball

fine

pair

The most common five–letter words in English (in order):

there

their

other

about

these

would

write

could

water

sound

place

thing

think

great

where

right

small

large

again

spell

house

point

found

study

still

learn

world

every

plant

never

start

earth

light

under

story

might

close

begin

those

paper

group

often

until

night

white

began

river

carry

state

later

watch

above

young

being

leave

music

color

stand

horse

birds

since

piece

heard

order

today

short

black

whole

early

waves

space

vowel

table

north

money

voice

cried

south

field

shown

stars

front

ocean

class

green

stood

plane

bring

shape

clear

round

check

among

power

heavy

built

Which letters are used most often? Most to least used: 

eta oin shr dlu cmf gyp wbv kxj qz

The most common first letter of a word (most to least):

t o a  w b c  d s f  m r h  i y e  g l n  o u j k

The most common second letter:

h o e  i a u  n r t

The most common third letter:

e s a r n I

The most common final letter:

e s t d  n r y f  l o g h  a k m p  u w
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