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April 2008, TESOL Convention

Storytelling and Conversation Games to Teach English Language Skills, Beginner to Advanced Levels

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

Overview

I’ll introduce games and activities that involve using pictures or words to tell stories and spark conversation, beginner to advanced levels. After a little biography, romance, adventure, and drama, the session culminates with The Lively Conversation Game, a fast-paced talking race that boosts fluency and can be played by civilized or “uncivilized” rules. The lessons are aimed at adult learners of English and can be adapted to teach a range of skills.

Why tell stories?

Storytelling is a universal pastime, and yet many language materials for adults overlook or underplay its power to engage, entertain, and educate. Anyone with a little imagination can take learners beyond the basic “Joe-and-Sally-at-the-store” dialogue and “read-the-story-and-answer-questions” exercise by turning pictures and words into a magical and lasting language learning experience. The key is to break down stories into their engaging essence—a set-up, a conflict, and a resolution, starring characters with tough dilemmas and strong personalities. Because these stories are for and by adults, the plots can be sophisticated and relevant to the challenges we grown-ups encounter. In using these activities over the past decade, I’ve made a few observations:

• By putting vocabulary words in the context of a story, especially when paired with pictures, sounds, and gestures, adults remember them better. Memorizing lists of words or learning them in random, disconnected sentences isn’t nearly as effective.

• Stories draw out shy students, who are often creative types.

• When learners are creating the stories, the lesson is much more personal than a fake dialogue. Again, students are more actively engaged and retain the language better.

General Tips for Storytelling Games
1. Continuity. Some students see a picture and then automatically start describing it or making a basic sentence—two common language learning activities. It takes a little demonstrating and practice to understand that, as you lay down a series of pictures, they’re supposed to connect them into a continuous narrative. The “Two-for-One” activity (below) helps get them started. 

2. Repetition. Some students don’t follow the story well due to poor listening skills or the poor speaking skills of others. Storytelling depends on everyone getting the gist of it. Especially with beginners, each time a player adds to the story, I repeat the entire thing, pointing at the pictures. This seems tedious, but it works. To keep the more advanced students interested, I throw in a new detail each time I repeat it—something as simple as an adjective, for example. 

3. Focus on the oral. Some students will be tempted to write down vocabulary words or look them up in electronic translators. I discourage this to avoid slowing down momentum. I sometimes keep a running list of words on a board for reference and review.

4. Limit group sizes. I’ve told “wandering stories” with groups as large as 12 or 14, and it works, since everyone has to listen and be engaged throughout the activity. Better, though, is to work in groups of four to six so that learners have more chance to talk and participate. 

5. The education factor. These games teach the very same skills that workbooks do, but students used to a rigid educational system might not see it. I follow up every game with a solid review of vocabulary and grammar, as needed.

6. The surprise element. It’s tempting, but don’t pass out all the pictures ahead of time and then string together a story. I also don’t make up stories ahead of class. It’s the surprise of drawing a picture at random—thinking on your feet—that makes these games fun.

7. Ham it up. Sounds, gestures, and facial expressions all help convey the meaning. They’re also important for tapping into the “multiple intelligences”—different learning styles. 

Something About Me
High beginner to advanced level

Materials: Cards that ask personal, yes-no questions—a minimum of three or four per person. This packet includes one reproducible sheet of cards, but if you email me (games@hoppingfun.com), I will send you my entire set in .pdf form. [sorry, no longer available] It includes cards in these five categories: Tell Me About Yourself (e.g., “Do you play a sport?”), What Do You Look Like? (e.g., “Are you of average height?”), Who Is in Your Family? (e.g., “Do you have a brother?”), and What Do You Eat or Drink? (e.g., “Can you bake a pie?”), What Are You Wearing? (e.g., “Are you wearing the color red?”). I usually play with one category to start, especially with beginners, and then graduate to mixing together the categories.

Activity: I bring out this activity every time I tutor a group for the first time. It prompts interesting follow-up discussion beyond the usual “My name is so-and-so, and I am from such-and-such country.” To play, scramble the deck face-down in the middle of the table. Players draw cards (at the same time), read the question silently, and decide if the answer is yes or no. If yes, they keep the card. If no (or if they don’t understand the question), they put it back for someone else to draw. Each player collects three cards. Players, in turn, use the three cards to tell (or write) a brief story about themselves.

The simplest story, for beginners, consists of straight-up answers to the questions: “I have a brother. I am of average height. I can bake a pie.”

Encourage students to embellish and be creative: “My brother is very athletic, but he sometimes helps me bake pies. I help him practice soccer. He is taller than me and an excellent goalie. He wears a blue uniform, but I wear a red one because we are on different teams.” Examples of prompts: “You have a son-in-law who . . .” “You went to Texas because . . .” “You eat a big breakfast such as . . .” “You are good with numbers but not good with . . .” “You listen to music that makes you feel . . .” And so on.

Skills: Asking and answering questions is the foundation of conversation. The yes-no format makes this easy, but the added storytelling feature encourages more complexity and fluency.

What’s My Story?
High beginner to advanced level

Materials: Pictures of interesting people and adjective cards (one word per card). If you have an Apples to Apples game, use the green adjective cards. (I prefer the junior set for ages 9 and up.) Alternately, use picture of animals and tell an action-packed nature story.

Activity: Students choose a photo from a selection and write or tell a brief, made-up biography:

Where and when was this person born? What’s the full name? Is he/she married? Who is in the family? Profession? Education? Interests? Accomplishments? Life-changing events?

Those are the basics. Beyond that, you’re looking for strong, interesting characters with flaws and problems and obstacles to overcome. Keep asking, “What’s wrong?” “What bad thing happened to this person last week?” “What good thing will happen tomorrow?” To spark creative ideas, shuffle the adjective cards and pass out two to each student at random. They should come up with an event or incident in which the traits played a key role. For example, “Wilbur was attacked by a dog when he was a child, and so now, he is very fearful but tough at the same time.”

After students tell or read their biographies, here’s a twist: Pair up two students and ask them what would happen if their subjects met—on a train, in class, at a bar, etc.? What is the relationship? What might they say to each other? Do they like each other? Do they have anything in common?

Skills: I look for fluency (if oral) and the use of rich vocabulary words, especially adjectives. The prompts are the same basic questions that immigrants often get asked (“Where are you from?”), so it’s great practice for mastering those casual, get-to-know you conversations.

Two for One
Level: Low intermediate to advanced

Materials: A deck of picture cards or a set of cut-out pictures. Pictures of specific objects or people work better than landscapes or scenes or group photos. See “Resources” near the end of this packet.

Activity: Each student draws two picture cards at random and takes a minute to think silently. The goal is to connect the pictures in one sentence, which they dictate and I write on the board, exactly as stated. I ask other students to correct any mistakes. If the sentence is very simple (“The chicken is on the table”), I prompt for an adjective or adverb (“The perfectly roasted chicken”) or a clause (“The chicken, which didn’t cook long enough, is on the table.”), or a follow-up question (“Should we still eat it?”).

Many students are familiar with the show-a-picture, make-a-sentence activity. This is different. With two pictures, they have to think harder to create a more sophisticated sentence. It’s also more of a game—what does this have to do with that? It’s fun to draw wacky combos and make them work.

Tips: Before playing, I demonstrate this activity at least twice so that learners get the gist. I also use it as a warm-up for the “Wandering Story” game. Add a third card for a serious challenge.

Skills: The point here is grammar—word order, verb tense and agreement, saying full and correct sentences. By using two pictures instead of one, you force students to connect concepts with interesting verbs or clauses. They often find themselves making compound sentences, so it’s useful to review the connecter words—and, but, yet, however, so, etc. Make sure each sentence makes sense as a sentence; putting “and” between two disconnected thoughts doesn’t cut it.

The Wandering Story
Beginner to advanced level
Materials: A deck of picture cards or a stack of cut-out pictures. You need a minimum of three cards to tell a good story and a deck of at least 20 or 30 to make the story random and interesting.

Activity: Learners repeat (beginner) or make up (intermediate to advanced) a story by drawing a series of pictures at random, one at a time. The story wanders because no one knows what will happen next. The “wow!” of drawing an interesting card is a big part of the fun, so don’t pass out cards ahead of time.

Beginners: Draw three cards, one at a time, and tell a simple, present-tense story: snake (“Look! A snake!), baby (“Oh no. There is a baby.”), roasted chicken (“Whew! The snake eats the chicken, not the baby.”).

Here’s where facial expressions, gestures, and sound effects really pay off. This story has a set-up, a conflict, and a surprise or dramatic ending. As you create your simple story, think: What’s the problem? Is there danger? What can go wrong? What luck or fortune could happen? Think action-adventure. Simple romance works, too, if you draw people cards. What is their relationship? Why is she happy/unhappy?

Each student (in turn) listens to, repeats, and optionally enhances or varies the story, if they like (“A hungry snake? A fat and curious baby?”). After each one retells the story, repeat the student’s version with grammatical corrections. Keep repeating for each student. They need it. Trust me, they won’t ever forget these vocabulary words by the time you’re done!

I tell three stories in a row, time permitting, which is about all they can absorb. Then I collect the cards and review the vocabulary by flipping them over at random and asking for the word. The following week, see if they can still tell the stories. I bet they can. They’ll also be ready to tell their own wandering stories.

Here’s another action-adventure story at the beginner level: luggage (“My bags are lost.”), fish (“They have fish in them.”), axe (The bags stink! Police find them by smell. They cut them open with an axe!).

And a romance: meditation (“She has a big problem.”), kitten (“Kittens make her sneeze [achoo!].”), football player (“Her big, strong husband loves kittens. She loves her husband. She buys him a kitten [awww].”)

These stories seem simple, but they are hard for beginners! You’ll have to repeat the story many times, and so will they, to get it right. If they’re struggling, start with a dozen pictures of words they already know (food and people are the easiest, I’ve found). Beginners can then concentrate on learning/using verbs. Also, it helps to repeat words and phrasing within the story. If your beginners are literate, write the story on a dry-erase board but leave out the words for the pictures. Insert the picture cards themselves in the blanks. That way, learners have to remember the words as they tell the story, instead of reading them.

Intermediate to Advanced: Here’s where you can get into some juicy soap opera-like stories. Choose an interesting picture to start the story. Any person picture works, since you can create a character with a hang-up, but I’ve gotten good mileage out of baggage (you can put anything you want in it, headed anywhere), a hot air balloon (adventure!), fish (it’s always going bad and making someone sick at the worst possible moment), an ambulance or fire fighter or police (‘nuf said), jewelry or other expensive items (stolen!), and even rocks or a carpet (they’re magic, of course).

A good set-up will give the tale legs. Think suspense, mystery, problem, question. Your set-up can be one sentence (“This accountant is looking for a wife.”) or several sentences (“He is 42 years old, never married, and has very bad breath.”), depending on the level and time you have. The first student draws a picture card at random, repeats the story so far, and uses the image to extend the narrative (laying it next to the first picture to start a series). Be flexible. The picture is a suggestion, and it’s not vital to name the object exactly. Keep it short. Everyone has to be able to follow the narrative in order to add to the story on their turn.

Beyond the set-up, you need conflicts. Create one, if students don’t. Introduce personal problems, obstacles, tragic accidents, disagreements. I’ve had wonderful, rich stories wander on for eight, ten, twelve cards or more. It’s up to you and the students when to end it. Often, the resolution will be obvious—a hot air balloon takes the characters off into the sunset. Go out with some punch, if you can.

After the story’s over, you’ll end up with a series of cards. To assess understanding, point at pictures and ask questions: “How old is the accountant? What’s his problem? Is he married?” Review new vocabulary.

Tips: Some students will get very enthusiastic and carried away. Sometimes, one will speak out of turn and take the story in a new direction. That’s okay, to a point. This is, after all, a cooperative activity. But it’s important to make sure everyone has a chance to contribute to the story.

The Lively Conversation Game 
intermediate to advanced level
Materials: Picture cards—at least five per player, in groups of two to four.

Activity: I’ve played this a couple ways. The civilized version is to take turns. The truly lively one is to allow anyone to play a picture card at any time; there will be no lulls, I guarantee! The goal of the game is to run out of cards first. Encourage shy players to speak up, jump in, go for it—that’s the point of this.

Civilized rules: Deal out an equal number of cards to each player, at least five but no more than eight. More cards makes the game easier (because players have more choices), but too many cards can overwhelm students. Turn over the next card and start a conversation about it—anything that pops into your head. Each player, in turn, must play a card on the pile and continue the conversation. If a player can’t think of anything, he or she can say, “Pass” and wait for the next opportunity. If a player gets stuck for more than five seconds, the next player (or you) can say “Lull!” and take a turn.

The conversation has to make sense, meaning each card must build on or connect to the one before it (you be the judge). Students should keep statements short. If someone talks too long, it’s okay for the next person to interrupt (as people do in natural conversation)—as long as the next card connects. The game and conversation ends when the winner runs out of cards. Afterward, I take the pile of cards played and review the conversation, flipping through them from the bottom up.

Tips: This is a fast-paced, think-on-your-feet game. Students want to avoid passes and lulls in order to play all their cards first. The first round is the shakiest, as they get used to the pace of the game. Play a second round right away, and I guarantee it will be more lively and exciting.

Lively variation: Deal out the cards and flip over one to start a conversation, as before. This time, though, anyone can play a card at any time—even two or three in a row, if they connect. The game will go very, very fast. Interrupting is a must. There are no passes and no lulls. It’s an all-in, all-the-time game.

Here’s the beginning of an intermediate-level conversation (with the grammar cleaned up):

“I like to travel with lots of luggage so that I never have to buy anything on the road.”

“I travel light, with one good outfit so that I don’t have too much luggage to carry.”
“I always take a raincoat, umbrella, and an extra light bulb.” [two cards played]
“If it rains, you can always go inside an apartment building until it stops.”
“But not if there’s a police officer. He will arrest you, especially since you have an axe.” [two cards played]

“Maybe I’ll just stay home and bake cookies in my oven.”

Tips: The last couple of cards are the hardest ones to play. That gives others a chance to catch up if one person zooms ahead. The first round will be chaotic and pressure-packed (as many real conversations are). That’s the point. Interrupting takes practice. Learning to be assertive in conversation takes time. If you have more than one group playing, mix up the students after each round.

Resources

Word Cards: For a free .pdf of the “Something About Me” word cards, email me at games@hoppingfun.com. I’d be happy to send them to you electronically.
Picture Cards: The advantage to having pictures in a deck is that you can shuffle the cards and pass them out at random and easily store them with a rubber band in a box. You can use flash cards, but make sure the pictures include people, not just objects. I created a deck of 100 categorized picture cards (“Letter Perfect English”) on my computer (see next page). The old-fashioned way is to glue pictures from magazine, catalogues, and calendars onto index cards and laminate them. Also see esl-library.com for cartoon image specific to ESL, though the images are young for adults.

Biography Pictures: If you know a graphic designer or an art director, ask about old “stock photography books.” These are big, glossy catalogues that showcase the work of photographers. Magazines and newspapers (with or without captions) are also good sources of people photos.

Other Materials: Visit my website, www.hoppingfun.com for FREE .pdf and Word downloads, including last year’s TESOL presentation, jokes, quizzes, and word searches.
About Me

I’ve been a tutor for Washtenaw Literacy for 10 years and have served as a group coordinator. I wrote 14 books of games and activities for teachers (available at online booksellers), and 30+ books for children. I was the former product development director of Aristoplay, an educational board game company.
Best-Ever Vocabulary and Word Study Games (Scholastic Professional) teaches vocabulary using Latin and Greek roots and prefixes in a real-world context (medicine, cooking, advertising, and so on). Intermediate to advanced English language learners will enjoy these games.
Noun Hounds and Other Great Grammar Games (Scholastic Professional) is a creative collection of ready-to-go, student–tested grammar games, complete with reproducible boards, cards, and pieces for elementary and middle grades. Several games are easily adapted for adult English language learners.
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I made these picture cards using InDesign software and royalty-free photo objects (www.hemera.com, www.photoobjects.net, www.clipart.com/en/se/photoobjects, www.inzones.com/picturezone/photoobjects.htm). Subscriptions are expensive, but you can buy collections on CD disks with subject-specific photos. There are also low-cost collections of clip photos and public domain photos on the web, though they’re not masked (outlined) and are low-resolution.

I placed nine cards per letter size page and printed them out on medium-heavy card stock. (Heavy card stock doesn’t handle as well.) I sprayed them with an acrylic coating (available in art supply shops) for durability and also to make them easier to shuffle. I cut the rounded corners with an inexpensive tool found in scrapbooking supply kits. You can also buy professional corner rounders that do a better job of this, but expect to spend $150+. 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 usable with beginners to advanced learners, with a wide range of vocabulary, content, and subject matters. I’m still looking for a publisher for the cards.
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