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Envious of your colleagues’ seemingly endless creativity in designing activities and planning lessons? 
I am certainly am! In this session, we’ll look at a few ‘tricks’ which will help you to lift coursebook 
materials off the page and bring language to life for your students, even if, like me, creativity is not 
your strong point. 
 

 
Catherine Morley (BA, RSA CELTA & DELTA) has taught general and business English in Spain and 
Mexico since 2001, and is a Cambridge CELTA and ICELT teacher trainer. She is currently a teacher 
at the British Council in Alcalá de Henares. 
 
Starting lessons 
 

 Standing in a circle, students throw a ball to each other and have to say items from a 
previously-studied vocabulary area (could also be used for vocabulary brainstorming to 
reactivate vocabulary when introducing a topic.) This can also be used for quickfire questions 
and answers.  

 Students tell a partner about three things that went well and why, today or in the last few days. 
N.B. You will need to give your own examples to show students that little things are fine. E.g. I 
got up on time because I set my alarm, and I didn’t go back to sleep when the alarm went off. 
This a positive psychology technique, see http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-ABAqGqvvk. 

 Vocabulary recycling activities e.g. miming phrasal verbs. 
 

Basic classroom materials – Mini-whiteboards 
 

 Grammar gapfill competition 

Grammar gapfills in coursebooks often (but not always) lend themselves to this. Give students a short 
time (e.g. one minute) to look at the grammar exercise and think about what goes in the space, 
without writing anything. You might then give them another minute to compare with other students in 
their team of 3 or 4, again without writing. They then close their books. Give each team a mini-
whiteboard and a different coloured pen (the teams can then be the green team etc., which helps 
avoid confusion when awarding points). Read out a sentence from the grammar exercise with a beep 
for the space. The first team to write the correct answers on the mini-whiteboard and hold it up in the 
air gets a point. N.B. Don’t read the sentences out in the same order as in the book, as some students 
with a good memory may remember which sentence comes next and start writing the answer before 
you read out the sentence. Once the game is over, students can go back to the exercise and write in 
the answers, and this also provides an opportunity for further clarification of anything which was 
problematic.  
 

 Vocabulary games 

You could also do the same with new vocabulary, by giving a definition and students have to write the 
word / collocation on the MWB. Or, write a word in phonemic script on the main board, and students 
in groups have to write the word, correctly spelt, on their MWB, and also be able to pronounce it. 
 

 Collocation sentences 

Similarly, the teacher writes a collocation studied in class on the board. The first team to write a 100% 
correct sentence including this collocation (minimum 8 words) and hold the board up in the air gets a 
point. If students write sentences with a mistake, just tell them ‘there’s a mistake’, so that they keep 
working on the sentence until someone has won a point. 
 
 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-ABAqGqvvk
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Vocabulary quizzes 

 Students prepare vocabulary quizzes for another group, and exchange MWBs to answer the 
questions.  

 
Basic classroom materials – Scraps of paper 
 
Question swap 

Give each student a scrap of paper and ask them to write a question for their classmates. This could 
be related to a particular topic e.g. shopping, or to practise a particular grammar structure, e.g. sts 
write questions using ‘Have you ever…?’ to practise the present perfect for past experiences. Monitor 
and help them to correct their questions. Sts then get up and ask and answer their questions with a 
partner. Encourage them to ask further questions to get extra information. They then exchange 
papers, look for a new partner, and ask and answer their new question with a different partner. This 
continues until most students have answered most questions. 
 
Vocabulary swap 
Each student takes a card from the vocab bag, and in a mingle activity, gives a definition for another 
student to guess the word. After students speak, they exchange words, and move on to talk to 
another student, until most students have spoken to each other. 
 
What I didn’t do at the weekend 
A good Monday morning activity. Ask students to write on a scrap of paper three things they did at the 
weekend e.g. I went to the cinema, I had dinner with my parents, I read the newspaper on Saturday. 

Collect in the papers and redistribute to different students. Then demonstrate by asking a student, 
What did you do at the weekend?, pointing at the paper they’re holding.  As the student reads out the 
sentences, show interest and ask more questions, e.g. Oh really? What film did you see?, and say to 
the student in a stage whisper invent! so that the students invents some details about the weekend 

from their new paper. Students then do this as a mingle activity, asking and answering questions 
about their fictional weekends based on what is on the piece of paper they now have. 
 
Snowball fight 

Sts write 3-4 statements about themselves on separate pieces of paper. These could be an unusual 
fact about themselves, or you could ask sts to use a grammar structure / vocabulary area you’ve been 
practising in class. Sts crumple their papers into balls and the ‘snowball fight’ begins. Once all the 
papers are on the floor, sts have to pick them one at a time. They find the person whose statement 
they picked up by asking questions while mingling, as in a ‘Find someone who….’ activity, and then 
ask follow-up questions for more information.  

 
Chinese fortune cookies (will / going to for predictions) 
Ask sts if they ever eat in Chinese restaurants. Elicit the idea of fortune cookies, and some ideas of 
the type of predictions that can be found in fortune cookies, e.g. related to romance, money, work. 
Give each student a piece of paper with the name of another student in the class. They write some 
fortune cookie predictions for their classmate. The teacher then collects all the papers in and gives 
them to the student they were written for. Get some feedback from sts on their favourite prediction / 
which they think are likely / unlikely to come true etc. 
 
Checking answers to T / F questions 
Give each student two scraps of paper. Students write T for true on one scrap and F for false on the 
other. Then, when checking answers to e.g. a true / false reading or listening task, students hold up 
the T or F card. This can be an opportunity for eliciting why students have chosen T or F, and trying to 
get them to come to a consensus, before confirming the correct answer. 
 
Brainstorming essay ideas 

Works well for ‘for and against’ type essays. Divide the class into two halves, ‘for’ and ‘against’ Give 
each student a pile of scraps of paper. With a very short time limit, students do individual 
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‘brainstorming’ of ideas, either ‘for’ or ‘against’ the statement, depending on which group they’re in.  
Tell them to write down every idea that occurs to them, no matter how ‘silly’, as a lot of their ideas 
won’t make it into the final essay. Next, within each group, the students work together to choose the 
three best ideas. They then work with someone from the other group and share their ideas. They 
should now have three ‘for’ ideas and three ‘against’ ideas, which can form the basis of their essay. 
 
Basic classroom materials - dice 

 
 Elicit 6 topics on the board that students want to talk about e.g. travel, films, food. In groups, 

students take it in turns to throw a dice and have to speak for one minute on the topic. Their 
partners have to ask one question each after their classmate speaks. This can also be used 
for language practice if the teacher prepares 6 statements using the target language, which 
the students have to speak about e.g. for used to, a type of food you used to like when you 
were a child, a subject you didn’t use to like at school etc.  

 This can also be used for recycling vocabulary, either using 6 random words / collocations 
from the vocabulary bag, or words / collocations nominated by students as their favourites. 
Students really have to use their imaginations in order to speak about a word for one minute! 

 
Using photos and visuals 
 

 Show students a photo from your phone. Tell them just a little bit about it, then get them to ask 
questions to find out as much information as possible about the photo. Students repeat with 
their own photos, asking each other questions to get more information. 

 To practise describing people, students show their partner a photo from their phone and 
describe the person, including two lies. Their partner has to spot the lies. If students don’t 
have personal photos in their phone, or don’t feel comfortable with this, they can use their 
phones to find a photo from the internet instead. 

 Show students a photo of someone whose relationship to you isn’t obvious. Students use 
modals of speculation to guess who the person might be, e.g. She can’t be your sister 
because she doesn’t look like you. She might be your friend because you’re having a drink 
together. Students in pairs then do the same with photos from their own phones. 

 
For lots more ideas on using photos in class, see http://takeaphotoand.wordpress.com/ 
 
Finishing lessons 

 
 Clean your vocabulary column just before the end of class (having made a note of the words 

yourself). Then use the last 1-2 minutes of class to give definitions to re-elicit those words 
from students. 

 Ask students to put away all their notes and take a blank sheet of paper. Give them 1-2 
minutes individually to write down as much new vocabulary as they remember from the class. 
They then work with a partner, either just to compare, or if time permits, to give definitions for 
their partner to guess the words. 

 Tell students to put all their notes away and hold an open-class brainstorm of new vocabulary 
from that lesson. Encourage students to explain to each other any new vocabulary they don’t 
remember. Take the opportunity to check students’ understanding of the new vocabulary e.g. 
by asking concept check questions or eliciting examples. 

 Or instead of focusing specifically on vocabulary, get students in pairs / groups to talk about 
everything that happened in class in chronological order. 

 

 

http://takeaphotoand.wordpress.com/

