Early language development activities with cards

I use two sets of the same pictures printed on different colour photocopy card. These show 18 objects often referred to around the school. One set of matching word cards is also needed. Bingo boards, using a limited selection of these words, slightly different on each board, are also available for copying.
A. Rounds to practise basic vocabulary and polite requests. 

· The picture cards are a good way of introducing early “survival” vocabulary, developing some communication and providing the satisfying experience of mastering of a useful bit of English language.  

· An ideal group will include the new arrival, the buddy or buddies and one or two others. 

· Obviously there has to be lots of encouragement and praise, no pressure, and a sense of mutual enjoyment. 

· However a little competition and some problem solving makes the activity more interesting and appealing

1. “Can I have a ___ , please.”... “Thank you”

I go round the table in turn, showing a picture card to each child, which they have to ask for politely. After having a chance to observe the others, the beginner is shown an easy card, like ‘pen’ or ‘table.’ If they are not able to respond they are told the name of the object and encouraged to repeat the name followed by a ‘please’ e.g. “Book, please” then given the card and shown how to say “Thank you” on receiving it. More experienced players soon learn that a quizzical stare from me means that they have forgotten to say ‘thank you’: even beginners get the idea quite quickly. The cards are placed face up in front of the players as they receive them. 

In the next round I, act as a language model to reinforce the form I want learned, and clearly ask for the cards back one at a time (“Can I have a _____, please.”) I do not go round the group in order and I do not always look at the card on the table that I name, so that the child who has it has to be alert to recognise the object I am asking for and give it to me. More established children in the group are also encouraged to use this full polite request as soon as possible. They will also start to learn to ask for a table, chair etc but some crisps, shorts, scissors.  

I am always careful to model “Thank you.” Later, as a variation, (these game can be played over many lessons without becoming boring) I sometimes ‘forget’ to say ‘please’ or ‘thank you’ and players are entitled to refuse to give the card or ask for it back (with encouragement to tell me why I can’t have it). They enjoy the sense of power this gives them.

1a. “What do you want a ___ for?” 
This is a more advanced variation of Activity 1 to add interest for those who are becoming familiar with it. I start by commenting when I give the cards in the previous game. “Ahmed could hang his coat on that peg.” “You don’t need gloves. It’s hot outside today” “It’s Tiago who needs the paper towels - he’s got the tap and sink.” Then I start to ask the more experienced children questions. “Do you like crisps?” “How much money is there there?” “What are you going to put in that bag?” “What do you want a pencil for?” etc. This gives the bolder and more imaginative pupils an opportunity to improvise. All responses should be appreciated and only corrected by the lightest of modelling.

2. “Who’s got a ___?”  “Me”
“Would you like another ___?” “Yes, please.”
An alternative next round in this game, instead of my asking for the cards back straight away as in 1, is for me to use a second, different coloured set of the same cards and ask the above questions. The child who has already got e.g. a yellow pen card can receive an orange one after appropriate responses.

2a. “Who’s got a picture of a ___?” ... “I have” 

Would you like the word for ___?” “Yes, please.”
The next variation, probably after the pupils have started to gain some familiarity with the words through Bingo (See B below) is to offer word-cards instead of the second set of picture cards. Pupils can be asked questions about the word they are going to receive. While you are showing it they can be asked “How many letters has ____ got?” (easiest) “What’s the first/last letter?” “Who’s got another word that starts with the same letter?” “How do you spell ___?” (Letter sounds or letter names can be used depending on age and literacy level.)  Some beginners, with previous literacy experience, will quickly start to learn to spell the words and then you can conceal it while they attempt to do so.

3.  “Can I have an orange picture of a_____ / a yellow picture of a ___ / the word for a ___, please”

The teacher collecting back the cards at the end of the game can become a game in itself. Alternating between the above questions introduces an interesting, problem-solving element. For inexperienced pupils you can stare at the card - just the difference between ‘yellow’ and ‘orange’ may be enough of a problem for them. If you don’t look at the child while you ask for pictures, the pupils have to remember the names of their objects unprompted. If you collect pictures back before the words, the pupils have to read or remember the words they have left, once the picture support has gone. You can differentiate and maintain enthusiasm by gauging the level of difficulty each child can cope with. Activities should be always interesting but not stress-inducing.

B. Bingo or Lotto.  

Bingo is a good way of introducing reading in English, whether the child is literate in their first language or not, since there is strong motivation and little pressure. Each player has a slightly different board with eight words on it. I use a limited selection of words only, to make familiarisation easier. They first collect eight cubes from the box (a counting activity: those with little previous education use matching to the squares on the board to check.)  The caller (you at first, then it could be one of the pupils as the game is learned) shows one of the picture cards at a time and all players cover that word, if it is on their board, with a counter or cube. The absolute beginner could play as part of a pair at first, but will soon learn to look at other players’ actions for guidance (boards have most words the same) and maybe to you for a little help. The caller needs to keep an eye on all the boards if less able readers (or less honest players!) are taking part. The pile of pictures already played can be useful as a check.

During the game, as familiarity increases, you can also draw attention to letter/sound connections on the bingo boards, using, for example, words with similar parts (pen, pencil), initial sounds (“We’re looking for a ch sound - what first letters do we need?”) and even lengths and numbers of words as in pencil sharpener which is two words and very long. 

Another activity is to stop part-way and ask each player “How many cubes have you got?” and “How many do you need? At the end of the game, you can give instructions for different numbers of different coloured cubes to be put back in the box at a time. (“Everyone who can, put in two black cubes...thank you”) 

Bingo is bound to be a bit competitive - make sure it is played to the end so that all the children have the satisfaction of shouting “Bingo,” most of them usually in unison. I have recently started using the order of finishing to teach the ordinals (First, second third etc.) This game is a brilliant way of introducing the concepts of words, with different shapes, made up of letters, and having different meanings; and it painlessly induces children, to whom the whole business of reading may be unfamiliar, to focus closely on what is written on their boards. 

Also, homemade bingo games can easily be designed to reinforce the key vocabulary of new stories or other curriculum subjects. 

C. Pairs Pelmanism 

This is another good early game, since it is fun and can be played by pupils on equal terms regardless of English language level. However, the waiting gets boring with more than 4 players so it needs to be played in small groups. Two sets of the same pictures on different coloured card are spread out face-down. The pupils take it in turns to turn up one of each colour and must name the cards as they are turned up.  Others tell the beginner any words they do not remember. The cards are collected if they are a pair and turned back down in the same place if they are not. Players collecting a pair get another turn. The pairs are counted at the end (and the word and concept of ‘pair’ taught.) Later, as children become more familiar with reading, one set of picture cards is replaced by the set of word cards.
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D. Other games 

· EMA has lots of simple games commercial games to support the FS and KS1 curriculum related to topics like animals, colours, shopping etc.

· “The Early Learning Centre” sells a “Jolly Phonics Sound and Word Lotto.” Orchard Toys’ “What’s funny? Lotto” is brilliant and can teach a whole range of language needed to explain what is wrong with the silly pictures. 

· Any games, including chess, if known, draughts, ludo and snakes-and-ladders help to develop social language as well as build new friendships. 

· In addition, Dominoes, Connect 4, Happy Families and Monopoly (any circuit with instructions to be followed on different squares and possibly chance cards) can be teacher-adapted to carry the vocabulary, and sometimes concepts, relating to a new topic or current class story. Photocopiable blanks and made-up versions of many of these are available from EMA. 

· ‘I Spy’, ‘I'm Thinking of an Object/Person/Animal’, ‘My Aunt's Cat’, and ‘I went to Town and I bought..’ are useful old favourites which need no materials.  

Being a language learner is a stressful business and stress is the enemy of learning. Games, along with stories, are the most effective antidote. 
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