
 
I. Speaking games 

 
1. Desert island 

British Council 
Submitted by admin on 12 November, 2008 - 13:49. 
This is a speaking activity based on the theme of being stranded on a desert island. It is suitable for pre-intermediate 
students upwards. Students design an island, create rules for it and decide who gets to live on it by way of interview.  

Preparation 
You will need some A3 paper and felt-tip pens.  

Procedure  

 Ask students if they know of any TV programmes, films or books based on desert islands e.g. The Beach, 
Castaway, Robinson Crusoe, Survivor. In groups of 3 get students to explain the programme / film / book to each other.  

 Try to get some feedback on the dangers and difficulties the main character faced living on these islands.  
 Tell the students that they are going to design an island. Students work in 3s. 2 students draw 1 island together 

on the same A3 piece of paper following instructions from the 3rd student (e.g. Draw sharks in the sea). Change roles 
every few minutes. Allow ten minutes overall.  

 Tell them they have to decide on rules for living on their island (e.g. You must build a fire at 6 o'clock in the 
evening). Students write 5 rules. Elicit rules they have for living in their homes.  

 Ask the students to give a presentation to the whole class describing the island and explaining the rules for living 
on it.  

 Explain that someone will arrive at their island and they must decide if they want to allow the person onto the 
island. They must make a questionnaire to ask the new arrivals. Elicit some good questions e.g. How do you make a fire? 
How do you defend yourself against a shark? Students write 6-8 questions in their groups.  

 Choose one person from each group and tell them that their boat has sunk and they are swimming around 
looking desperately for an island. Tell students to go to an island where they will be interviewed  

 The students swim / go to the other islands and are interviewed at each one.  
 The group of students for each island decides which person they have chosen to live on their island and why. 

Together the swimmers decide which island they want to live on and why.  
 Finish with some feedback on how well they did the tasks and how difficult it was.  
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2. Spending committee 

British Council 
Submitted by admin on 22 January, 2008 - 13:00. 
This is a group activity where students imagine they are going to be part of the committee that will decide how money is 
spent in their school. They should discuss the advantages and disadvantages of a list of possible new resources for their 
school and try to come to a decision about the importance of the items. They should try to prioritise. If it is too difficult for 
them to order them all, ask them to choose the top three.  
This activity was first published on the British Council's Language Assistant website.  
Preparation 
Prepare a list of items and make sure your students understand them.  
Example list:  

 Books for the library  
 New furniture for the classrooms  
 A new sports centre  
 More teachers  
 A new computer room  
 MP3 players for every student  
 Laptops for every student  
 Interactive whiteboards for every classroom  
 A new dining area for lunchtime  
 A common room for students to relax  

 
Procedure  

 Get the students to work in small groups.  
 Tell them to imagine your school has been given a large sum of money to spend on new materials. They are part 

of the committee that will decide how to spend the money.  
 Ask the students to put the items in order from the most important to the least important.  
 Make sure they discuss it together and are able to defend their choices.  
 After the groups have decided you might like to join two groups together so they compare and justify their 

choices. You could also award points to the group that has the best plan and the best justification for their choices.  
 
Follow up  
To follow this up you could ask the students to imagine the school of the future and design their own school. Offer them 
unlimited funds and see what they can produce. 
Jo Budden, British Council, Spain 
 
Written by Jo Adkin and Jeff Fowler, British Council, Naples  
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3. The crime scene 
British Council 

Submitted by Nik Peachey on 23 June, 2002 - 13:00. 

This is an activity that I've used with students of all levels to practice their ability to describe people and events and to 
produce questions. It's also good for getting students to really listen to each other and to take notes or just for some fun. 
 
Preparation  

 The activity is based around a short video clip of a crime. Any crime scene will do. The video doesn't even have 
to be in English as you can do it with the sound off.  
Procedure  

 You should split the class into two groups and tell one half that they are going to be the police and they are going 
to interview the witness to a crime. Their task is to work together with the other police and prepare questions that they will 
ask the witness.  

 Tell the other half of the class that they are going to witness a crime. You'll need to have the classroom set up so 
that only the 'witnesses' can see the TV screen. If you trust your students enough you could actually send 'the police' out 
of the class or to another classroom, to work on their questions while the witnesses watch the crime.  

 When the crime scene video clip has been played, put the students into pairs so that each of the police is with a 
witness. The police should then interview the witness and get as much information as possible about the crime.  

 Make sure that the police take notes as they listen. If you have artistic students you could also get them to work 
together on a picture of the criminal or a diagram of the crime scene reconstruction.  

 To add an element of motivation you could also give a prize to the most accurate notes.  
 
If you have a video that is in English you can play it with the sound on and, for higher levels, even extend the focus to 
reported speech: 'He told everyone to put up their hands.'  
Technology free crime scene 
Preparation  

 If you don't have access to a video / TV you can do a 'low-tech' version of this activity by cutting pictures out of a 
magazine. Be sure to cut out enough for half the class to each have a picture and have a few extras to spare.  
Procedure  

 Put the students into pairs, one policeman and one witness, and have the witness from each pair come to the 
front of the class.  

 Give each one a picture of a person to look at. Tell them that the person in the picture is a criminal. They 
shouldn't let anyone else see the picture.  

 Once they've had a couple of minutes to look at the picture, take all the pictures back and then send the 
witnesses back to their seats.  

 Their partner, the policemen, then has to ask questions and make notes so that they build up some idea of what 
the person in the picture looks like.  

 Once they have their description, put all the pictures on the floor at the front of the class and get the policemen to 
come to the front of the class and see if they can find the picture that the witness described.  

 You should make sure that the witnesses remain silent until all the policemen have 'arrested' the picture of their 
choice.  

 You can then try this again reversing the roles this time. This gives the students a chance to learn from any 
mistakes they may have made the first time round.  
 
You can make the activity more difficult by selecting pictures of people who look more similar (same age / sex etc.) or 
easier by having a greater range of people.  
This activity can also be a very useful lead into discussions or vocabulary work on crime or description. 
 
Nik Peachey, teacher, trainer, materials writer, British Council  
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4. Shop service role-play 
British Council 

Submitted by admin on 23 June, 2002 - 13:00. 
A role-play in which your students practice making complaints and dealing with people in a shop. 
Description 
This is a lively role-play in which one student is a customer returning goods to a shop and the other student is a shop 
assistant. Each student has a role card with the information they need to give or find out from their partner, and the 
answers that they will give their partner. There are two versions of the customer role card so that the role-play can be 
repeated using different information.  
The customer has two items to return (one broken and the other the wrong size or colour). The receipt on their role card 
provides the information they will need to give to the shop assistant. The customer wants his or her money back . . . but 
the shop assistant knows their manager doesn't like returning money! The students need to resolve the situation.  
Procedure  

 Set the context for the role-play. You can do this in many ways; for example, by describing the situation, by telling 
an anecdote, by showing a picture or by posing some discussion questions.  

 Once you have established the context, you could ask your students talk about the times they have taken things 
back to a shop, the reasons why they did and what happened.  
Variation 
In small groups or as a whole class, I ask the students to brainstorm the language that we would use in these situations, 
for example:  

 "Can I help you?"  
 "I would like to return this . . ."  
 "There is a problem with this . . ."  
 "It is a very nice shirt/T-shirt but the colour/size is not quite right."  
 "I'm very sorry but . . ."  
 "I'm afraid that . . ."  

 
Don't forget to get your students thinking about 'register' - the degree of politeness they use in the role-play; for example, 
which of the following do you think would get a better response?  

 "This shirt is the wrong colour. Give me money back."  
 "I would like to return this shirt because . . . "  

 
I extend this section by getting students to work on pronunciation, focusing on sentence stress and intonation. 

 Put the students in pairs. Explain the role cards. Do a quick demonstrationwith one or two stronger students. Give 
out the cards.  

 Set a time limit. As the students do the role-play, walk around and listen. If I want to do some specific language 
work, I note down some of the problems they have with language and use these for a correction slot afterwards.  

 When most of the students have finished end the activity. Give the customers a copy of the 'Customer 
Satisfaction Survey' and ask them to complete it individually. When they have finished, they can work in small groups to 
compare their experiences. Ask the 'shop assistants' to get into small groups to discuss a good policy for returned goods. 
One person in each group can complete the policy form.  

 If there is time, ask your students to swap roles (and partners, for more variety). The 'shop assistant' role card 
from the first role-play can be used again. Give the new customers the 'customer role card, version 2'. When the role-play 
is finished, group the students as you did after the first role-play. To finish, you could ask each group of shop assistants to 
describe their returned goods policy to the whole class. Invite the other students, as customers, to comment. 
 
Materials 88k pdf 
 
 

 Role-play cards:  
 Shop assistant  
 Customer, version 1 and 2  
 Customer satisfaction survey  
 Returned goods policy form (optional - the shop assistants could use their own paper)  

http://www.teachingenglish.org.uk/users/admin
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5. Dating game 
British Council 

Submitted by admin on 23 June, 2002 - 13:00. 
This is a great activity for getting students talking. I have used it successfully with many different levels and age groups 
and have found that it is very effective at motivating teenagers to talk. It is particularly useful for practising describing 
appearance, character and interests. 
Preparation 
You will need a selection of flashcards of people, a mixture of ages and types.  
Procedure  

 Put a picture of a person on the board and ask the students to tell you his/her name, age and job. Write whatever 
they tell you on the board. (Note: at first they may be a bit confused and think that they should know the person, they will 
soon get the idea).  

 Then ask them to describe him/her physically (again write what they tell you on the board). Repeat this 
procedure for his/her character and hobbies. You should end up with a paragraph profile of the person.  

 Read the description of the person and elicit from the students that he/she is not happy because they are 
single and would like to meet a man/woman.  

 Then follow the same procedure above to elicit a description of the person that they would like to meet. At 
the end of all this you should have two descriptions.  

 Tell the students that you see these kinds of descriptions in lonely hearts pages in magazines and 
newspapers.(You could even bring some in to show them)  

 Give the students a picture each and tell them not to show it to anyone. You may have to stress this, as it is a 
temptation to show the pictures to friends in the class. The students then have to write a description of the person in the 
picture and the person they would like to meet. Point out that they can use the model on the board as a guide. Monitor 
and feed in language as they need it.  

 Tell the students to leave their pictures face down on the table and to mingle. The aim is for them to try and find a 
partner for the person in their picture. At lower levels they can take the description with them as they mingle. They need to 
talk to everybody and not just settle for the first person who comes along asking questions to ensure they find the right 
person. It is also a good idea to play some romantic music in the background as they are mingling (Marvin Gaye or Stevie 
Wonder).  

 After you have given them enough time to find partners, stop the activity (if they are being very choosy give them 
a time limit and tell them they must compromise and find a partner). Conduct a feedback session and ask the students to 
tell the class about their invented character and the partner that they have found. The class can then see the pictures for 
the first time and decide if they think it will be a successful relationship.  
 
Follow up ideas  

 Students can write the story of the relationship or can write letters to the new partners.  
 
Variations 

 You can change the context and replace the pictures of the people with pictures of houses/flats and ask the 
students to be either estate agents or buyers looking for a place to live. Again they can write descriptions of places they 
want to sell (of varying standards) and places they would like to buy, mingle and try to find their dream homes.  

 You can adapt the basic idea to suit many different topics.  
 
Richard Frost, British Council, Turkey 
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6. Good manners 
British Council 

Submitted by admin on 25 March, 2008 - 14:00. 

This activity is all about manners and etiquette. This can be an interesting topic to discuss with your students, especially if 
there are cultural differences regarding norms of behaviour between the country you're working in and the UK.  

This activity was first published on the British Council's Language Assistant website.  

Preparation 
Write up two columns with headings on the board:  

Good Manners Bad Manners  

    

 
Procedure  

 This is a simple introductory activity to get across the idea of manners, both good and bad. 

 Draw the table on the board and give students a few ideas to get them going. 

 Then they should fill their table with as many examples of good and bad manners as they can think of. 

 Ask students to read the statements about manners in the UK. There are three that are FALSE. See if they can 
find them. ( The three false ones are: 3, 4 and 6.) 

 
In the UK...  
1. ... do stand in a queue when you wait for a bus or to pay for something in a shop. 
2. ... don't spit on the street. 
3. ... do burp loudly after a meal. 
4. ... don't apologise if you bump into somebody on the street. 
5. ... do say ‘please' and ‘thank you' at every opportunity. 
6. ... don't cover your mouth when you yawn or sneeze.  
7. ... don't greet people with two kisses. 
8. ... don't pick your nose in public.  

 Once the students have finished, ask them to decide on a list of do's and don'ts for good manners in their country. 
 
Jo Budden, British Council, Spain  
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7. Change place, change face 
British Council 

Submitted by admin on 5 September, 2007 - 13:00. 
This activity gives students maximum speaking time and helps develop fluency. The slightly ‘unusual’ classroom set-up 
seems to encourage students to speak, producing a healthy buzz and fostering a positive learning environment. I’ve 
found it can be a good option for classes with shy students, or groups who have become bored with traditional pair-work 
activities. Requiring only minimum preparation and just a little moving around of furniture, this activity can be used with 
learners at all levels.  
Preparation 
You will need a list of 8-10 questions which encourage your students to speak about themselves/give their own opinions, 
and which could be discussed for a few minutes each.  
Example materials 37k  
You should also think about how to arrange your classroom so that students are sitting in rows lined up to face another 
row, with enough room for them to get up and change places. 
 
Procedure  

 I arrange the classroom so that chairs are lined up in a row with another row directly facing them. Space 
permitting, I put all the desks to one side, though this isn’t essential. Large classes can be set up with several 
sets of rows. 

 I ask students to find a seat. For an odd number of students, I add an extra chair at the end of one row, making a 
‘threesome’. 

 I explain to students that they will have a chance to speak with different students and to develop their fluency. 
They will discuss the question on the board for several minutes until I say ‘change’. They will then get a new 
question and also change partners. To change, students in one row stay in the same place, whilst those in the 
opposite row move along one space every time. 

 I write the first question on the board, reading it aloud if not all students can see it, and ask them to start 
speaking. Soon everybody is engrossed in conversation, finding ways to communicate with their partner, despite 
all the surrounding noise. 

 After two/three minutes, I tap on the board and ask students to ‘change’. Students on one row each move down a 
seat, with the person in the last position moving back up to the top of that row. 

 Students ‘greet’ their new partner as I board the next question, and then start speaking again. 

 In my experience students are happy to keep talking, and it is up to the teacher how much speaking practice s/he 
feels the students need and how many questions to give. Twenty minutes is usually appropriate. 

 Whilst they are speaking I listen to/observe individual learners from the back of the room. I don’t get involved in 
the conversations; however, if I see that students don’t have much to say for any particular question, I move onto 
the next one, though this rarely seems necessary. 

 At the end, I do a short feedback session, for example asking students which question they most enjoyed 
discussing. Feedback could also focus on error correction, an opportunity to pick up on problems common to 
several learners. 

 For teachers with access to an OHP, an alternative to boarding each question is to prepare the questions on a 
transparency to be projected, using a piece of card to ‘unveil’ one question at a time. 

 
Marta Joyce Sabbadini-Essinki, Teacher & Trainer  
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8. Press conference 

http://www.cambridge.org/us/esl/letstalk/support/optional/l3u11oa.htm 
Activity type: Group role play 
 
Time: 15–20 minutes 
 
Preparation:  Click here to download the press release. Print it out. Photocopy and cut out one press 
release sheet for each student. 
 
Procedure: Give each student a press release sheet. Tell them to read through it and deal with any 
unknown vocabulary that may arise. Explain that they are going to attend a press conference about Lisa 
and Bradford's engagement. Some of them will play the role of the happy couple, while others will play the 
role of reporters. For a class of ten, assign roles according to the following model (adapt the model to your 
class size): 

 Two students will play Lisa, and two students will play Bradford. The four students should form a group and 
agree on the details of Lisa and Bradford's romance – where, when, and how they met, and so forth.  

 Split the remaining six students into two groups of three. These students should pretend to be reporters 
and make a list of questions to ask the happy couple at the press conference.  

Once everyone is ready, form new groups by combining one Lisa, one Bradford, and one group of reporters. Have 

them role-play a press conference, where the reporters ask questions and the two celebrities answer them with 

made-up information. 

 

Option: During the press conference, ask students to take notes. When they finish, have them write an article 

about the couple for a gossip column.  
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