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pre-determined time frame and a specific space, following a 

set of consented rules (yet mandatory), with a clear objective 

and a feeling of tension and joy’. So games are more than 

what we find in boxes, and they aren’t only the board-and-

dice kind of activity. Games have some specific features and 

these can be multiplied and adapted to different moments 

of our class. In other words, we don’t need to limit ourselves 

to looking for specific popular games; we can create our 

own, by adding time frames, rules, clear objectives, tension 

and joy to the stages of our class. 

Popular, ready and more traditional games can be equally 

effective—if selected (or adapted) consciously. When select-

ing a game to be used in our class, we have to be aware of 

what we want to achieve. A game might be under-explored, 

or even wasted, if we don’t think about what we want to 

teach, practise, develop or review.

In general terms, a fun activity can be used to develop 

the students’ language or to develop other skills and fea-

tures that will help their learning. If we look at the language 

aims, we can think of eight general areas of development:

• 4 skills: listening, reading, writing, speaking; and

• 4 systems: grammar/structure, lexis, pronunciation, dis-

course.

By thinking which of these areas can be focused on, we 

might be able to extract more from any given game. Some 

will naturally privilege one skill or system but this kind of 

reflection might show us that other language areas might 

also be tackled with the same game. ‘Hangman’, which is 

usually associated with vocabulary revision, might be used to 

teach or review grammar, or even develop speaking or writ-

ing skills. It will all depend on the way we look at the activity 

and what we intend to achieve. Any game can be adapted 

or expanded to offer further practice in one of these areas. If 

the teacher makes an informed decision before applying the 

game, they will be better able to help learners more. 

In order to increase students’ chances of success when 

playing the game, we can always provide them with 

language for the task. By giving them chunks that they can 

use while playing the game (not the target language, so no 

need to get into detail), students might feel less tempted 

to refer to L1 while playing. These are some examples of 

phrases that can come up while playing a game. If students 

are often referred to them, they are more likely to become 

spontaneous language and could eventually be acquired 

and used naturally. 

• It’s my turn. •  I scored two points.

• Whose turn is it? •  It was a tie.

• Please, roll the dice. •  Who’s winning?

• Sorry, this is not right. •  He’s cheating!

Games are such powerful teaching tools that they might 

have more than language aims; they could be used to help 

Beyond games
Vinicius Nobre uses games as a teaching strategy.

Having worked with teacher training 

for some time, I can now say that both 

novice and experienced teachers are 

constantly looking for activities to moti-

vate their learners. They often request 

games and fun tasks and usually expect 

a ready-made set of activities that can 

be applied without too much prepara-

tion. There is nothing wrong with that. 

However, in this article I intend to 

discuss whether games might end up 

being under-explored in English classes and how we can 

turn them into even more powerful teaching tools if we 

prepare them more thoroughly and design each one so as 

to cater to the specific needs of each group. 

I guess we all agree that games are extensively used in 

ELT classes. However, Silvers says that even though many 

teachers are enthusiastic about using games as ‘a teaching 

device’, they often perceive these same games as mere 

time-fillers, ‘a break from the monotony of drilling’ or 

frivolous activities. He also claims that many teachers often 

overlook the fact that in a relaxed atmosphere, real learning 

takes place, and students use the language they have been 

exposed to and have practised earlier (1982: 29). 

I believe that the arguments mentioned above should 

be enough to justify the use of games and take them from 

the margins to a much more important place in the class-

room. They help lower the affective filter, they are a great 

opportunity for learners to practise language and they can 

be associated with real life. Hence, as Lee observes, a game 

‘should not be regarded as a marginal activity filling in odd 

moments when the teacher and class have nothing better to 

do’ (1979: 3). Games ought to be at the heart of teaching 

foreign languages. 

Advantages of using games

• Games provide revision and expansion in a student-

centred way.

• They create contexts in which the language is meaning-

ful and useful.

• Learners see language learning as “fun” and not a 

problem.

• They help lower the affective filter and build class 

cohesion.

• Games naturally add motivation and challenge to classes.

• They are a welcome break from routine.

• They can more easily provide language practice.

Nevertheless, in order to get the most out of games 

we, as educators, first need to understand what games 

really are. Let’s take a look at a definition from Huizinga 

(1993): ‘a game is a voluntary activity performed within a 
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students develop as learners and human beings. Therefore, 

a game can be chosen in order to foster rapport and motiva-

tion, and help lower the affective filter, as we saw at the 

beginning of the article. In other words, we can use a game 

(or a fun activity) to help students become better people and 

more successful learners.

If we want to use games to promote opportunities for 

collective learning and development as citizens, we should 

try cooperative games. We are brought up (by our families 

and then taught at school) to be competitive. So we teachers 

can use cooperative games to develop more than language; 

we can use them to achieve other educational goals as well 

such as empathy, communication and collaboration.

Cooperative games …

…are fun for everyone.

… give all the players a sense of achievement.

… teach how to share and trust.

… teach how to accept differences.

… show how to root for the other people’s success. 

… develop self-esteem. 

In conclusion, games oughtn’t to be seen as time-fillers 

or as simple fun activities. They should be prepared and pre-

sented in a very responsible manner so that we can explore 

all that they have to offer. And, in order to do so, we have 

to bear in mind some important points:

• Games need to be carefully chosen and need to have 

clear aims.

• Aims should have a language and/or an educational 

focus.

• Remember to give learners language for the task.

• Every activity can be turned into a “game”. Use game-like 

elements to involve learners more effectively. 

• Whenever possible, turn a competitive game into a coop-

erative game. 

But possibly the most important point to remember is 

that games can offer more than most of us can see. Orlick 

(1989) claims that we can use the power that lies within 

games to help us become the people we would like to be. 

So, let’s play!
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