REVISING TEXT-BASED VOCABULARY WITH MINIMAL RESOURCES

by Maja Hadzic, Belgrade

These are short text-based activities which require minimal material. They are suitable for all levels of students who use letters and texts of some kind and they can be topic-based as well.

I find them very useful when preparing lessons late at night, when I'm sleepy or tired, in the nick of time, when my computer has just blocked, the paper in the printer has stuck, the disc won't work at school, the electricity has just gone out so I can't print or copy anything I have already prepared, when the headmaster tells me that I have to replace the absent colleague in five minutes' time, i. e. in real life situations. 

I like them because they easily lend themselves to variations, which students often make up during the class. 

Another good thing is that you can do all these activities when revising grammar points, too.

"Snap sentences" 
Level: Beginner +

Time consumed in the class: 10 minutes or more

Aim: to check understanding of a paragraph / text

Language skills: reading, writing, listening, speaking

Material for the students: an A5 blank piece of paper for each or a notebook; course book

Classroom management: pair work is best, but students can do it in groups or individually as well

Procedure: Write sentence 1 on the board. Ask them to give the answer. Do the same with number 2, 3 and 4. 

Example:

Paragraph 1: 

1. True or false: satellites can discover an island.

2. Satellites __________ the earth like small moons.

3. A satellite can...

4. How do satellites help people all over the world? 

N.B. The length of the paragraph: about 60 words.

After that, you can continue like this: each group gets one paragraph, writes 2, 3 or 4 types of sentences. When they have finished, they appoint their ''group managers'' who will give the answers. Then they read out for the other groups to answer. The group whose members put up their hands first have the right to answer first. Set a time limit of 5 seconds for giving the answer. If that group makes a mistake or doesn't know, other groups put up their hands, and so on until all the sentences are read out. Award one point for each correct answer. The winner is the group with most points.

You can do this with the whole text (the text about the satellites in the above example had 4 paragraphs, each of about 60 words) or with just one paragraph you consider important. 

This can also be done by students, some time before the class. This way you will have your exercises ready-made!

Note: The sentences should be short and snappy, so that there is no lingering, doubtful points, changing the answer, and so that students have the atmosphere of a real competition.

"A humming word"

Level: Beginner +

Time consumed in the class: 10 minutes or more

Aim: to check understanding of single words in a context

Language skills: reading, speaking

Material for the students: the course book 

Classroom management: pair work is best, but students can do it in groups or individually as well

Procedure: Each student / pair / group picks a short sentence from the text. Instead of reading it all out aloud, the student says ''mmm'' where an important word should be. Others guess the word. 

Example: The Soviet Union satellite, called Sputnik, __________ signals for 21 days. (answer: gave out)

N.B. This exercise is also suitable for practicing synonyms and antonyms.

"A box of matches"

Level: Beginner +

Time consumed in the class: 10 minutes or more

Aim: to check understanding of single words in a context; to practice common phrases and expressions

Language skills: reading, speaking, possibly writing

Material for the students: for variation: an A5 blank piece of paper or a notebook; the course book 

Classroom management: a pair against another pair is the best, but ''one-on-one'' also works well

Procedure: Each student / pair reads a short phrase from the text. The other student / pair tries to guess the word that matches it.

Example: 

Student A (reads): To circle...

Student B: The Earth!

Student A: Yes! Your turn.

Student B: To give out...

Student A: Signals!

The first pair to have 5 correct answers is the winner, i.e. has completed ''a box'' of matches. Students then write down their matches and later make sentences with them (their own, not memorized from the text!).

Note: This exercise is also suitable for pronunciation practice (rhyming pairs, e.g. a word from the text and a word not in the text, e.g. earth - birth); for spelling practice; for synonyms and antonyms practice. 

''Word hunt''

Level: Beginner +

Time consumed in the class: 15 minutes or more

Aim: to revise spelling; to resolve key words from other words

Language skills: reading, writing

Material for the students: an A5 blank piece of paper or a notebook

Classroom management: a pair against another pair is the best, but ''one-on-one'' also works well

Procedure: Each student / pair reads a short phrase from the text. The other student / pair tries to guess the word. 

Example: 

Draw an 8 by 8 square grid on the board (or as large as you need, but don't make it too large). Ask your students to tell you about 10 short key words from the text, depending on its length. Write them on the board, in a column or in a line. Ask them to close their eyes. Write only two words in the grid in different directions. Add letters randomly to fill in the empty squares (note: this is harder to solve than when they have several words, but easier to make). They try to find the words.

Now it's their turn to make a grid on a paper.. When they have made it, they exchange it with their opponent. They can play this ''one-on-one'', one pair against another or one group against another.

Note: To make this activity livelier, you can set a time limit, e.g. 7 minutes both to make and find the words.

Variation: The teacher can close his or her eyes while students write the letters in the grid and then play against the class or only one group.

"My favourite definition"

Level: Pre-intermediate +

Time consumed in the class: 10 minutes or more

Aim: to revise vocabulary; to practice rephrasing and using synonyms and antonyms

Language skills: reading, speaking

Material for the students: the course book; a small piece of paper per pair/group

Classroom management: pairs or groups

Procedure: Ask each pair/group to pick one important word/phrase from the text which is also their favourite and to tell no one. They write it on a piece of paper and prepare the definition or description to be presented orally. They all put their papers in a bag. Pairs/groups take it in turns to take out a paper, look at the word/phrase and try to give a definition or a description for the other students to guess. The pair/group who wrote the word on the piece of paper must be silent during guessing, but must also give an evaluation of the description given – how good, clear and accurate it was.

Note: The teacher makes notes of similar or very different definitions, so the class can discuss or analyse them later.

The activities are such that make you brainstorm for more variations and possibilities.

Have fun – play with or against your student(s)! 

