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Cool Tips for Warm-ups

by Patrícia Elizabeth Peres Martins (patricia@ibeu.org.br)

1) Acronyms (What’s in a name?) – Each student writes his/her name vertically down the left-hand side of a sheet of paper, writing each letter separately.  Next, he/she thinks of a word or phrase to match each letter.  The words or phrases must describe this person somehow.  Then, all the students stand up and walk around the room asking one another questions about the information written on their sheets of paper.

2) Who Am I? / What am I? – The teacher tapes to the back of each student a piece of paper or a sticker with the name of a famous person (or thing) written on it.  The student is not to see what is taped on his/her back.  The teacher tells the class that they have a new identity.  Their task is to find out who they are.  The students are to mill around the room and simultaneously ask each other Yes-No questions. (E.g.: Am I living? Am I a movie star?) If the student receives an affirmative answer, he/she can continue asking that person questions until a negative response is given.  Then, he/she must move to a different classmate and ask another question.  When a student has established his/her new identity, this person is to remove the tag, write his/her name across the top of the paper/sticker and tape the tag to his/her chest. He/she now mills around the room helping the rest of the group discover their identities.

3) Spot the changes – The teacher divides the students in two groups, facing each other.  The students are supposed to look carefully at where the members of the opposite team are standing and at what they are wearing.  After 3 or 4 minutes, the groups go to different corners of the room and try to remember together the full details of the opposing team.  Then, they discreetly exchange articles of clothing or alter details of their appearance (e.g.: letting down their hair).  After 5 to 8 minutes, the teams come to face each other again, but standing in a different order.  The members of the first team take turns to say one thing that has changed in the opposite team.  They continue until they run out of observations.  It is then the turn of the opposite team to do the same. (The team that spots the greatest number of changes is the winner.)

4) Talking points – The teacher asks the students to choose a letter between A and Z and writes it on the blackboard.  Next, he/she elicits from the group nouns starting with that letter, which are also written on the board. Then, the students are supposed to get together in pairs, choose one of the words on the board and talk about that subject for five minutes.

5) Invisible pictures – The teacher tells students to get a sheet of paper, fold it in half and imagine that it is a double page spread from their personal photo album.  On this paper, they then draw rectangles to represent the photos on those pages.  They are not to draw inside the frames.  In pairs, the students are supposed to describe to each other the photos.

6) Bingo icebreaker – The teacher writes on the blackboard “I’d like to know if anyone...” and asks students to brainstorm information they would like to discover about their peers individually (e.g.: I’d like to know if anyone smokes/has pets/speaks more than a language/can play a musical instrument/does volunteer work, etc).  Next, the teacher distributes a sheet of paper to each student.  The students are supposed to draw a grid containing 16 squares.  On each square, they should write a piece of information they would like to discover.  If they have brainstormed more than 16 pieces of information, they must choose the ones they are more curious about.  Next, all the students stand up and circulate to find classmates who match the descriptions in the bingo squares.   When a match is found, the player writes the name of the individual in the square.  Different names must be used in each square.  When a player has filled a row with names, he/she yells “Bingo!” (Alternatively, the goal of the game can be to fill the entire card.)

7) Tell me more – The students work in pairs.  As the first student tells his/her peer a story, the second person constantly interrupts him/her so as to ask for more information. 

8) Group picture – The teacher tells the group they will draw a group picture on the board.  Each person can come out and draw one item only, at one given time.  The students are supposed to use the whole board.  When 15 to 30 items have been drawn, the teacher stops the drawing process.  At this point, several paths can be followed: 

a) The students work in groups of 4 and share their inner process during drawing the picture – e.g., how they felt as the picture was building up, why they chose to draw the things they did, etc.      

b) The teacher tells the students that the picture on the board is the first frame of a story and asks them to continue the story orally in pairs or small groups. 

9) Personalized board game – The teacher tells the class they will create their own board game.  First, he/she elicits from the students the kinds of commands they expect to find in a board game whose object is to move forward with one’s counter until the last square is reached. (They will probably come up with ideas such as “Miss a turn,” “Move three spaces,” “Roll the dice again,” etc.).  Next, the teacher asks the group to keep in mind this is a Conversation game.  Therefore, they are supposed to brainstorm the kinds of commands they would like to see in the squares.  At this point, the teacher divides the students in groups of four so that they can create their own commands and write them on a board.  At the end of this activity, the students can play the game they created.  Alternatively, the different groups can exchange boards and play the games created by their peers. Still another possibility would be to involve the whole class in the creation of a single game.

10) Fishbowl – The teacher gives each student 3 pieces of paper and asks him/her to write a statement on the first one, a question on the second one, and an exclamation on the third one. Next, the students are supposed to fold their pieces of paper and deposit them in a bag. Then 2 volunteers perform a role play, with the bag near them. The rest of the class must choose who they are (e.g.: boyfriend and girlfriend, boss and employee), where they are (e.g.: in the kitchen, at the beach) and what they are talking about (e.g.: politics, their relationship). The 2 volunteers start improvising a dialog. Every time someone in the class says "FISH," the person who was speaking is supposed to pick up one of the pieces of paper in the bag and insert that statement, question or exclamation in his/her conversation. After a while, these 2 students choose other people to replace them. 

11) Battleships – The teacher gives the students a blank sheet of paper and tells them to draw 2 grids, each one containing 10 lines and 10 columns. On top of each column, the students must put a letter (from A to J) and before each line, a number from 1 to 10.(Alternatively, the teacher can provide the grids).  The teacher now says they will play a different version of the game “battleships.”  Each student is supposed to choose the location of his/her ships and mark it on one of his/her grids. (Here is the list of ships belonging to each player and the number of boxes covered by each of them: 1 battleship – 4 squares; 2 cruisers – 3 squares each; 3 destroyers – 2 squares each; 4 submarines - 1 square each). The other grid is for this person to guess the location of his peer’s fleet.  In pairs, the players try to locate and “sink” the other’s battleships. For this purpose, the students take turns calling out grid references (e.g.: C1).  If they hit any part of their opponent’s ship, the other person must say so and draw a card from a pile.  Then, he will speak about the topic on the card for a couple of minutes.  In case he/she misses the ships, his opponent must say “water” and continue the game, calling out another grid reference. (Note: The cards can be provided by the teacher or produced by the students prior to the beginning of the game.) 

12) The Empty Chair – The students sit in a circle.  Next to one of them is an empty chair.  The teacher asks this student to think of someone he/she knows well and imagine that person filling the empty chair.  The group then asks the imaginary person any questions they want, and the student sitting next to the empty seat answers on that person’s behalf.  Questions must be direct (2nd person) and the student replies in the first person.  After a few minutes, the student who was answering the questions rises and another person in the group replaces him.  (It is advisable to “fill the chair” with people who are not present).  This activity can be done with the whole class, in pairs or small groups.  

13) Listen and draw – The teacher gives each student two blank sheets of paper. The students work in pairs, sitting back to back.  They take turns drawing a simple picture (e.g.: using geometric shapes) and  “dictating” it to their partners.  Alternatively, the teacher can provide a simple drawing to which the students add other elements. 
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