Sample extract from the Teaching English to Young Learners Course.
Listening activities for the classroom
Many listening activities are possible and here are just a selection ranging from the simplest
to the more complex:

1. Get your pupils moving! At some point(s) in your day/lesson, get your pupils jumping
around a bit to brighten them up. Even the best lesson can be improved with a bit of
physical activity! If possible take them outside but if not, ensure there is a space between all
of them. If they can stand in a circle, that would be ideal. The first few times you do this, you
can do the actions with the pupils. After a few weeks, call out the actions but don’t do them
yourself. This ensures that the pupils listen carefully.
•

Jump up and down!

•

Wave your arms!

•

Touch your toes!

•

Turn around!

•

Hop up and down!

Young pupils invariably love this sort of activity. Perhaps at a later stage, you could ask one
of them to give the instructions.

Some teachers integrate actions into the teaching programme in a structured way and this
is sometimes described as a total physical response (TPR) approach. Total physical
response is a term used to describe learning activities that involve the pupils physically in a
way which reflects the language being used by the teacher. Some teachers use this
extensively in class, especially with young learners and learners at elementary level, while
others may use it less frequently. However, clearly this may not be possible with a large
class and limited space unless it is possible to go outside.

At a simple level it is reflected in the game Simon Says but in practice where a teacher is a
proponent of this approach as a significant part of teaching and learning, it will be used
regularly. It can be used as part of a game, it can be used to teach new language or it can
be used to practise language that the pupils should already be familiar with. For example, a
teacher may have introduced action words to the pupils in previous lessons (which would
have involved them in actions) and now wishes to revise them. The teacher might do this by
encouraging the pupils to think of themselves as an animal or a plant. It may be part of the
topic or theme that the teacher is working on with the class.
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You are an elephant. You are big and heavy. You move very slowly. Your trunk moves from
side to side. You rub against trees and other elephants. You pull leaves off trees.
The pupils make the actions as the teacher speaks. The teacher may also decide to do the
actions at the same time although once the pupils are familiar with such an activity this
should not be necessary.
You are a small seed in the ground. The rain falls. You start to grow. You grow very slowly.
Small leaves grow. A beautiful flower appears. You turn towards the sun. Slowly you grow
bigger and bigger. You reach up higher and higher. The wind blows gently. You wave from
side to side.
As always, integrating the language skills is a good approach and so a little later the
teacher can bring in speaking skills when s/he asks questions: You are an elephant. How
do you feel? Are you big? Do you like moving slowly?
Physically responding to language helps the pupils to absorb the meaning and it gives them
greater confidence. The best thing about it is that young learners love responding physically
to language! It provides an active alternative to sitting at their desk and energises them.

2. Get them actively moving but also collaborating together. This is even more fun for young
pupils because sometimes they are trying to do something together as quickly as possible.
They could do this competitively as long as the groups do not always have the same
members.
•

Stand in a line from the smallest to the tallest!

•

Here is January. There is December. Make line to show when you have a birthday! (This
might need a bit of explanation/practice at an earlier point. They line up according to
where their birthday comes in the year.)

•

Think of your first names. Stand in a line from A to Z.

•

Make the capital letter E! (a group have to stand together so they form a letter E.)

•

Write the word ‘school’ on the board. (The pupils are in groups with a set of letter cards
which can form words, including the word school.)

3. This activity is a variation of Bingo. Give the pupils a page with 20 small pictures of
named people of different ages and sizes. (An alternative would be to give them 20 cards
but this is more complicated to organise and cards can get lost!) There are a range of
different games that can be played. As they play, the pupils cover cards with a small piece
of post-it paper or a counter, or they simply cross out a picture. The teacher reads a
sentence and the pupils cover pictures that are described by that sentence.
•

They are wearing glasses.
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•

They like reading.

•

They all have a pet.

•

They are wearing red shoes.

In the end, only one picture will remain.

4. Use the same pictures but now the sentences are a little more complex.
•

He is wearing glasses but not red shoes.

•

She likes reading but doesn’t have a bicycle.

•

She plays tennis and wears blue shoes.

•

They both wear glasses and don’t like football.

5. Longer, more complex sentences can be used with more advanced pupils.
•

Cover the pictures of the people who don’t like sports.

•

They can’t see very well without their glasses.

•

This man doesn’t wear a uniform when he is working.

•

This woman will help people when they hurt themselves.

6. Longer descriptions are also possible. This person is taller than Yvonne but shorter than
Mark. This person likes reading and never wears red shoes.

7. Draw a picture. In this activity the pupils will follow your instructions. This can start very
simply, but gradually become more complicated as the pupils’ English improves. In previous
lessons you will have done simple drawings on the board and also helped the pupils to do
simple drawings.
Draw a boy’s head. Give him lots of brown hair. He is wearing a shirt. It has short sleeves.
He is wearing shorts. Give him two legs. He is carrying a ball under his arm. He is wearing
glasses. The ball is red. His shorts are blue.

8. Friends. Give the pupils a paper with drawings or photographs of people. Describe the
people in a way that will enable the pupils to name them. John has a red hat and blue
shoes. Jino plays football and likes reading. Then ask the pupils to link the people they think
will be friends. They can then explain why. This will neatly integrate listening and speaking
activities. I think that Patrick and Leo will be friends. They both like playing table-tennis. I
think that Enna and Fran will be friends. They both like reading.
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9. Timetables. The pupils will need to be familiar with timetables before they do this activity.
Give them a simple bus timetable and then ask them questions.
•

I want to get to Walden by 10 o’clock. Which bus shall I catch?

•

I arrived in Walden at 1pm. Which bus did I catch?

•

School starts at 9 o’clock. Which bus shall I catch?

•

I got home just before 6pm. Which bus did I catch?

10. If the small drawings are of people who do different jobs, the pupils can be asked to
make a decision about the ones to employ. I want someone to repair my sink. I want
someone to build a new wall.

11. Pupils love to get involved in a story and they can do this by acting out the characters.
It’s best to choose a story (or make one up) that is simple and clear and involves repetition
in order to practise certain language patterns. There should be lots of repetition. The pupils
have the chance to be actively involved in the story and to act out the parts. Ideally you
would use the pupils’ names in the story. Below is one example. Start by introducing the
story and arranging the classroom into different rooms with clearly written signs (kitchen,
bathroom etc.). Read through the story once with the pupils listening. As you read it, move
to the appropriate place in the classroom.

Yesterday Khalid lost his ball. He couldn’t find it anywhere. He looked in the
kitchen but it wasn’t there. Bodil was in the kitchen. “Bodil, have you seen my
ball?” “No,” said Bodil. “Will you help me find my ball?” asked Khalid. “Yes,” said
Bodil.
So Khalid and Bodil looked in the living room but it wasn’t there. Tomas was in
the living room. “Tomas, have you seen my ball?” asked Khalid. “No,” said
Tomas. “Will you help me find my ball?” asked Khalid. “Yes,” said Tomas.
So Khalid and Bodil and Tomas looked in the dining room, but it wasn’t there.
Massoud was in the dining room. “Massoud, have you seen my ball?” asked
Khalid. “No,” said Massoud. “Will you help me find my ball?” asked Khalid.
“Yes,” said Massoud.
So Khalid and Bodil and Tomas and Massoud looked in the garage, but it
wasn’t there. Lema was in the garage. “Lema, have you seen my ball?” asked
Khalid. “No,” said Lema. “Will you help me find my ball?” asked Khalid. “Yes,”
said Lema.

12. Pupils can be involved in a story by adding in details as well. Tell a simple story but give
them the chance to add in details. Introduce the story (perhaps with the use of pictures or
drawings) and then tell it to the class, stopping every now and then for them to add in
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details. Make sure they don’t shout out but put up their hands. Susan has a friend called
___? One day they decided to go to the ___. On the way, they met ___. Susan said, “Do
you want to come with us?” When they got there, they saw a ____. They were very
surprised and ran all the way home to tell their parents! As they become familiar with this
approach you can make the story longer with more opportunities for them to add details.

13. Draw a simple, clear picture using a felt-tipped pen. This will make the picture stand out
clearly when you show the pupils. Alternatively, you could have it on an OHP or computer
display to show the pupils at a later stage in the lesson. Give the pupils each a piece of
paper. Then carefully describe your own picture. As they listen they must draw your picture
on their piece of paper. (Note: Before they do an activity like this they must be familiar with
left and right, top left, bottom right and so on.) I will start in the top, right-hand corner. There
is a balloon. It says Happy Birthday! on the balloon. There is a piece of string hanging from
the balloon. In the bottom right-hand corner there is a cat. It is sitting. It is looking at me. It
has large whiskers. The pupils will draw as you slowly describe the picture. They can ask
you to describe something again. When they have finished drawing, they will compare their
own drawing with their neighbours’ drawings. Are they very different? Then they can look at
the original drawing. How are they different? Once they are familiar with this game, they can
play it in pairs. Again, this will neatly integrate both speaking and listening and is a good
example of a communicative activity.

14. Classroom activities can often be linked together through a theme. One theme for a
week (or a month or a term) could be pirates and treasure. As part of this theme, you could
give the pupils the outline map of an island and then give them a description so that they
can place different features on the map. It would be important to make sure that you have
taught the pupils the points of the compass before you do such an activity. The basic
compass showing N, S, E and W should be printed beside the map of the island. It is
generally best to start the description in the centre of the map. You may want to
demonstrate how to indicate forests, roads, swamps etc. on the map. In the centre of the
island there is a forest. North of the forest there is a hill. Between the forest and the hill
there is an old church. No-one goes there now. South of the forest there is a deserted
village. It is called South Village. West of the forest there is a swamp. This is a very wet
place. No-one lives here. On the north-west corner of the island is a small harbour. There is
a road from there to South Village. You can give as much or as little detail as you wish.
Later, you may wish to describe how the pirates move around the island. You may want to
‘hide’ treasure on the island and give the pupils clues.
© 2008 ETC Distance Learning Ltd – www.englishtc.co.uk

