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Teaching academic discussion skills
with a card game

Curt Reese
Terri Wells

University of Texas at Austin, USA

This article describes a game used for teaching discussion skills to English as a Second Language (ESL)
students. It was originally designed for students wanting to prepare for graduate study at U.S. universi-
ties has been since used for other ESL students wanting to improve conversation skills. The game focuses
on common phrases helpful for participating in seminar-style classes common to graduate school set-
tings. The authors explain the rationale for choosing to teach skills using a game. They describe the pro-
cedures, benefits, and weaknesses of the game and students’ experiences using the game.

KEYWORDS: card game; conversation, discussion skills; education; ESL; game; interaction; seminar
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Games can be used in the language classroom to develop a variety of skills. Not
all teachers and students, however, may view positively the use of games as a learn-
ing tool in the classroom. Teachers may see games as entertaining but providing no
educational benefit (Bennet, Wood, & Rogers, 1997). Students may find games too
trivial an activity for the serious task of learning (Rao, 2002) or not appropriate for
adult learners. Conati (2003) noted that games, while engaging and entertaining,
may not result in student learning. Gaudart (1999) suggested that such attitudes
toward the use of games in the language classroom may result from a tradition of
teacher-centered instruction and perhaps a lack of teacher awareness of how games
can facilitate the language learning process.

Oxford and Shearin (1994) suggested the complexity of learner motivation in
their review of motivation theory in language learning. Garris, Ahlers, and Driskell
(2002) suggested that well-designed games can be valuable learning tools because
they motivate students to participate in extensive practice of targeted skills in a
system that requires students to engage in both repetitive and decision-making
processes. Gaudart (1999) also suggested games motivate students. Premkumar and
Bonnycastle (2006) reported on the successful use of games in a medical training
context, and Halleck, Moder, and Damron (2002) acknowledged the positive moti-
vational affect of a simulation used in a language classroom.

Games and simulations, in addition to motivating students, offer the opportunity
for experiential learning, which entails active and reflective engagement with the
material on the part of the student. Garris et al. (2002) acknowledged the link between
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games and experiential learning in their model of the game cycle. In this game cycle,
the learners’ repeated interaction with the game environment facilitates learning.

Discussion skills

Class participation in the form of discussion is a common requirement in university
classes although the extent of discussion required may vary across classes and disci-
plines (Ferris & Tagg, 1996), and discussion is typically viewed as a valuable learning
tool (De Vita, 2000). Students may also see participation in discussion with classmates
as a valuable learning tool (Wells, 2005). However, discussions can also prove to be dif-
ficult or frustrating for students (Do & Schallert, 2004; Fritschner, 2000). Tatar (2005)
and Hodne (1997) provided examples of the difficulty international students experience
in participating in class discussions at U.S. universities, and Tatar (2005) and Lee and
De Vita (2000) suggested ways that university instructors can help international students
feel more comfortable participating in class discussions. However, teachers of English,
particularly in programs of English for Academic Purposes (EAP), should be aware of
the difficulty that their students may encounter in university classrooms and help to pre-
pare them to be able to participate in classroom discussions.

Bou-Franch and Garcés-Conejos (2003), Lam and Wong (2000), Cane (1998),
and Clennell (1999) suggested the explicit teaching of conversation strategies and
pragmatic awareness, but this is not an easy task. McCarthy and O’Keeffe (2004)
noted that few textbooks contain material that explicitly teaches conversation strate-
gies, and Grant and Starks (2001) noted the conversational models offered in texts
are frequently unrealistic and do not reflect authentic discourse strategies. Green,
Christopher, and Lam (1997) observed that some methods of teaching discussion
skills do not provide any motivation for students to participate in the discussions and
reported on an experiential method to teach discussion skills. Games, with their
experiential and motivational features, provide a vehicle by which to engage students
in conversations to facilitate the explicit teaching of conversational skills and address
the lack of authentic conversation strategies in textbooks.

Game context

This game was initially designed for international students planning to attend U.S.
graduate schools. The curricular objectives of the university intensive English program
at which the authors worked stipulated that teachers conduct 30- to 45-minute moder-
ated discussions at least once a week. These discussions were on a wide range of top-
ics that students from various backgrounds and disciplines could understand.

What inevitably occurred in these sessions was that quiet students remained silent
for the duration of the discussions and talkative students dominated. After each dis-
cussion ended, the instructor would give students feedback. Quiet students were
encouraged to participate more and talkative students were encouraged to limit their
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participation. Furthermore, the teacher gave students feedback on wording, vocabu-
lary, grammar, and pronunciation. However, despite this feedback, students’ lan-
guage ability changed little. Quiet students remained quiet, and all students
continued to make the same errors in vocabulary and pronunciation that they had
been making at the beginning of the course.

This pattern of quiet and talkative students has been observed in U.S. classrooms
(Fritschner, 2000), and quiet students have expressed frustration with this situation (Do
& Schallert, 2004). A pedagogical problem that arises is the fact that from this unequal
pattern, quiet students get substantially less opportunity to talk than do talkative ones.
THE CONVERSATION GAME was designed to modify the existing curriculum to
get students to participate more, learn more conversation moves, and use correct
language structures.

Game procedure

THE CONVERSATION GAME consists of twelve 90-minute lessons. The
lessons teach students different conversation moves both as leaders and as partici-
pants. Lessons can be taught one after another in a short program or interspersed with
other lessons for semester-long programs. Typically, for semester-long programs, the
teacher chooses one day a week to use THE CONVERSATION GAME.

Leaders and participants have different lessons. Participants learn to express their
opinions and agree and disagree with the opinions of others in Lesson 1. Subsequent
lessons build on these initial skills by teaching more advanced moves: how to more
fluently express opinions, how to interrupt, how to avoid a question, how to ask for
the repetition of statements, how to rephrase statements, how to check for under-
standing, how to rephrase what another person has said, how to correct misunder-
standings, how to affirm others’ interpretations, how to align oneself with another,
how to express surprise, and how to state strong and weak opinions. Lessons for
leaders include introducing and concluding a topic, keeping the discussion moving,
and eliciting participation.

Students must prepare for each game. Students must read a one- to five-paragraph
summary of an issue. Students respond to five questions on that topic. Students must
give themselves goals for the number of cards they will play.

Each student has two decks: a participant deck and a leader deck. Cards are of
various colors, and each color corresponds to a particular conversation strategy. For
example, expressing one’s opinion is yellow, agreeing is green, and disagreeing is
blue. A phrase is printed on each card. For example, for expressing opinion, there are
five/seven cards: “In my opinion,” “I think (that),” “My sense is (that),” “I feel
(that),” and “It seems to me (that).” Participant decks typically contain two or three
copies of each of the five cards (see Figure 1).

Leaders start the first game with a full deck of cards but may choose not to
attempt to use all three leader conversation moves the first time they lead. This typ-
ically depends on the proficiency of the class. Play begins as leaders introduce their
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topics with four introduction cards (see Figure 2). They read straight through these
cards, and the cards are numbered.

When participants speak, they must use at least one card by saying the expression
on it. If they misuse or mispronounce any card, they must return the card to their
unused stack. Cards that are played successfully are placed in a “played” pile and
cannot be used again during that particular game. Students may use the expressions
on played cards, but they get no extra points for doing so. This rule helps to make
sure students are using and learning the various phrases available to them; outside of
class, they can use whichever expressions they like. Students may spread cards out
and choose any, or the teacher may require students to shuffle their decks and spread
only a limited number out to make the game more challenging by limiting their
options and forcing students to use cards they wouldn’t normally use.

Leaders end games by reading a series of four conclusion cards, similar to the intro-
duction cards. Both leaders and participants count the number and kind of cards that
they used. Then, they record the numbers of each type and the total number of cards
they used on a scoring sheet. House rules typically encourage students to attempt diffi-
cult conversation moves such as disagreeing or interrupting by giving a greater number
of points for these cards. Both leaders and participants give themselves grades based on
their performances. From the scoring sheet, students and teachers can see which con-
versation moves students have mastered and which they are avoiding. Students set goals
based on their past scores. Teachers often help students in setting goals.

opinion…

y

y

y

ore.

y
opinion…

In my
opinion…

Yellow         Green          Blue 

y

I
o

I
o

I

In

opinion…
In m
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agree with 
you more

I

I
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o
I disagree, but 

I hate to 

don’t you 
think … 

FIGURE 1: Participants’ Initial Cards
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THE CONVERSATION GAME is very student centered as students lead, partici-
pate on their own, and grade themselves. The teacher’s role in THE CONVERSATION
GAME is not the person in charge but rather may take myriad forms. In initial lessons,
it is usually helpful for the teacher to play along with students as a participant to give
them an example of how to play the game. After students have gotten the hang of the
game, teachers may challenge students to make difficult conversation moves by con-
tinuing to play. For example, teachers can make very controversial or strange com-
ments to encourage students to disagree. Also, teachers can encourage students to
make particular conversation moves by handing them particular cards at strategic times
during games. Finally, teachers can take notes on pronunciation, grammar, and vocab-
ulary and give students feedback after each game has ended. Thus, although not
teacher centered, teachers can play various roles while games are going on.

Sample game

The following is a transcript of a portion of a game in which four students par-
ticipated. They were of different language backgrounds: Spanish (leader), Korean,
Arabic, and Thai. This game occurred during the fifth lesson of the game. Students
were accustomed to using the cards, but they had not yet learned all conversation
moves. The transcript is from near the end of the game. It is 78 seconds long.

1 Leader: Would anyone like to add something?
2 Student 1: Yeah, it seems to me that multiculturalism is not bad for us
3 and will make our nation develop more diversely.
4 Student 2: Yeah, but don’t you think, uhh (long pause) it’s likely to be
5 responsible of some problems?
6 Student 1: I feel the same way.
7 Leader: What do you think about uh. food from the United States?
8 Everybody in country has a McDonalds. So what do you think
9 about it?

10 Student 2: My sense is that uhhh . . . (pause)
11 Leader: Now let’s hear from (Student 3).

Our topic 

today is …. 

1

I’d like to 

know what you 

think about …

2

What’s your 

opinion on this 

topic?

3

Would anyone 

like to 

comment?

4

FIGURE 2: Introduction Cards
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12 Student 3: I feel that the American food is uh good uh as long as it’s not
13 uh junk food like McDonald’s or Kentucky Fried Chicken.
14 Student 2: Yeah, but my sense is that there are too many junk food
15 restaurants . . . . . . fast food so uh
16 Student 1: I’ve never thought it that way . . . oh I said that for the second time.
17 ALL: (Laughter).
18 Leader: I think we’re getting off the subject.
19 Student 1: Eh . . . I’m not I’m not so sure about that, but, it’s clear that
20 like McDonald’s is different in Korea like . . . it’s . . . McDonald’s
21 is different in cultures uh
22 Student 2: Yeah I agree.
23 Leader: I think we’re getting off the subject. Are you do you agree
24 that McDonald’s is everywhere?
25 Student 3: In my opinion (pause) and based on the facts, yes.

In a little over 1 minute, students produced 15 phrases from the cards as well as
much other language. In fact, the majority of speaking was not the memorized
phrases from the cards but other language. Only about one third of the language
came directly from the cards. Most noticeable is the amount of language that was
produced. It is often difficult to get students to speak in the ESL classroom. These
data show students not only speaking but also interrupting and disagreeing with each
other and using other conversation moves to position themselves in the conversation.

Also noticeable is that phrases from the cards begin utterances. Students were
able to use the phrases to get into the conversation. The critical skills taught in con-
versations that were used in the previous transcript include eliciting participation
(Lines 1, 8 through 9, and 11), expressing opinions (Lines 2, 4, 10, 12, and 25),
agreeing (Lines 6 and 22), disagreeing (Lines 4 and 9), and keeping the group on
task (Lines 18 and 23).

The game prompted students to use formulaic expressions to enter conversations
and position themselves in relation to others in the discussion. After five lessons,
students had acquired several conversation moves. Talk proceeded rapidly.

Student responses

THE CONVERSATION GAME has been used in many kinds of classes: inter-
national students of mixed backgrounds planning to attend graduate school in the
United States, international students of mixed backgrounds wanting to improve their
English, K-12 ESL, and study abroad programs in the United States. The following
responses we gathered from Korean university students who took a 4-week program
at a university intensive English program.

The curriculum for the study abroad classes had three components: conversation,
pronunciation, and writing. Students attended the conversation portion of the class
Monday through Friday 9 a.m. to 12 p.m. Writing and pronunciation alternated after-
noons from 2 to 4:30. THE CONVERSATION GAME was used as approximately
one half of the speaking portion of the program, or approximately 30 hours. The
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teacher provided summaries of controversial topics for the first week of the program,
or 15 topics. Students generated summaries of controversial topics for the remaining
3 weeks of class in the writing component of the program.

Written responses to students’ experiences of THE CONVERSATION GAME were
collected in the writing portion of the program. For the final writing assignment,
students were asked to complete a reaction/response paper to THE CONVERSATION
GAME. For this essay, students were asked four questions: Do you like/dislike the
game? What are the advantages and disadvantages of this game for teaching conversa-
tion skills? Would you use this in an English class that you taught? Did the game help
you with conversation outside of class? The essays were collected by the writing teacher
and given to the speaking instructor (game designer) after the course had ended.

Students reported overwhelmingly positive experiences with THE CONVERSA-
TION GAME. A number who were planning on becoming English teachers wanted
to use the game in their own classes. Students expressed the opinion that the game
was fun. Many reported that the game had helped them with speaking situations out-
side of class. Anecdotal accounts corroborated this.

A few students observed that even with the cards, there was a gap between talk-
ative and reticent students. Other disadvantages were reported.

Most students reported that the game enabled them to overcome their fear of
speaking. The game was a confidence-building experience for most students. Others
said that their confidence grew as they went from using only a few cards in initial
lessons to many cards after the 12th lesson. For example:

First of all, it was hard for us to play well because we were not good at speaking
English well. But as time goes by, we can have confidence.

Students reported that the game was enjoyable. Most students reported that they
found the game fun and exciting. For many, this was a novel experience. One student
wrote that she had never experienced this kind of game before. The novelty of the
game and the colored cards motivated students to engage in conversation. Students
liked using the different colors. Others liked being able to set goals for themselves
and challenge themselves to see how many cards they could use.

Students mastered expressions on the cards and conversational moves that accom-
panied each type of card. They also stated that although the game was difficult to learn,
they were able to learn it and learn increasingly more expressions over time. The use of
cards led to fluency. Students were able to use cards, and then expressions, without hav-
ing to think first. Students reported spontaneously using expressions on cards outside of
class. Anecdotal evidence supports this as students were observed using the game’s
expressions on buses, during field trips, and in class when not engaged in the game.
Also, the game permitted students to master one conversation move before learning a
new one; thus, students progressively acquired new conversation moves.

The game created student-centered interactions. Students learned by watching
more competent players and imitating their actions. They also learned by trying out
new ways of interacting and risk taking.
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The focus of students was playing the game and not having conversations. The
game focus enabled students to practice speaking in a less constrained way than that
typical of a language classroom.

Many students reported that the game made speaking easy. Furthermore, many
reported trying to use as many cards as possible. Finally, some treated the conversa-
tion as a game. Thus, they would say things that they didn’t necessarily believe to
compete in the game. For example:

Sometimes I had no idea of my own, but by taking some opposite opinion, I could talk
about the topic plentifully.

One student felt the cards enabled him to create logical arguments.
The game also caused some difficulties for students. The game required a signif-

icant investment of time for students. The game is difficult to learn, so the class had
to invest initially a substantial amount of time learning how to play the game.
Students had to read and answer questions on several topics and use three different
kinds of game moves. At the end of the game, students had to spend time tallying
their total points.

Limitations

The game is limited to teaching conversation skills and turn taking and is thus not
particularly useful for helping students learn to produce longer pieces of discourse
such as speeches and narratives. The game encouraged short utterances as students
attempted to use as many cards as they could. One student reported that she felt the
game made people make short utterances but not really discuss issues. Students often
focused on using as many cards as they could, and developing the topic of discussion
sometimes became less important. Students who did speak at length were often inter-
rupted (via the interruption card) by classmates.

Another problem discussed by students was the difference in abilities between
fluent and nonfluent speakers. Some students were more adept at the game and
speaking in general than others. Students who had difficulty speaking and compet-
ing with their classmates often expressed the desire to be placed in groups of indi-
viduals who were similar in speaking proficiency. Low-level speakers also asked that
the teacher limit the number and kind of cards that more proficient speakers could
use. One student felt that the focus on using as many cards as possible was not help-
ful because it didn’t teach grammar.

Despite these problems, the game appeared to exceed most students’ expectations
of how much they could improve their speaking. The vast majority of comments
about the game were positive. For example:

–I improved more than I had expected.
–I think this game is the most effective way for students to learn English easily.
–It was a great experience for me.
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–It helps me to improve English skill and I could learn many new expressions which
were used to debate.

–The conversation game helps me to improve my English ability especially debating
skills.

–Conversation Game is very helpful in making skills in discussing and talking.
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