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Teacher’s notes

Conkers or Bonkers?

Level: Intermediate +

Aim: Students compare traditional childhood games in their country and in Britain and discuss how society views children.

Time 40 to 60 minutes

Materials: 

One copy of Worksheet 1 for every 2 students in the class.

One copy of Worksheet 2 for every student in the class. (this could be copied onto a transparency if you have an overhead projector)

One copy of Worksheet 3 for every three or four students in the class.

Rationale: Although the lesson contains two texts, the main focus of the lesson is on setting up the discussion on the issues that are raised by the text. It is more of a speaking skills lesson, with a reading element, rather than the other way around.

Notes: The “additional support” boxes are for students, or classes, that are of a slightly lower level. The “additional challenge” boxes are for students, or classes, that are of a slightly higher level. This should help the lesson work with mixed ability classes. 

Stage One: 

Tell students you want them to form an image of something in their minds. To do this, they should sit comfortably in their seats and listen carefully to what you want them to think about. They can close their eyes (or put their heads down on the desk) if they wish. When they are ready, read the following passage (it’s in fact better if you don’t  read the passage, but rather speak it in a normal conversational tone)

Text:

Imagine you are seven or eight years old. You are at school. You are very happy because after class today you are going to the playground to play your favourite game with your school friends.  What game is it? Who do you play with? What do you need to play this game? How many people can play this game with you? Think about where you play this game – What can you see? What can you hear? 

Allow thirty seconds or so for students to get a picture formed in their mind’s eye. 

Methodology note

This technique of starting a class is sometimes called Guided Visualisation. It is an effective preparation for speaking activities. To make this work, you must give time for students to fix an image in their mind’s eye. Some teachers also use soft music (classical music for example) to help students create the image.

Stage two

Ask students to work with a partner and explain their game. Tell them to imagine their partner is from another country and that he/she doesn’t know anything about Polish playground games. Circulate and help with difficult or unknown words. Make a note of these for later.

Additional support: You can write on the board the questions to help students explain their game:

What game is it? (you can use the Polish name if you don’t know the English name)

Who do you play with? 

What do you need to play this game? 

How many people can play this game with you?

How do you play the game?

Stage three

Ask different pairs in the class to explain their childhood games. Ask some other questions about children’s games in Poland, along the following lines:

Are children’s games different now than in the past?

Are there different games in different parts of the country?

Do you know any children’s games from other countries that are similar?

Stage four

Distribute handout 1 and allow students time to read it together. Explain that some of the words are translated in the glossary at the bottom of the page. When students have finished reading, ask them to turn over the paper. Write the following on the board: Conkers, Hopscotch, British Bulldog, Marbles, Tag . Ask students to tell each other, in English, as much as they can remember about the different games.

When they have finished, ask them which ones are similar to the games the had spoken about in stage 2. 

Methodology note

After a short text with lots of information such as the one in worksheet 1, a simple way of recapping the text and checking comprehension is to simply get the students to turn it over and retell it in their own words. Of course this means that you, the teacher, should circulate and listen to the different conversations. Usually, if someone hasn’t understood, at this point they will ask for clarification.

Stage five

Write the following words on the board:

blame and sue

angry parents

banned

dangerous

children’s safety

Clarify the meanings of any difficult words (eg blame, sue and banned). Tell students that all of these words come from a recent article about British playground games. What do they think the article will say? Elicit a few examples, then give the text out (alternatively you could project the text using an overhead projector, if you have one).

Stage six

Allow students to read the text silently to themselves. Elicit the general gist of the whole text by asking the following questions after students have finished reading:

How have British playgrounds changed recently? Why?

Why have the following been banned: skipping; conkers; daisy chains; playground equipment?

What does the author think of bans on playground games? Does the author approve of this aspect of British society?

Additional challenge
If you want to further exploit the text, you could look at the language the author has chosen to talk about the bans on children’s games. Ask students to find words and expressions from the text that show a negative opinion (they can use dictionaries, if they have them, to help)

Answers: bonkers, far fetched, ludicrous, we’ve gone too far, breaking through the red tape, a sterile play free environment

Stage seven

Now ask students to work in groups of three or four. Distribute worksheet 3. Tell students to use these questions for discussion. Set the following ground rules for the discussion:

1. The discussion should be in English.

2. One student takes the question paper and chooses a question. He/she then asks the question to others in the group. Different members of the group can answer the question. The student then passes the paper to someone else in the group who asks another question.

3. If nobody in the group wants to answer for the question, they can pass on to the next question. They can do this for two questions maximum.

4. When answering a question, try to use some of the useful language on the question paper.

5. At the end of all the questions, the group must be prepared to summarise their discussion.

Circulate and monitor the discussions. Help out if needed, but keep your interventions to a minimum. Make note of any persistent or common errors.

Methodology note

Setting rules are useful in managing classroom discussions. While it does seem obvious that the discussion is to be in English, it never hurts to mention that again as a first rule (as presumably it is one of the principal reasons to engage in a discussion in a language classroom). Allowing students choice in the discussion (which questions to ask, the right to refuse some questions) gives them slightly more control over the task. Asking students to report back on the discussion gives it an overall aim and outcome, which is important for generating more participation from the members. Finally, the useful language on the question paper is helpful for students to continue their discussions. A good idea would be to have the useful language for discussion posted on the wall, where everyone can refer to it.

Stage eight

Ask people from different groups to report back the summary of their discussion. Ask if there were any questions that everybody agreed on the answer to. If there is time, you could allow this to develop into a whole class discussion.

Stage nine (optional)

If you have a good collection of notes on language use and errors from stage seven, you could use the end of the lesson to draw attention to and correct some of these. Write them on the board and ask students to try to correct them in their notebooks.

Alternatively, you could save these to use as a revision game, or test, in future classes.

Worksheet 1

Traditional British Playground Games

Hopscotch 
Game played with a stone thrown on a chalk grid. Players then hop on the grid and pick up the stone and mark off the square. The game is over when all the boxes have been marked. 

Skipping 
A fun way to develop rhythm. A minimum of three players are required - two to wave the ropes and sing chants while the other dances between them. 

British Bulldog 
Notorious for the heavy emphasis on violence. The game begins as a kind of David and Goliath challenge, with one child standing alone as a mass of pupils charge directly at him. His job is to ‘bring down’ as many as possible. Those caught then also assume the role of ‘catcher’ against those that slipped through. 

It/Tag 
A perennial favourite, mainly because of its simplicity. You are ’it’, so you run around the playground until you ‘tag’ someone making them ‘it’. And so on. Kiss chase is one popular variation, where the act of tagging involves kissing your victim. 

Marbles 
Low on physical exertion, but good for hand-eye co-ordination. Marbles are small, hard balls made out of glass, steel, baked clay or even onyx. The object is to roll, throw or drop your marbles against those of your opponent, to knock them out of a prescribed area and so win them. 

Leapfrog 
One pupil bends over with his hands on his knees and back bent over in an arch shape. Another pupil jumps over him legs straddled, using his back as a leverage point.

Conkers 
A conker is the seed of the horse chestnut tree. Each player has a conker hanging on its string. Players take turns at hitting their opponent's conker. The game goes on in turns until one or other of the two conkers is completely destroyed.

Glossary

conker – kasztan

skipping - skakanie (przez skakanke)

hopscotch - gra w klasy
Worksheet 2

Conkers or Bonkers?

Changing society
The UK is quickly becoming a ‘blame and sue’ society. A number of UK schools have banned traditional playground games in case pupils are hurt whilst playing the games on school premises, leading to suing by angry parents.

Banned games
Conkers are banned by some schools as they fear the horse chestnuts could be used as ‘offensive weapons’. One school banned skipping after some girls fell over. 

One far fetched example is preventing children from making daisy chains, in case pupils pick up germs from the flowers. The charity The Children’s Society said the bans were ‘ludicrous! When you ban climbing frames or don't allow children to make daisy chains, we've gone too far. Why can't they be allowed to have fun?’

Pupils’ viewpoints
The bans have had a negative response from the pupils.

Emma is 13 and from Birmingham. ’The end of playground fun was ages ago at our school! No daisy-chains, no skipping, no running games, no taking paper and pencils outside, last five minutes in the shade on a hot day, no Yo-yo's, no football, no staying inside, no sitting down until the last five minutes, no drinking or snacks, no singing or dancing, no shouting or talking, only whispering, no whistling, no laughing; only walking and whispering, not even hand clapping games!’ 

Yasmin, who is 14 and from London, is upset by the situation. ‘In our school we had a really good playground with a long slide, climbing frame, swings, and a large mound type place which you could climb. Now all of that has been taken away for safety reasons. What are people supposed to do at breaktimes?’

Breaking through the red tape
Mr Halfpenny, a headteacher of a Carlisle primary school has bought safety goggles so that his pupils can continue playing conkers. Speaking from his school he states ‘I said they would have to wear goggles to play, mainly because they could get bits of conker in the eye. They thought it was a great idea. It's just being sensible. We live in a litigious society.’

Perhaps other schools need to follow Mr Halfpenny’s example and invent a way of playing games safely thus allowing the pupils to enjoy their childhood and not live in a sterile, play free environment.
Glossary

bonkers - crazy

litigious – ready to sue

germ – organism that causes disease

ludicrous – ridiculous

daisy chain - wianuszek (ze stokrotek)

climbing frame – drabinki
Worksheet 3

CONKERS or BONKERS? Discussion questions

· Take turns. Choose a question from the list below to ask others in your group.

· The group can refuse to answer two questions maximum.

· Use the useful language to help you answer the questions.

· At the end of your discussion, be prepared to report on what you said to the rest of the class.

Think of the British playground games you read about. Did any of the games seem strange to you? Which ones?

What playground games from your country might seem strange to a foreigner?

Have playground games in your country changed in the past twenty years?

Do you think playground games are too violent? If yes, which ones?

Do you think children need to be more or less protected at school?

Are schools more dangerous places now than in the past?

Do you think that parents of children who hurt themselves at school are right to be angry at the school?

Imagine you are the director of a school. Parents have complained about violent games in the playground. What would you do?

Do you think children are overprotected in your country? Do you think they are not protected enough?

Do you think other things should be banned to protect children? Think of video games, movies, television programmes?

Imagine a friend from Britain wants to send their children to school in Poland. Apart from the language, what would be difficult for the children to adapt to?

The article says that Britain is becoming a “blame and sue” society. Do you think your society is similar? Could it become similar in the future?

USEFUL EXPRESSIONS

Expressing an opinion

In my opinion…

I personally think…/ I personally feel…

To my mind…

Asking an opinion

What do you think?

What’s your opinion?
How do you feel about this?

Agreeing

I agree

I completely agree

Disagreeing 

I’m not sure about that….

Yes, but…

Disagreeing - Strong

I don’t agree.

On the contrary…
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