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Holiday Happenings Halloween 
Also: All Saints’ Day & the Days of the Dead 

Using Special-Occasion Cultural Materials in 

Language Skills Activities  
hy Teach or Learn Language with Special-
Occasion Materials? 
Almost everyone likes holidays! Traditionally, educators of  children 
and second-language learners use special occasions as pedagogical 
opportunities to teach cultural history and customs. Children sing 

songs, create holiday handicrafts, eat special foods, and may even dress up in costumes. In 
secondary and adult schools, English-as-a-Second-Language students read about the history 
and meanings of  holidays. They learn related vocabulary. In speaking, they might compare 
North American celebrations and customs with similar (or quite different) ones in their native 
cultures.  Such activities can be pleasant diversions from the “sameness” of  everyday language 
lessons—instruction in oral and written language skills (listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing), as well as in pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary. However, they can also be 
pedagogic time wasters—social events or entertainment with minimal educational value.  

Especially in courses with a required curriculum to cover or a specified language proficiency 
level for students to achieve, there may not be time for “extra” holiday lessons or activities. 
Under such circumstances, it makes sense to use information about holiday culture and 
customs as language teaching and learning vehicles. By substituting special-occasion materials 
for textbook chapters or standard supplements, learners can still cover or master the objectives 
of  the mandatory language-skills curriculum. At the same time, in motivating change-of-pace 
lessons, they acquire and communicate cultural knowledge, expediting language acquisition.  

The suggested activities and language-learning steps in this book can be used with material on any common North 

American or international holiday. All the offered information and vocabulary, however, applies specifically to 

Halloween (October 31 in the U.S.), All Saints’ Day, and the Day of the Dead (November 1 & 2 in Hispanic 

cultures).  Feel free to duplicate and distribute any or all of the holiday materials in this book for your own 

educational purposes. Adapt (shorten, lengthen, or change) them for your  particular goals and teaching or learning 

situation. As you become experienced in teaching or learning about holidays, you may want to do additional research. 

You may wish to create, or have participants create, even better reusable materials of your own. For more reproducible 

special-occasion material, see the other “Holiday Happenings” books by Authors & Editors.  
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ow to Teach or Learn with Holiday Materials 
Special-occasion information and materials are excellent vehicles for 
instruction in or acquisition of  both oral and written language skills. Nearly 
all classroom or group activities integrate two or more of  the four language 
abilities—listening comprehension, speaking (including pronunciation), 
reading, and writing. Even so, many language activities require or motivate 

participants to make more use of  one skill than others. Some lessons emphasize grammar or 
vocabulary. For pedagogical effectiveness or convenience, in what order should holiday material 
be presented? And how can they be taught or learned most effectively? 

For conveying information about a special occasion, reading activities are probably the most 
efficient. By applying proven effective-reading strategies, participants acquire and practice 
essential reading-comprehension skills—getting the main points, understanding important 
details, organizing info, communicating data in summary form. They also learn and remember 
what is interesting and useful about the content—in this case, the history and meaning of  the 
holiday, its symbols and customs, and related cultural practices and attitudes. Reading materials 
are also effective assessment instruments (tests and quiz games). Learners can demonstrate their 
mastery of  newly-acquired knowledge and their reactions to it orally and/or in writing.  

Vocabulary is often taught in the context in reading, In addition, vocabulary exercises and 
games enable learners to focus on the properties of  new words and phrases—their parts of  
speech, definitions, and their appropriate use in context. Because of  the images it evokes, 
holiday vocabulary is often fun to learn. More serious students can “go beyond the context” of  
special-occasion words and phrases to improve their general vocabulary proficiency. 

Whether they are solemn or frivolous, nearly all special occasions are social events. It follows, 
therefore, that learning about them should occur during interactive oral activities. These lessons 
can include effective language-acquisition strategies and practice: showing interest, listening for  
main points and important data, demonstrating comprehension through paraphrasing, asking 
for repetition or clarification, pronouncing clearly (improving accent), presenting info and ideas 
effectively, telling and retelling stories, communicating in groups, and the like.  

The materials and instructions for use in this Holiday Happenings: Halloween book are arranged 
in an order that they are might be presented in coordinated community-college language-skills 
courses. They are designed for participants with various educational goals, levels of  language 
proficiency, interests, motivation, and personalities.   

What is most feasible, interesting, motivating, effective, and fun for your particular pedagogical 
situation? How much time and which resources are available for instruction on this topic (this 
special occasion)?  Based on your answers to these questions, choose the sections and steps that 
appeal to you most. As usual, you might want to adapt them to the particular needs and wants 
of  each year’s participants and their situations.   
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etting the Main Idea & Important Supporting 
Details of Background Readings 
Except in play-acting, pronunciation, or listening-comprehension activities, 
most informational material in language lessons should be read and 
understood silently. Individually and as quickly as they can, learners   should 

read information for meaning. Their first task is to get the main idea(s) or the point of  a 
selection.  Then they need to understand the important details (smaller points)—especially the 
info (facts, examples, reasons, etc.) that “supports” or “proves” the main idea(s). Adapted 
holiday readings are especially effective in teaching and practicing these essential reading skills.  

Reading Levels.  Notice that the background reading material about Halloween and related 
holidays on the following pages is at two different levels of  difficulty. With their multiple-
choice (a-h) comprehension exercises, the high-beginning selections are on pages 9 and 10, 11 
and 12, 13 and 14, and 15 and 16.  In  arranged pairs of  the same kind, pages 17 through 24 
display intermediate-and-above reading material and exercises. The eight selections of  each level 
can be considered segments of  a complete background reading on the special-occasion topic. 
Note that within each level, the readings and comprehension 
choices are approximately equal in length and difficulty 
(sentence structure, phrasing, and vocabulary).  

Materials Preparation.  To prepare the reading selections 
and corresponding comprehension exercises for classroom or 
individual use, it’s best to photocopy the pages you want back-
to-back.  If  you want to use the material as handouts, make as 
many paper copies as there are learners. On the other-hand, if  
you prefer to work with reusable “reading kits,” you’ll need only 
one set of  materials for each group of  four to eight participants.  

So that they last longer and can be reused yearly, you might want 
to reproduce selections and exercises on 8.5 by 11 inch card 
stock of  a heavier weight than copy paper; to separate the two 
segments on each side, cut the card stock in half  horizontally.  
Alternatively, you can copy the eight pages one-sided on paper; 
then you can paste up (glue) the selections on eight large index 
cards, with corresponding exercises on the back. To distinguish 
each set of  readings from the others (for easier organization and 
clean up), you might use cards or card stock of  different colors. 

 

READING SKILLS ACTIVITIES 

One card of a “Reading Kit”=                         

the front and reverse sides of a reading 

selection photocopied or pasted-up on 

card stock back-to-back.   

PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
Halloween began long ago with the Celts. The Celts were a 
group of people. Many years before the birth of Christ, the 
Celts lived in Britain and France. On the first day of November 
every year, these people had a festival. The festival was a 
celebration of the beginning of winter. It was for the Lord of 
the Dead. Why did the Celts honor this god with a special 
festival? Because they believed the god ruled the world in 
winter. What were some other Celtic beliefs? That the ghosts 
of dead people came back to earth on the last day of October. 
The ghosts came in the forms of animals. The very bad ghosts 
were black cats. The Celts wanted protection from the ghosts. 
To frighten the ghosts, they made big fires on hills. They 
danced around the fires. It was the first Halloween. Halloween 
began because of the Celtic beliefs about ghosts and the 
people’s customs.       

High-Beginning Level Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
Which is the best statement of the main idea (the point) of this reading selection? 

a.  A long time ago, African people began Halloween because they 
wanted to dance around fires.  

b.  Halloween started because of ancient Celtic customs related to their 
beliefs about ghosts. 

c.  In the eighteenth century, the President of the United States created 
Halloween as an official government holiday. 

Which three statements are true supporting details (facts) about the main idea?  
d.  Ancient Eastern European peoples honored the goddess of love of 

this day.  
e.  On November 1, (the beginning of winter), the Celts in Britain and 

France had a festival for the Lord of the Dead.  
f.  The Celtic people believed that the ghosts of dead people came back 

to Earth in the form of animals on the last day of October every year. 
g.  They dressed up like black cats to celebrate with their animals.  

h.  They made big fires to scare away the ghosts and protect the people.  

High-Beginning Level Exercises: HALLOWEEN & Related Occa-
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Each level of  readings can be used as is for a different group of  learners, or both sets can be 
used in the same class—for participants at different levels of  reading proficiency.  In either 
case, there should be at least one, but no more than two, cards for each person to use at the 
same time.  In addition, you might want to reproduce and hand or lend out individual paper 
copies of  the selections for participants to use for homework, follow-up, and later reference.  

Instructions for Use.  Here are suggested steps to follow in making use of  the background 
reading selections and comprehension exercises on pages 9 to 16 and/or pages 17 to 24:   

The Most Common Individual Way.  The most usual, traditional way to use reproducible 
background reading material is to make and give one copy of  each selection with its exercises to 
each learner. What are the advantages of  this procedure? In class, everyone can look at the same 
printed words at the same time. Learners can do and get help with the reading, fill out the answers, 
and check their work individually, with a partner, and/or with other students. The teacher can go 
over the readings and exercises with the whole group.  Learners can take home their copies of  the 
material for homework: advanced preparation, review, and/or reinforcement. They can either keep 
the handouts or return them for use by another class the following year.  

This traditional methodology uses a lot of  paper, of  course. The background readings of  this 
Halloween resource book alone, for instance, require eight or 16 pieces of  paper (16 or 32 
pages) per participant per year.  Photocopying may be expensive, time-consuming, and wasteful. 
Also, when information is handed out to individuals, many learners tend to concentrate their 
attention to the printed page, perhaps leaving out necessary and useful oral practice.   

The Alternative Reading Kit Way.  On the other hand, you may want to present reading-and-
exercise material in reusable “reading kit” form.  On the previous page are instructions for creating 
one or more sets of  high-beginning and/or intermediate-level reading-and-exercise cards on the 
topic of  Halloween, with eight selections per set. You can follow these suggested steps for use of  
your prepared reading kits. The steps have consistently proven motivating, engaging, and 
pedagogically successful in adult school and college language-and-culture classes.  

 STEP 1.  Divide the class into smaller groups of about four to six participants each. Give each 
group a complete set of eight reading cards (at either level of difficulty) without duplicates—all 
the sections of the available holiday information. Working cooperatively or individually, 
participants read for the point (the main idea) and important supporting details of each section of 
material. On a separate piece of paper, they list the answers (five of the letters a, b, c, d, e, f, g, and 
h)  to the questions on the back. Working as fast as they can, they pass the cards around. 

 STEP 2.  Reconvene the class. If they do the activity correctly and finish it, learners will have 32 
letter answers to the comprehension questions for the eight reading selections at each level—four 
true statements from each card.  Make sure that participants’ responses are correct or that they 
understand the reasons for their mistakes and corrections—especially as they relate to getting the 
main idea(s) and important supporting details for the point. The correct answers are the same                 
for both the high-beginning and the intermediate-level readings. They are: 

PART ONE:  b, e, f, h.    PART TWO:  a, f, g, h.    PART THREE:  c, e, f, g.    PART FOUR:  a, e, g, h. 

PART FIVE:  c, d, e, f.    PART SIX:  c, d, e, h.     PART SEVEN:  c, d, f h.     PART EIGHT:  a, d, e, f. 
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estating or Summarizing Reading Material 
After recognizing and understanding the main idea(s) and important 
supporting details of  a reading selection, participants should restate or 
summarize the information in their own words.  This procedure is an 
important part of  learning, remembering, retaining, and making good use 
of  newly acquired information and ideas. Whether oral or written,  

paraphrased summaries should be in words that both speakers or writers and their listeners or 
readers can understand. Using the reading material about Halloween and related holidays on 
the following 8 or 16 pages, here are ways to develop restatement and summary skills. You can 
follow these steps by distributing individual copies of  the reading selections to participants or 
by supplying each group of  three to eight participants with a set of  eight reading cards.   

The Written-Skills Methodology.  Working either cooperatively or individually, participants read 
or reread the selections—again for the main idea(s) and important supporting details. To restate the 
information and ideas in order, they may write their summaries individually or divide the work of Parts 
One through Eight equally among group members.  

Lower-level learners may copy the four correct statements on the back of their  part or parts exactly.                     
More proficient readers and writers can paraphrase the appropriate statements in their own words.                    
The most advanced can write their own summaries by answering these questions for each selction:  
What’s  is the main idea? Which info (facts, reasons, examples, and other details) “proves” this point?   

Writers should keep in mind that their summaries should not be more than half the length of the original 
material. Their paraphrases (restatements) should not change the meaning of the readings. They should be 
balanced and complete. They should make it easier to learn, remember, and make use of the material.  

Whatever methods participants use to summarize holiday information, they should share their papers 
with others—classmates, tutors or class instructors, and/or families and friends. When they share 
information, they should get feedback, necessary language corrections, and suggestions for improvement.   

The  Oral-Skills Methodology.  Working individually in groups of four to eight, each participant 
becomes responsible for the information in a different one or two of the selections. Each person reads or 
rereads the selection(s), making notes on the main idea(s) and important supporting points. (He or she 
may or may not want to refer to the comprehension exercises on the back.) Then in turn (in order for 
Parts One through Eight), each learner “presents” the information orally to the group. Speakers try not  to 
read their selections aloud, but to “teach” listeners the information in natural, informal speech. Listeners 
can ask questions for presenters to answer; everyone may make corrections, suggestions, and comments.   

After each “presentation,” other group members try to give an even shorter oral summary of the info they 
have just heard. Finally, the whole class cooperates in compiling an effective oral summary of all the 
selections in order. For written follow-up, learners may want to write this condensed restatement from 
dictation—or to try reconstructing it in writing from memory.   

The  Information-Quiz Methodology.  Instructors in credit (graded) courses may want to give 
quizzes on printed holiday information. Students generally like “assessment checks” because they motivate 
learning and give feedback on their success. Following the Halloween readings on pages 9-24, three 
kinds of reproducible quizzes at two levels of difficulty are offered with answers, after suggestions for use.   
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PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
Halloween began long ago with the Celts. The Celts were a group of 
people. Many years before the birth of Christ, the Celts lived in Britain 
and France. On the first day of November every year, these people 
had a festival. The festival was a celebration of the beginning of winter. 
It was for the Lord of the Dead. Why did the Celts honor this god with 
a special festival? Because they believed the god ruled the world in 
winter. What were some other Celtic beliefs? That the ghosts of dead 
people came back to earth on the last day of October. The ghosts came 
in the forms of animals. The very bad ghosts were black cats. 
The Celts wanted protection from the ghosts. To frighten  
the ghosts, they made big fires on hills. They danced around 
fires. It was the first Halloween. Halloween began because 
of the Celtic beliefs about ghosts and the people’s customs.       

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART TWO: Why Halloween Continued 
Halloween didn’t end with the Celts. Peoples of other cultures added 
their beliefs and customs to the celebration. After the birth of Christ, 
the Romans ruled Britain. These people had a festival at the end of 
summer and the beginning of winter, too. Their celebration was a 
harvest festival. The Romans brought apples 
and nuts for the goddess of gardens. And 
Christians also had a holiday on November 
1st. It was a serious occasion to remember 
very good people (saints) after their deaths. 
It was called “All Hallows’ Day” or “All 
Saints’ Day.” The evening before this day 
was called “All Hallows’ Eve.” Later, the 
name changed to “Halloween.”             

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 
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High-Beginning Comprehension Exercises: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART TWO: Why Halloween Continued 
Which is the best statement of  the main idea (the point) of  this reading selection? 

a.  In following centuries, the ancient Romans and early Christians added their beliefs 
and customs to the celebration of Halloween.  

b.  Because Greek and Roman pagans ruled England, the Celtic people had to give up 
their festival in honor of dead people.  

c.  The name “Halloween” comes from an old Irish greeting for the good and bad 
ghosts of animals.  

Which three statements are true supporting details (facts) about the main idea?  
d.  Judaism and Islam in the Greek Empire ended Halloween beliefs and customs.   
e.  It’s impossible for a holiday to be a serious, religious, or holy occasion.  
f.   During their harvest celebration at the beginning of winter, the Romans honored 

the goddess of gardens.  
g.  The Christian holiday on November 1st was called “All Saints’ (All Hallows’) Day.  
h.  The evening before (the last day of October) became “All Hallows’ Eve” and later 

“Halloween.”  

PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
Which is the best statement of  the main idea (the point) of  this reading selection? 

a.  A long time ago, African people began Halloween because they wanted to dance 
around fires.  

b.  Halloween started because of ancient Celtic customs related to their beliefs about 
ghosts. 

c.  In the eighteenth century, the President of the United States created Halloween 
as an official government holiday. 

Which three statements are true supporting details (facts) about the main idea?  
d.  Ancient Eastern European peoples honored the goddess of love on this day.  
e.  On November 1, (the beginning of winter), the Celts in Britain and France had a 

festival for the Lord of the Dead.  
f.  The Celtic people believed that the ghosts of dead people came back to Earth in 

the form of animals on the last day of October every year. 
g.  They dressed up like black cats to celebrate with their animals.  
h.  They made big fires to scare away the ghosts and protect the people. 

High-Beginning Comprehension Exercises: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 
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PART THREE:  How Halloween Came to America 
In the 17th and 18th centuries, Halloween customs came to the United 
States with people from the British Isles. Many British and Scottish and 
Irish people lived on farms. On October 31st they celebrated the 
harvest time with parties and hayrides. Children danced around big 
fires. They popped corn and bobbed for apples. They told ghost 
stories. And they played tricks too. For example, they took gates                       
off fences. They let cows and pigs out. They put wagons on roofs. 
Adults didn’t like these tricks very much. For this reason, 
they gave the children treats.  The treats 
were apples and nuts and popcorn and 
sweets. To get the treats, the kids 
promised not to play tricks. And so 
began the custom of “trick-or-treating.”  

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART FOUR: Halloween Customs  
Halloween today has a mixture of beliefs and practices from the history 
of the holiday. Which came from harvest celebrations? Probably, the 
customs of offering harvest foods and sweets to visitors and of using 
apples and nuts in fortune-telling games. Also, orange became one of 
the symbolic colors of the occasion. Which symbols probably came from 
people’s belief in the supernatural and magic? The images of ghosts, 
skulls, skeletons, and witches. Black symbolizes death, so it became the 
other traditional Halloween color. And where did the idea of costumes 
and masks come from? From people’s fear of 
the ghosts of dead people (evil spirits). For 
protection from bad ghosts, people began to 
wear disguises. Today, costumes and masks 
and make-up are part of the fun of Halloween.            

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 
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PART FOUR: Halloween Customs 
Which is the best statement of  the main idea (the point) of  this reading selection? 

a.  Halloween today has a mixture of customs from its history—customs from harvest 
festivals and from people’s fear of ghosts and belief in magic.   

b.  Most Halloween and related practices are new. They were invented in Hollywood.  
c.  The customs of Halloween are international. They come from all major religions 

and cultures on all the continents of the world.  

Which three statements are true supporting details (facts) about the main idea?  
d.  The customary colors of Halloween today come from the dyes of the ancient Celts.    
e.  Because of their association with the harvest and death, the symbolic colors of 

Halloween are orange and black. 
e. Based on the history of the occasion, the most traditional costumes are princesses, 

cowboys, soldiers, and political figures.     
g.  What are some symbols of the supernatural? Ghosts and skulls and skeletons.  
h.  Long ago, people wore disguises for protection from evil spirits and ghosts. 

Today’s costumes and masks and make-up came from that custom.  

High-Beginning Comprehension Exercises: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART THREE: How Halloween Came to America 
Which is the best statement of  the main idea (the point) of  this reading selection? 

a.  Halloween came to the United States with the farm products of the Middle East.  
b. The real meaning of Halloween in North America is the celebration of freedom  

from Asian religious practices and beliefs.  
c.  In the 1600s and 1700s, people from the British Isles brought their Halloween 

customs with them to the farm areas of America.  

Which three statements are true supporting details (facts) about the main idea?  
d.  At early American Halloween festivals, adults played mean tricks on children.   
e.  Many Halloween customs were symbols of harvest time—hayrides, dances around 

fires, popping corn, and bobbing for apples.     
f.  To annoy adults, older kids played tricks—like taking off gates, letting out farm 

animals, and putting wagons on roofs.  
g.  Originally, the purpose of giving treats to children was to protect people from 

their tricks.   
h.  Ghost (scary) stories were never part of Halloween in the United States.  

High-Beginning Comprehension Exercises: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 
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PART FIVE: Halloween Today 
Not many people know about the historical meaning of Halloween. In 
the United States today, Halloween is mostly just for fun. Some families 
decorate their homes with Halloween symbols, like skeletons and 
ghosts and witches. Most common are jack-o-lanterns (carved pumpkins 
with lights in them). Before or on October 31st, schools have 
Halloween parties with costume parades. In the evening, many children 
go “trick-or-treating.” In costume, they go 
from door to door. They ring doorbells. 
People in the houses give them candy and 
other sweets. Some adults go out on 
Halloween too. They wear costumes with 
masks or make-up. They go to parties. They 
act scary or silly. They have a good time.   

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

High-Beginning Reading: HALLOWEEN & Related Occasions 

PART SIX: Halloween Fears  
In the history of Halloween, people have feared magic and ghosts and 
other scary things. Fear has always been a part of Halloween, but now 
people are afraid of other dangers. For example, trick-or-treating can 
be dangerous. Children can hurt themselves with parts of their 
costumes. Their clothing can catch on fire. They can fall in the dark. 
Some cruel people have put sharp objects or even poison in the 
children’s “treats.”  There are more accidents on Halloween than on 
other nights. And there is more crime. In the past, 
teenagers and young adults played harmless 
“tricks” on this night. Now some “tricks” have 
become very dangerous.  They can hurt or even 
kill people. Even more than on other nights, 
safety is very important on Halloween.  


