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Holiday Happenings 

Using Special-Occasion Cultural Materials 

in Language Skills Activities  

W hy teach or learn language with holiday materials? 
Almost everyone likes holidays! Traditionally, educators 
of children and second-language learners use special 
occasions as pedagogical opportunities—primarily to teach 
cultural history and customs. Children sing songs, create 
holiday handicrafts, eat special foods, and may even 
dress up in costumes before or on an occasion.                  

In secondary and adult schools, English-as-a-Second-
Language students read about the history and meanings 
of holidays. They learn related vocabulary. 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 the                  
four language skills (listening, speaking, 
reading, writing) with grammar and 
vocabulary. However, they can also                     
be time wasters—social events or 
mindless entertainment without       
sufficient educational value.  
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Especially in courses with specified curriculum to cover 
or language proficiency levels for students to achieve, 
there may not be time for “extra” holiday activities. 
Under such circumstances, it makes sense to use 
information about celebration culture and customs as 
language teaching and learning vehicles. By substituting 
special-occasion materials for text chapters or standard 
supplements, learners can still cover required language 
skills curriculum. And in motivating change-of-pace 
lessons, they’ll also receive and consider cultural 
knowledge and ideas. 

The suggested activities and language-learning steps in this 
book can be used with material on any of the common North 
American or international holidays. All offered information 

and vocabulary, however, apply to Halloween (October 31 in 
the U.S.) and/or the related special occasions that follow.   

Feel free to duplicate and distribute any or all holiday 
materials for your own individualized educational purposes. 

Adapt (shorten, lengthen, or change) them for your 
particular goals or teaching/learning situations.  

As you become experienced in teaching or learning about 
special cultural occasions, you may want to do additional 
research and create even better materials of your own.                   
For more reproducible holiday information, see other 
“Holiday Happenings” books by Authors & Editors.  

For some special occasions, 
Vocabulary Card Decks make it fun 

and efficient to learn words and 
phrases systematically.  
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Getting the Point (the Main Idea) 
Except in play-acting, pronunciation, or listening 
comprehension activities, most informational 

printed material should be read and understood silently.    
Individually as fast as they can, learners should read each 
piece of information for meaning. Their first task is to get 
the main idea or the point. Adapted (or in some cases, 
unsimplified) holiday readings can be used to teach,                   
learn, and practice this essential first reading skill.  

STEP 1.  Either use available printed information or rewrite 
the material to adapt it to the language proficiency level of 
learners and the time available.  If you choose to rework 
available information, reorganize each section so that learners 
will readily recognize the one main point. You may want to 
include a clear “topic sentence”—one statement that gives the 
general idea of the selection. Other sentences should give 
details relevant to that main point. 

On the next pages are reading selections on Halloween + related occasions. 
They are on two levels of difficulty: six (6) are High Beginning; eight (8) 
are Intermediate. Each piece contains a topic sentence or clear main idea—
with supporting detail (examples, reasons, etc.) for that point.  

The sections may be duplicated and pasted up on reading cards. In small 
groups, there should be as many different selections as there are people.   
In large classes, make duplicates of all readings so that participants can 
work on them in groups.  Or use your own methods to present the info.   

(Continued on page 18) 

READING SKILLS 
ACTIVITIES    
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PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
Halloween began long ago with the Celts. Many years 
before the birth of Christ, these people lived in England 
and France. On the first day of November every year, they 
had a festival. It was a celebration of the beginning of 
winter for the Lord of the Dead. Why did the Celts honor 
this god? They believed he 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. It began because of the Celtic 
beliefs about ghosts and the people’s customs.       

HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 1 

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 England. 
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 the Christians also had a holiday on November 1st.               
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.”             

HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 2 
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HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 3 

PART THREE: How Halloween Came to America 
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 children 
promised not to play tricks. And so 
began the custom of trick-or-treating.      

PART FOUR: Halloween Customs  
Halloween has a mixture of customs from the history of 
the holiday. Some of the customs came from the harvest. 
Other customs came from people’s fear or belief in magic. 
For example, orange is a harvest color, and black is the 
color of death. For these reasons, orange and black are                 
the colors of Halloween. The Celtic peoples of long ago 
honored the Lord of the Dead. They feared the ghosts of 
dead people. For these reasons, ghosts and skulls and 
skeletons are common Halloween symbols. And where did 
the idea of costumes and masks come from? From 
fear of evil spirits. For protection from bad ghosts, 
people began to wear disguises. Today, costumes 
and masks and make-up are part of the fun.   

HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 4 
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HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 5 

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.               

HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Reading 6 

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

C enturies before Christ, a people called the Celts lived in Northern 
Europe. Their priests were called Druids. History attributes the 

origins of Halloween to the religious teachings of the Druids and the 
customs of the Celtic people after harvest time—at the fearful 
beginning of winter.  

Thousands of years ago, the change from summer to winter—from light 
and warmth to darkness and cold—was a frightening time for all 
agricultural peoples. During this season, the Celts of the British Isles 
and northern France asked their priests to pray for them. Throughout 
the Celtic world, the Druids spread their religious beliefs about the 
powers of the gods over life and death. To thank them for the harvest, 
these religious people made offerings to the gods. They sacrificed 
animals on huge fires. They asked for the sun to come back. 

On the last day of the harvest and the first day of winter, taught the 
Druids, very strange and scary things could happen—especially on the 
eve of Samhain, October 31st. During this night, the boundary between 
the world of the living and the spirit world was very, very thin. The 
ghosts of dead people could pass back and forth across this line. And 
not all these ghosts were friendly ones. Because they feared evil spirits, 
the Celts offered the ghosts food and sweets. With these gifts, the 
people hoped to keep the frightening ghosts away from their homes.  

Because of the thin boundary between the earth and the spirit world, 
the Druids thought they could foretell the future during 
the night before Samhain, the first Halloween. Their 
predictions about prosperity and misfortune—and life 
and death—spread throughout the Celtic world. 
Probably, they were the first “ghost stories.”    

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 1 
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PART TWO: Halloween Through the Centuries 

A t the end of summer and the beginning of winter, the ancient 
Romans had a harvest celebration—called “Pomona” in honor of 

the goddess of agriculture. During their festival, they offered apples and 
nuts to the goddess. Under Roman rule after the birth of Christ, the 
Celts of the British Isles mixed the harvest customs of Pomona with 
the fearful customs of Samhain. While celebrating the fruitfulness of 
the earth, they continued to honor the Lord of the Dead.  

Then Christianity began. During the time of the Roman Empire, 
Christian missionaries tried to convert the pagan Celts to Christianity. 
But it wasn’t easy to turn people away from their ancient cultural 
beliefs and customs. For this reason, a Roman Emperor made the day of 
the Samhain festival into a Christian holy day. November 1st became 
“All Saints’ Day” or “All Hallows’ Day.” (Hallowed means “sacred” or 
“holy.”) The evening before was called “All Hallows’ Eve,” which means 
“holy evening.” Later, the name was shortened to “Halloween.” The 
people mixed the pagan beliefs of Samhain with the harvest festival of 
Pomona and the Christian custom of honoring the saints. 

The customs and symbols of Halloween have come from over 3000 years 
of history. For example, the Druids (Celtic priests) began honoring                  
the dead. Christians continued this practice. (Halloween skulls and 
skeletons are symbols of dead people.) “Ghost stories” began with                    
the Druids, who “foretold the future” at huge bonfires and told others 
their predictions. The idea of wearing disguises and masks came from 
pagan people’s fear of evil spirits. Traditional Halloween 
foods, like apples and nuts, were offerings to the gods at 
harvest festivals. The Halloween color orange is a symbol 
of the harvest. The color black is a symbol of death.    

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 2 



HALLOWEEN CUSTOMS AND CULTURE 13 

 

PART THREE: Witches and their Helpers 

C enturies ago in Britain, wise old women foretold the future. They 
were called “witches.” They used magic words and charms to keep 

away bad luck and misfortune. On Halloween, groups of female witches 
and male “warlocks” had large meetings, called “witches’ Sabbaths.” 
They feasted, danced wildly, sang, and chanted (said superstitious 
words to a rhythmic melody). Witches and warlocks got married on this 
night.  Because of its joyousness and hope, the witches’ cult was 
attractive to the common people in difficult times.   

Leaders of the Christian Church tried to stop the practices of magic and 
witchcraft. They didn’t like witches because they were powerful, 
mysterious women. They portrayed witches as evil and violent. They 
associated them with the Devil, the symbol of Evil. Religious fanatics 
hunted down witches and put them on trial. They judged the women  
guilty and hanged them or burned them at the stake.  

People began to associate some kinds of animals with wicked witches. 
Because they roamed around at night, black cats got evil reputations 
and became symbols of bad luck. Witches' bonfires attracted spiders 
and bats, so people considered them demons too. In the beliefs of the 
common people, these animals were “witches’ helpers”—along with 
toads, lizards, and owls.  

In fairy tales and folktales, witches saw into the future and cast spells 
(words with magic power) on their enemies. These old, ugly women 
wore long black dresses and pointed hats. They also flew on 
broomsticks—across a full moon. They mixed and boiled 
up magic brews and potions  in big, black cauldrons (pots). 
Scary—and funny— witch images and symbols have 
become part of the culture and customs of Halloween.     

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 3 
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PART FOUR: Halloween in America 

P eople from Britain brought their Halloween beliefs and customs  
with them to the American colonies. In Massachusetts and other 

northern colonies, the Protestant Puritans opposed Halloween because      
it seemed “too pagan and too Catholic.” But in Virginia and other 
southern colonies, there were lively Halloween celebrations. Halloween 
became a popular holiday in America because colonists and early  
settlers held on to their beliefs in the spirit world. 

In the nineteenth century, Irish and Scottish immigrants adapted                   
some of their “old world” Halloween customs to their lives in America.              
To scare away ghosts, people in the British Isles used to put lit candles 
inside big, hollow turnips. But newcomers to the United States began                
a pumpkin tradition. They took the insides out of the big orange fruit 
and cut out a scary or happy face. The light of a candle shone through 
the holes in the pumpkin’s face—frightening away spirits but 
welcoming visitors. Families and neighbors celebrated long into                      
the night—eating, drinking, and exchanging scary stories.  

In farm areas, October 31st became a night for parties and hayrides. 
Adults set fire to piles of dry leaves; children danced around them. 
People used to pop corn, roast and bob for apples, pull taffy, and tell 
ghost stories. Teenagers used to play practical jokes or pranks. For 
example, they took gates off fences to let animals out of their pens. 
They changed house and street signs, put wagons on barn roofs and 
rocking chairs in trees, and rubbed soap on windows. Adults didn’t like 
the jokes, so they used to give the children treats (sweets and other 
foods) in exchange for their promises not to play tricks. The tradition 
of “trick-or-treating” began. Today, some children still walk around 
their neighborhoods in costume. They ring 
doorbells, shout “Trick or Treat,” and get 
candy—all in the Halloween tradition.    

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 4 
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PART FIVE: Halloween Superstitions  

H alloween has always been a special night to see into the future.                  
At the first American Halloween parties, people played “divination 

games” with food symbols from the harvest. (Divination means “telling 
the future with magic.”) For example, guests “bobbed for apples” in 
tubs of water. If a boy caught an apple between his teeth, it meant                
his favorite girl loved him. Girls pared apples in one long piece each. 
When the peelings landed on the ground, they were supposed to form  
the initials of their future husbands. A third superstitious tradition was 
naming pairs of nuts after a young man and woman. If the nuts burned 
to ashes in the fire together, it meant a happy life for the couple. But if 
they sprung apart, it meant fighting and separation.   

Many of the superstitions associated with Halloween came from beliefs 
about ghosts.  One superstitious practice was to put rings on the 
fingers of sick people to keep demons out of the patients’ bodies.                     
To free the souls of people when they died, their friends or relatives 
removed the rings. Another superstitious belief was that on October 
31st,  spirits appeared to give warnings or advice to the living. The 
ghosts lived in old deserted houses, the common folk thought. These 
were “haunted houses,” with scary happenings and eerie noises. Simple 
people believed in ghost animals too—like a large white dog or rabbit 
with one huge eye. These spirits haunted the town graveyard.  

Even today, people decorate their houses with Halloween symbols                     
and dress up in costumes associated with magical beliefs and fear. 
Jack-o-lanterns are the most common 
reminders of Halloween traditions, but there 
are also monsters and devils, vampires and 
skeletons, ghosts and goblins, witches and 
their helpers (black cats, bats, and owls), 
and many other scary things.      

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 5 
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PART SIX: The “Terror” of Halloween   

B y the beginning of the 20th century in the United States,   
Halloween was a family holiday—mainly for the amusement of 

children. People created “scary” decorations and carved out pumpkins. 
They enjoyed funny costume parades and party games, refreshments   
like candied taffy apples and popcorn balls and hot chocolate. 
Neighborhood trick-or-treating was fun for everyone.   

The decades passed, and most people forgot about the fearful history 
and spiritual meaning of Halloween. But as they lost their fear of ghosts 
and death and witchcraft, they began to be afraid of one another.                    
The “dark side” of Halloween returned as young people’s “jokes”                     
and pranks became more and more violent—sometimes even deadly.                
In the 1970’s and 80’s, roaming groups of youths in gangs turned     
October 31st into “Devil’s Night” with dangerous fires and other crimes. 
A few cruel people put sharp objects or poison into sweets—making 
horrible weapons out of the “treats” they gave children.   

The dark and magical spirit of Halloween beliefs, symbols, and customs 
has become a major part of the entertainment industry. Films and TV 
programs feature frightening characters like Frankenstein’s monster and 
vampires, especially the terrible Count Dracula. “Horror movies” with  
elaborate costumes and make-up, special effects, and eerie sounds and 
music are always popular. The blood and gore of Hollywood illusion has 
increased—in “slasher movies” and films about serial murderers and 
evil criminals. So has the terror of real-life violence.  

Wearing horrible-looking disguises, many young 
adults have renewed their interest in Halloween. For 
most,  the occasion is simply an evening of fun and 
“letting go” with make-believe. But for others, it’s a 
fearful time of dark forces and demons.   

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 6 
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PART SEVEN: Today’s Halloween Culture   

I n various countries around the world, ancient Halloween-like beliefs 
and customs have adapted to local history and culture. Observances 

at the transition time between summer and winter have taken on a 
“local flavor,” as in the Mexican celebration of the “Day of the Dead.” 
This Latin-American holiday blends beliefs and customs of pagan Indian 
cultures with the Roman Catholic celebration of All Souls Day that 
honors the dead on November 2. Christian religions clearly separate life 
and death, but in Indian tradition, death marks the beginning of life in 
another world. Therefore, the Dia de los Muertos in Mexican and 
Central American communities is a happy occasion. There are toy 
calaveras (skeletons) for sale. Candy and sweet breads also have the 
form of skulls and skeletons. At gravesites in cemeteries, some families 
have picnics. Jokingly, they tell stories about the dead and laugh about 
death. With little verses, they poke fun at the peculiarities of the 
living. Some traditional foods for the occasion are candied pumpkin, 
sweet corn-meal drinks, and pan de la muerte (“bread of the dead”).        

In some parts of Europe and the Americas, some of the pagan traditions  
of the ancient Celts live on. In country areas, “wise women” still mix 
healing potions and tell fortunes. Shops still sell “love potions” and 
magic charms. “Modern” witches and warlocks reject the beliefs and 
practices of Christianity and other religions. Some see a “higher 
wisdom” in magic and the occult. In “witches’ Sabbaths” and wild 
celebrations, others honor the Devil. 

Fanatical religious groups believe they must fight 
against pagan “powers of darkness” on the “Devil’s 
Holiday.”  Some zealots use Halloween to spread 
frightening Christian teachings. They show images 
of horrible penalties for sin. They threaten sinners 
with demonic punishments.  

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Reading 7 
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Getting the Point (The Main Idea) 
Here are more steps to apply to the 13 reading 
selections on pages 8 to 17—or comparable ones.   

STEP 2. Groups of about 4 to 6 learners each get a set  
of “reading cards” without duplicates—all sections of              
the available information. Working either cooperatively            
or individually, participants read for the main idea or              
the point of each section of material. They notice 
important supporting detail. Working quickly, they pass  
the cards around. To demonstrate reading ability and 
comprehension, together or individually, learners can:  

» answer the questions in a “Main-Idea Quiz” like                 
the samples on pages 19 to 20 and 21 to 24, or— 

» in a numbered list, write their own restatement or 
paraphrase of the main point of each selection.  

STEP 3. Collect the reading cards. Reconvene the class. 
Go over the answers to the “Main-Idea Quiz” or the 
paraphrases that participants listed. More advanced 
learners may be able to remember and retell some of             
the important details they read for each main point.  

(Continued from
 page 7) 

Pictures—photos, drawings, and even cartoons (with or without captions)—can be 
useful in reading instruction. For example, learners can talk about visuals before they 
read material for meaning. And after they understand the information, they can use             
the pictures as “cues” for retelling what they remember—and to tell more ideas.    
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INSTUCTIONS: For each of the six (6) sections in the High-Beginning 
Halloween Reading, circle the letter of the best statement of the main 

idea—the most general, most important point in the selection.                       
Tell  reasons for your choice.  Can you retell the supporting details?  

PART ONE: How Halloween Began 
a. The English and French people of long ago began a holiday 

because they wanted to pop corn and cook animals in fires.  
b. Halloween began because of the ancient Celtic beliefs about 

the Lord of the Dead—and ghosts and their customs. 
c. The ghosts of dead people left earth on the last day of 

summer to remember and honor the birth of Christ.   

PART TWO: Why Halloween Continued 
a. Peoples of other cultures of long ago—the Romans and the 

early Christians—added their beliefs and customs to the 
celebration of Halloween. 

b. Because the English ruled Rome, the Celtic people had to 
give up their festival in honor of black cats in costumes. 

c. The name “Halloween” came from a old English and Irish 
greeting for the good and bad ghosts of animals. 

PART THREE: How Halloween Came to America 
a. Halloween came to America with the farm products from 

Scotland and Ireland.    
b. People from the British Isles brought their Halloween 

customs with them to the farm areas of America. 
c. To go trick-or-treating, children do tricks with apples and 

nuts and popcorn and sweets.   

   
  
 

    

    

HALLOWEEN: High Beginning Readings 1-6 

Main-Idea Quiz 
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PART FOUR: Halloween Customs 
a. The traditional colors of Halloween are brown and yellow, 

the color of leaves in the fall.  
b. In early Halloween celebrations, people wore scary costumes 

to frighten their friends and neighbors. 
c. Halloween has a mixture of customs from the history of the 

holiday—customs from harvest festivals, from people’s fear 
of ghosts, and from people’s belief in magic. 

PART FIVE: Halloween Today 
a. Because of its historical meaning, Halloween is a serious 

religious holiday all over the world today. 
b. Jack-o-lanterns are the most popular Halloween symbol 

because people can put make-up and masks in them. 
c. In the United States today, Halloween is still a fun holiday. 

Children go trick-or-treating. Adults have costume parties.  

PART SIX: Halloween Fears 
a. Fear has always been a part of Halloween, but now people 

fear modern dangers more than ghosts or magic. 
b. Small children don’t go trick-or-treating because it is too  

safe. Also, Halloween candy can’t make them sick.  
c. Clothing sometimes catches on fire from the candles in  

jack-o-lanterns. People commit crimes with sharp objects.   

ANSWERS: ONE  b.  TWO a.   THREE b.   FOUR c.   FIVE c.   SIX a. 
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PART ONE: The Origin of Halloween 
History attributes the origins of Halloween to ____________________ 

____________________________. Centuries before Christ in Northern 

Europe, the Celtic people were afraid of __________________________ 

_________________________________. Because of their fears, their 

priests __________________________________________________. 

PART TWO: Halloween Through the Centuries 
Under Roman rule, the Celts mixed the customs of Samhain with those of 

_____ ________________________________________________. 

When Christianity came to the British Isles, November 1st became 

_________________________________. The beliefs and practices of 

Halloween are a combination of _______________________________. 

» the Celtic fear of death and ghosts,  
harvest festival customs, and the 
honoring of Christian saints 

» the changing of seasons from light to 
darkness and evil spirits of the dead 

» made offerings to the gods and the 
ghosts that came back to earth  

» a Roman harvest festival named after the 
goddess of gardens, Pomona  

» a Christian holy day called All Saints’    
Day—to remember good people 

» the religious beliefs and practices of  
Druids (Celtic priests), Romans, and  
Christians.  

VOCABULARY (PHRASES) TO CHOOSE FROM TO FILL IN THE BLANKS  

INSTUCTIONS:  For each of the 7 sections in the Intermediate Halloween 
Reading, fill in the blanks of the main-idea summary. If necessary, you     
can choose from the phrases at the bottom of the page. Can you tell                      
the three most important points from each section without looking back  
at the selections? Perhaps some of the pictures will help you remember.  

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Readings 1-2 
Main-Idea & Important Info Quiz 
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HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Readings 3-4 
Main-Idea & Important Info Quiz 

PART THREE: Witches and their Helpers 
Originally, witches were wise old women that _____________________ 

________________________________________________________. 

To stop _______________________________, Christian church leaders 

_______________________________________________________. 

Through the centuries, people learned to associate witches with _______ 

________________________________________________________. 

PART FOUR: Halloween in America 
Halloween beliefs and customs came to America with _______________ 

___________________________. Some customs begun by Scottish and 

Irish immigrants were to _____________________________________ 

_______________________________. In nineteenth century farm 

areas, people used to ________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________. 

» foretold the future, had “witches’ 
Sabbaths” and feasts, and got married 
to warlocks on Halloween 

» the practices of magic and witchcraft 
» portrayed witches as violent and evil, 

associated them with the Devil, and 
burned them at the stake 

» black cats, bats, owls, long black 
dresses. pointed hats, flying 
broomsticks, magic brews, evil spells  

» settlers from the British Isles—
especially Catholics in the southern 
colonies 

» dance around bonfires, pop corn,                  
roast and bob for apples, pull taffy,                  
tell ghost stories, play pranks, and               
give children treats to prevent tricks 

» make jack-o-lanterns to scare away 
ghosts—by carving out pumpkins and 
putting candles inside 

VOCABULARY (PHRASES) TO CHOOSE FROM TO FILL IN THE BLANKS  
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PART FIVE: Halloween Superstitions 
Many Halloween superstitions are associated with __________________ 
_______________.  For example, to predict romance, party guests might  
_______________________________________________________. 
Regarding ghosts, superstitious people believe that they ____________ 
_______________________________________________________. 
Some other Halloween symbols that came from superstitious beliefs are 
_______________________________________________________. 

PART SIX: The “Terror” of Halloween  
Although at the beginning of the 20th century, Halloween was mainly 
________ _______________________________, it quickly became 
scary again because people began to ____________________________. 
The dark and scary spirit of Halloween soon became part of __________ 
________________________________________________________. 
Because of the “fun” of today’s Halloween “blood, gore, and terror,” young 
adults are becoming more interested in __________________________ 
________________________________________________________. 

» divination (the power to see into the 
future magically) 

» throw apple peelings on the ground or 
burn pairs of nuts together in the fire 

» can’t leave a body with a ring, give warn-
ings on Halloween, live in haunted 
houses, can be strange animals  

» jack-o-lanterns, monsters, devils, 
vampires, skeletons, goblins, witches 

» a harmless holiday to amuse children—
with parades and parties 

» play dangerous pranks, like setting 
fires and committing crimes 

» the entertainment industry, with  
Hollywood “horror movies” and   
special effects and illusions  

» having a good time “letting go” with 
costumes and make-believe 

VOCABULARY (PHRASES) TO CHOOSE FROM TO FILL IN THE BLANKS  

HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Readings 5-6 
Main-Idea & Important Info Quiz 
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HALLOWEEN: Intermediate Readings 5-6 
Main-Idea & Important Info Quiz 

PART SEVEN: Today’s Halloween Culture 
Around the world, ancient Halloween-like beliefs and customs have 

adapted to _______________________________________________. 

A good example of such adaptation is the Mexican holiday, __________. 

This Latin-American celebrations blends _________________________ 

___________________________.  The typical customs of this day, like 

________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________, 

indicate that Mexicans and Central Americans might regard death as 

________________________________________________________ 

In some parts of Europe and American, there are still _______________ 

that tell fortunes, __________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________. 

Religious Christian fanatics say they must oppose _________________.  

Instead, they ___________________________________ on Halloween.  

» local history, customs, and cultural 
beliefs 

» “Day of the Dead” (Dia de los Muertos) 
» pagan Indian beliefs and customs with 

those of the Roman Catholic holy day,   
All Souls’ Day 

» buying toy skeletons and sweets shaped 
like skulls and skeletons, having picnics 
in cemeteries, telling funny stories 
about death, poking fun at the living 

» a happy occasion because it marks the 
beginning of life in another, happier 
world 

» “wise women” known as witches 
» mix healing brews and love potions                  

and sell magic charms 
» the pagan “powers of darkness and evil” 

on the “Devil’s Holiday” 
» show images of and threaten sinners 

with horrible punishments by demons 

VOCABULARY (PHRASES) TO CHOOSE FROM TO FILL IN THE BLANKS  
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Organizing Information from Readings 
In addition to or instead of reading for only main 
ideas, students can learn to organize important 

information.  Selections that lend themselves to practice of 
this comprehension skill should contain paragraphs with 
clear topic focus. There should be supporting details 
(facts, reasons, examples) for the main point(s) in each 
segment but no or little extraneous or irrelevant material.  

STEP 1.  For each organized paragraph, create a                      
“Main–Idea Question” that reflects its main point(s).                        
(A complete answer to a “MIQ” could be a paragraph  
summary, but it may be better as a list of points—all                        
the important details that answer the question.) On a board 
or screen, display quiz questions—or give out copies.    

STEP 2. Each group of 4 to 6 gets a complete set of “reading 
cards” without 
duplicates. Together or  
individually, they read 
for the info necessary 
to answer the listed 
questions correctly                  
and completely. 
Without copying whole 
sentences from the 
reading material, they 
list the important 
words for the answers. 
Here’s the beginning of 
a sample paper.  

STEP 3: Reconvene the class to go over the  answers—or 
collect the papers to comment on, improve, and/or grade. 

PART ONE:  
How did 

Halloween 
begin? 

 long before the birth of Christ 
 with Celts of England & France 
 at the beginning of winter 
 to honor the Lord of the Dead 
 Celtic belief: ghosts of dead 

people came back to earth on 
October 31 

 The Celts built fires on hills to 
scare away the ghosts.   

PART TWO: 
Why did 

Halloween 
continue? 

 The Romans ruled Britain. 
 The Roman harvest festival was 

at the same time.  
 Christians had a holy day on 

November 1 (All Saints’ Day) 
 All Hallows’ Eve (the night 

before) became Halloween  

HALLOWEEN: Its History and Customs 
Main-Idea Questions and Answer Lists  
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The“Expert Game” 
The “Expert Game” is a generic technique that 
works with any body of information divided into 

equivalent (equal)  parts. It integrates several language 
skills: reading for meaning, getting the point, organizing 
information, speaking (communicating orally), listening 
comprehension (taking responsibility for understanding), 
note-taking, and perhaps even writing. It’s especially 
productive in “cooperative learning.” By not only managing  
their own intake of knowledge but also by “teaching” or 
helping others, participants learn to learn together.  

STEP 1. Divide the class into groups—each group with about 
the same number of participants—preferably equal   to the 
number of sections of available reading material. Each 
member receives a card with a different part of the whole 
reading selection. Allow time for everyone to study their 
readings and to take notes on the main points and important 
supporting information.  

STEP 2. In turn, participants of each group communicate 
their information to the other learners. Preferably, they 
“teach” their material by talking from memory or their notes 
and by paraphrasing important facts and ideas—not by 
reading aloud their portions of the selection. Listeners can 
ask for clarification, discuss the info,  and even take notes               
of their own. While they’re working,  put a list of MIQs  
(“Main-Idea Questions”) on a board 
or screen—at least one for the info 
and ideas on each reading card.                    
On the next page are some sample 
MIQs based on the holiday 
information on pages 7 through 20.  
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PART High-Beginning 
Level Questions 

Intermediate-Level Questions 

Three How did Halloween 
come to America? 
What were some of the 

What are some beliefs about witches 
from past centuries? How did these 
images begin? 

Four What are some 
Halloween customs 
from history?  

How and when did Halloween come to 
America? What customs began in 
farm areas? 

Five What are some customs 
or practices today.  

What are some Halloween super-
stitions? What are they based on? 

Six Regarding Halloween, 
what are people today 
afraid of? 

What has been “terrifying” during     
the “Halloween season” in past                 
decades and centuries? 

Seven  What might be different about 
Halloween beliefs and customs in 
other cultures, such as Mexico? Tell 
about witches and witchcraft today.  

HALLOWEEN READING SELECTIONS  

ONE How did the holiday of 
Halloween begin? 

Explain the origin of Halloween in 
Celtic times in Northern Europe. 

Two Why has Halloween 
continued so long? 

How did Halloween change through 
the centuries? 

STEP 3. After a time limit, collect the reading cards.                  
To promote cooperation, allow learners to compile a list of 
answers to the MIQs together. If and when their papers  
are corrected, each participant gets the same grade as all 
the other people in his/her group. Or—to stress individual 
achievement over groupwork, have students write their                   
own answers to the listed questions. Allow them to correct 
their own work as the class goes over the answers.  

Alternatively, you can collect the papers and give each 
answer a score based on its correctness and completeness.  
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VOCABULARY  
SKILLS ACTIVITIES 

Parts of Speech as Learning Tools  
Though traditional and perhaps “old-fashioned,” 
attention to major “parts of speech” (nouns, 

verbs, adjectives, adverbs) helps learners understand 
general meanings of new vocabulary they hear or read.                
It enables them to use new words and phrases effectively 
in their own speech and writing. Here are some suggested 
ways to incorporate awareness of parts of speech into 
the teaching and learning of information about holidays.  

STEP 1. Learners make “PARTS OF SPEECH CHARTS” with these 
headings: NOUNS, VERBS, ADJECTIVES. (“Adverbs of manner” can 
often be formed by adding the ending -ly  to an adjective and 
making necessary spelling changes, as in the adjective-adverb 
pairs fearful / fearfully, historic / historically , eerie / eerily. 
Consider students’ language proficiency levels when deciding 
whether or not to add a fourth column of ADVERBS.   

Probably with dictionary use, more advanced groups may be 
able to fill in the chart with words related to those they found 
in the holiday material. Here’s the beginning of a sample PARTS 
OF SPEECH CHART with words from the Halloween readings in 
this book. (X = no possible word.) 

NOUNS VERBS ADJECTIVES ADVERBS 
customs customize customary customarily 

beliefs believe believable believable 

HALLOWEEN VOCABULARY: PARTS OF SPEECH CHART  



HALLOWEEN CUSTOMS AND CULTURE 29 

NOUNS VERBS ADJECTIVEsS ADVERBS 
a celebration celebrate celebrated X 

birth bear born X 

protection protect protective protectively 

a mixture mix mixed X 

symbols symbolize symbolic symbolically 

evil X evil evilly 

a scare scare scary scarily 

HALLOWEEN VOCABULARY: PARTS OF SPEECH CHART, cont.  

STEP 2.  Collective or individual “PARTS OF SPEECH CHARTS” 
can be used for different kinds of vocabulary-learning lessons:  

» A group leader or instructor can give meaning clues (simple 
definitions of the words), such as “cultural things people do,” 
“to create for individual needs or wishes,” or “famous, well-
known through publicity.” From the PARTS OF SPEECH CHART, 
learners pick out and pronounce the appropriate words.                   
(Answers to these clues from the sample CHART are customs = 
PLURAL NOUN, customize = VERB, and celebrated  = ADJECTIVE.) 

» Making sure they use the same part of speech in each 
definition as the vocabulary item itself, learners in turn tell 
the meaning of one of the words in the PARTS OF SPEECH 
CHART. Listeners write down the words in a list or simply tell 
the words. The “definition giver” gets one point for each 
listener that figured out the right answer.  

» Without saying the words themselves, the leader or teacher  
can give sentences or phrases with oral (or printed) blanks, 
such as “On November 1, the Celts held a ______” or 
“Halloween began before the ______ of Christ.” Learners 
find the missing words in the PARTS OF SPEECH CHART                 
and write them in a list or say them aloud. (The answers to 
these two clues from the chart are celebration and birth.)                   
If they can, they suggest other words or even phrases of                 
the same parts of speech that would fit the context and 
make sense in each sentence or phrase clue.  



Holiday Happenings-Using Special-Occasion 
Cultural Materials in Language Skills Activities 30 

 

» Learners can make up phrases and sentences of their own 
with words from the PARTS OF SPEECH CHART. Perhaps 
these can be responses to comprehension questions about  
the material. For example:  

How have our 
Halloween customs 
been customized 
through the ages?  

They’re a mixture of practices from 
three cultures. The Romans mixed their 

harvest festival customs with those 
of the Celts, who customarily  . . .    

Perhaps  participants can receive one point for the first word 
from the chart used correctly and appropriately in their 
answers, two additional points for the second word, three 
additional points for the third word, and so on.  

» Learners can use the collected vocabulary to describe typical 
pictures (scenes) of customs and practices related to the 
holiday. They can receive one point for every word used 
correctly and two points for every word added in the 
appropriate column of the chart.  

This Halloween 
scene for oral or 

written 
description was 
created long ago 
by Fred Weil, a 

scary cartoonist.   

Fred is from the 
state of 

Massachusetts, 
which includes 
Salem, town of 

the famous 
witch trials.    
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Guessing Meaning from Context  
The most efficient way to speed up “acquisition” 
of new vocabulary—for both receptive 

recognition and active use—is to figure out approximate 
meanings of items from contexts in which they appear.  

Many students, especially learners of English as a second 
language, tend to pay too much  attention to the new or 
difficult words that they hear or read for the first time. 
This habit may detract from their comprehension of  
meaning. Instead, on the first listening or reading, 
learners should ignore insignificant vocabulary. From                  
the context, they should make “educated guesses” at                
general meanings of important items.  

STEP 1.  After rereading a small amount of material, readers 
tell or list words and expressions (phrases) that seem new or 
difficult. Together, they venture guesses at approximate 
meanings of those items. They notice context clues such as:   

» the position, function, and/or parts of speech of each item 
» an explanation or definition in the same sentence or 

paragraph —especially after a form of the verb be, after                    
a dash (—) or a comma (,),  or between parentheses (  ).  

» a word or phrase with approximately the same or the                       
opposite meaning as the unfamiliar item 

» examples of the item, or the name of a category for items 
like it, within the same sentence or paragraph 

» the topic of the reading or paragraph, and the general sense 
of the phrase or sentence.  

In the following piece, vocabulary items that high beginning or 
intermediate learners of English as a second language might be 
unfamiliar with on a first reading are underlined. What context 
clues might help readers figure out their general meaning?  
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STEP 2.  To “test” a guess at meaning, readers substitute it for 
the unfamiliar item. Do the sentence and  paragraph still make 
sense? Then the guess may be correct—or at least sufficient for 
getting the meaning. To help others, participants should tell the 
context reasons for their guesses. Making “educated guesses” 
about vocabulary in context is a skill that improves with practice.   

STEP 3.  Next, learners can check their guesses about vocabulary 
in a dictionary. They look up each item they’re still unsure about. 
They find the entry that’s the same part of speech as the word   
in the context in which it appeared. Then they find the meaning 
from that entry that fits the sense of the sentence + paragraph. 
If the chosen definition can be substituted for the item in its 
context, and if the sentence is still grammatically correct and 
meaningful, they have probably chosen the correct meaning.  

Step 4. To systematize the learning of new vocab from context, 
students might make a chart with the headings in this sample: 

New Vocabulary Item Part of 
Speech 

My Guess at Meaning or the 
Dictionary Definition  

An Example That Shows the Item in 
the Same Meaning   

witchcraft  noun what a witch or warlock 
practices 

In modern cults, witchcraft is 
becoming popular again.   

sorcerer noun a person that does 
magic 

What is the difference between 
a magician and a sorcerer? 

supernatural adj. more than natural supernatural powers to predict... 

weirdly adv. strangely, in a weird way Why are you acting so weirdly? 

Halloween VOCABULARY-FROM-CONTEXT CHART  

Witchcraft is magic or sorcery—the seemingly supernatural uses of power by 
witches and warlocks (male witches, sorcerers, wizards, or demons). One of the 
practices of the members of a witches’ cult or religion might be mixing 
together a secret potion or brew out of strange ingredients like animal claws, 
blood, or insects. People that drink these mysterious liquids begin to act very 
weirdly. Another typical example of witchcraft is casting a spell—that it to 
say, speaking words with magic power over a person or group of people.  
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Filling in the Blanks  
A good test of vocabulary ability and knowledge 
of a subject is a reading selection with blanks to 

fill in. The simplest kind of Fill-in-the-Blank activity is a 
piece of info that readers have already understood, with 
some words replaced by blanks. The easiest ones give lists 
of words for test-takers to choose from. But for higher-
level learners, it’s more interesting to get a piece of new 
material with missing words on the subject at hand. 
Here’s how to create and present such an activity: 

STEP 1.  On an available reading selection, blot out (or cover 
with correction tape) some of the important vocabulary items. 
Make  sure that enough context clues remain so that learners 
can make reasonable guesses about missing words. Or retype 
the information from the selection, adapting its language to 
students’ proficiency level and replacing some of the important 
vocabulary with blanks long enough to write words in. Beginning 
with 1, number the blanks. Make one copy of the selection for 
each group or student—or project it onto a screen. 

STEP 2. Working together, learners decide on the best word 
or phrase for each blank.  To demonstrate their ability to 
figure out meaning from context in reverse—and to help one 
another, they can tell reasons for their guesses.  

STEP 3. To be acceptable, a word must be spelled correctly.                 
It must be the appropriate part of speech—grammatically 
correct in the sentence.  It must also make sense in context. 
The best choice for a blank also “sounds good.”  Go over and 
discuss students’ answers.  

On the next two pages are sample Fill-in-the Blank “tests” for 
high beginning and intermediate-level vocabulary learners.  
“Answer keys” of possible words for the blanks are below.  
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POSSIBLE ANSWERS FOR FILL-IN-THE BLANKS TEST ON PAGE 34.                    
HALLOWEEN SAFETY—HIGH BEGINNING LEVEL 

1. ghosts, demons, witches, etc.  2. afraid, fearful  3. dangerous, unsafe, scary, etc.   
4. hurt, harm, injure   5. costumes, clothing   6. fall, stumble, hurt themselves   7. 
cruel, sick, terrible  8. objects, items, things  9. Halloween, this holiday  10. people, 
adults  11. tricks  12. very, extremely  13. disable, kill  14. watch, pay attention to, 
know  15. safe, healthy, enjoyable.    

Halloween Safety: High Beginning Fill-Ins 
In the history of Halloween, people have feared magic and 
1_______________ and other scary things. Fear has always 
been a part of Halloween, but now people are 2__________ 
of other dangers. For small children, trick-or-treating can 
be 3_________________. Children can 4________________ 
themselves with parts of their costumes. Their 5_________ 
can catch on fire. They can 6_______________ in the dark. 
Some 7_____________ people put sharp 8____________ or 
even poison in the children’s “treats.”  There are more 
accidents on 9_________________ than on other nights. 
And there is more crime. In the past, teenagers and young 
10____________ played harmless “11____________” on this 
night. Now some “tricks” have become 12_______________ 
dangerous. The “tricks” can hurt or 13_________________ 
people. Even more than on other nights, 14______________ 
is very important on Halloween. If people 15_____________ 
what they are doing, they can have a 16_________________ 
and happy holiday.   

If you celebrate Halloween, be sure to look up online articles about dangers and  safety.   
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Possible Answers for Halloween Safety: Intermediate Fill-in-the- Blanks             
1. world  2. meaning, traditions, customs    3. festival, celebration, holiday  4. potential, 

possible, likely  5. protection, watchfulness  6. 31st, 31  7. risks, dangers  8. fun, excitement, 
amusement  9. year, Halloween, October 31  10. fires, mishaps, emergencies  11. tragedies, 
mishaps, accidents, occurrences  12. children, kids  13. advice  14. media  15. flameproof, 
fireproof  16. solution, chemicals  17. clearly, well  19. masks  20. careful  21. broomsticks, 
sticks  22. cardboard, plastic  23. sharp, pointed  24. carry, hold  24. candles, matches  25. 

teenagers, kids  26. check (out), look over  27. eat  28. fun, great, special, amusing, safe          

Halloween Safety: Intermediate Fill-in-the- Blanks  
Most people around the 1__________ don’t know the history or the original 

2_____________ of the Halloween 3________________, but they know                
the 4___________ dangers! Even with additional police 5_______________, 
the night of October 6_________ poses special problems and 7_________—
especially if people looking for 8________________ don’t look out for others. 
Every 9____________, there are accidents, 10_____________,  vandalism, 
and crimes. Many of these 11__________ could be prevented! For parents of 
small 12__________, here’s some of the common-sense 13__________ that 
appears in the 14___________ (newspapers, TV, online) before October 31.   

» Make sure children’s costumes are 15______  so they don’t catch fire. 
(If they’re homemade, treat them with flame-resistant 16_________.) 

» Make sure children can see 17________________. Make-up is better 
than 18________________ because it won’t interfere with vision.   

» Be 19___________ with costume accessories, like swords and 

20___________  and wands. They should be made of 21___________  
or another soft material, and they should not be 22___________. 

» Children should 23___________ flashlights if they will be out trick-
or-treating after dark—never lit 24____________! Adults or older 

25____________ should go with them and look out for their safety.  

» Parents should 26___________ all of their children’s “treats” before 
allowing children to 27___________ them.  

Halloween should not be scarier than its illusions! It should be ___________! 
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Vocabulary Card Games  
There are many challenging, amusing, cooperative, 
or competitive card games that can be played with 

decks of picture and/or word cards. Card decks can be 
created by hand or by computer on card stock to cut apart.  

Decks can contain “flash cards”—pictures on one side with 
the names of the pictures on the other, or some sort of 
“questions” on card faces with the “answers” on the back. 
Or they can contain matching pairs—such as pictures on 
half the cards and the matching words on the other half, 
the first part of compound words on half the cards and   
the corresponding second part on the others, and so on. 
Matching cards can be synonym word cards, words with 
opposite meanings, words with definitions, and the like. 

A card deck can also consist of sets of “four-of-a-kind,” 
such as 4 examples of words in the same meaning category, 
4 related words of different parts of speech, 4 rhyming 
words, etc. In case you want to create and use your 
own Holiday Card Decks with visuals and vocabulary 
related to Halloween and Related Celebrations, 
you might want to refer to suggested instructions 
on how to do so in Authors & Editors’ Creative Card 
Decks & Games, ISBN 978-1-891077-09-8.    

Picture and word vocabulary cards lend themselves to                  
many kinds of creative and effective educational activities. 
In addition, many classic and custom-designed cooperative 
and competitive card games can be played with decks of 
holiday vocabulary cards. On the next page are samples                
of two Authors & Editors’ 52-card Four-of-a-Kind decks:                 
[1] Halloween Symbols & Culture images in quartets, and                 
[2] Holiday Language-Learning Card Deck Vocabulary Building.  
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                 The Holiday Language-Learning Card Deck Vocabulary Building has the same 

4 “suit-13 ranks” format. For each of the 13 occasion-associated vocabulary items, there’s 
one card for its Part of Speech, its Pronunciation, its Definition, and an Example in Context.    

Cutting apart the 6 pages of the Halloween Symbols & Culture Card Deck will yield 52 
picture cards in 13 Categories of Meaning in alphabetical order that can function as “suits”:  
Animals, Activities, Characters (Scary), Costumes, Costume Accessories, 
Death Symbols, Foods, Ghosts (What They Do), Jack-O-Lanterns, Places 
(Spooky), Sounds (Eerie), Treats, Witches (What They Do). With 4 items per 
“ranking,” the deck works well in games and activities like “Authors,” “Quartets,” “Happy 
Families,” or “Go Fish.” Suggested procedures and rules are described in A & E’s 
Symbols Card Decks Activity & Idea Books, ISBN 978-1-891077-16-6 as well as online.    
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Story-Telling & Retelling  
On most special occasions, the best and most 
engaging listening material consists of stories. 

Among fiction narratives, there are fables, folktales, and 
fairy tales with plots that fit into nearly all holiday themes. 
And there are anecdotes—some based on real experiences 
retold so they have funny endings. Non-fiction stories can 
be true news, urban legends, and/or personal experiences.   

STEP 1.  Using language at the comprehension level of listeners, 
“present” each story in one or more of these forms:  

» Read the story aloud, using gestures, body language, and your 
voice to communicate meaning. Use “story-telling techniques”                
to make the narration easy to understand and engaging.   

» Play the part of the “narrator” only, having others “act out”                 
the roles of people/animals in the story. Actors say the words 
in quotation marks attributed to their characters.    

» Record the story. Control the speed of the replay and/or 
rewind to make sure listeners understand.  

» Show a video of the same story—and/or another version.    
If a story is beyond many listeners’ comprehension level—or if there’s  
particularly difficult and important vocabulary to present, you might 
also provide printed materials—in handouts or on a board or screen.                  
Printed matter can be the story you read aloud, a Script, or a plot 
synopsis. There might also be a vocabulary list to go over. Depending                
on language-ed goals and the time available, vocabulary can be taught   
or reviewed before, during, and/or after oral story-telling.  

LISTENING  
SKILLS ACTIVITIES 



HALLOWEEN CUSTOMS AND CULTURE 39 

     

   

STEP 2.  Now have listeners “retell” the holiday-related story:  
(a) With “cues,” the entire group can cooperate in reconstructing 

the main events. If there’s video, it can be replayed and 
stopped at intervals. Listeners can review what’s happened so 
far, describe the “stills” they see, and predict future events. 

(b) Instead, retell the beginning of the story. Someone else tells 
what happened next, another person continues the plot, etc.   

(c) Or give listeners time to jot down what they remember of                    
the narrative. They can read aloud their retellings to one 
another, making improvements. Finally, they can compare a 
composite rewrite with the original text. Does the story                  
still make sense? How has it changed in the rewrite?   

STEP 3. Each member of each group get a different short, 
simple story to retell. Learners read their stories to themselves 
and plan how to best make them interesting, amusing, exciting,   
or scary. Here are various ways to conduct the retelling step. 

» Each person in turn tells his/her story to the group. Then                    
the group retells the story collectively, with the help of the 
original story teller. They discuss its point, “lesson,” or humor.   

» Group members sit in a circle. The first person tells his/her 
story, the second person summarizes it, and the third retells 
the summary. The process is repeated with all other stories.   

» Participants line up. The 1st person narrates his/her story to 
the 2nd—quietly. The 2nd person tells it to the 3rd, who tells  
it to the 4th, and so on down the line.  While the first story is 
“traveling” down the line, the original speaker goes to the end 
of the line to hear the retelling of his/her story by the last 
person to hear it. Meanwhile, the 2nd person in line keeps the 
process active by telling his/her story to the 3rd, who recounts 
it to the next, and so on until all stories have been told—and 
retold many times. Finally, the  class reconvenes. Someone                   
tells each story one last time. The audience reacts.  

On the following pages are some short stories on Halloween 
themes that can be used in any of the activities described above.   
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HALLOWEEN Story 1 for Retelling 

The Viper 

A ll alone on the top floor of a tall apartment building lives an 
older  woman. She reads the newspaper every day. She sees 

the local news on TV, so she’s aware of the horrible dangers–and 
the terrible criminals in the city. One Halloween evening the 
telephone rings. 

“Hello?” she answers.  

“This is the viper,” a man’s voice says. “I’m coming up to see you.” 

The woman hangs up the phone. “Someone is just fooling 
around,” she thinks. 

But soon the phone rings again. When the woman answers it, she 
hears the same deep voice. “This...is the...viper,” the voice 
repeats.  “I’m coming up to your place.” 

“They’re just prank calls,” she thinks.. “It’s just someone’s idea of        
a Halloween joke.” But she’s beginning to get worried. 

Again the telephone rings. Again it is the viper. “I’m on my way 
up to your apartment right now,” says the same mysterious voice. 

Frightened, the woman calls the police. The police promise to             
come right over. When the doorbell rings, the woman 
feels relieved. “Finally I’m safe,” she thinks. 

The woman opens the door. There stands a little old 
man with a bucket of soapy water and a cloth. “I am     
the viper,” he says with a European accent. “I vant to 
vash and vipe the vindows.”  

STORY-TELLING NOTES: For its scary “atmosphere,” this story depends on 
timing and repetition. Be sure to make your voice ominous when playing            
the “role” of the caller. Pause before the important words—”the viper.” 
Pause longer before the “punch line”—”There stands....” This story is             

a joke, of course, based on a pronunciation error and a pun: a play on words.  
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HALLOWEEN Story 2 for Retelling 

The Hook 
On Halloween night, a teenage boy and girl go to the movies to 
see a horror film. Then they take a ride in the guy’s car. They park      
up on a hill outside of town. From there they can see the lights of 
the city far below.  

The guy turns on the radio to find some music. But an announcer 
breaks in with a news bulletin. A serial killer has escaped from                  
the local prison. He is on foot. He has a big knife. How can people 
recognize him? He has no left hand. In its place is a hook. 

“”We’d better close the windows and lock the doors,” says the girl.  

“Good idea,” says her date as he puts his arm around her 
shoulders. 

“You know, the prison isn’t far away form here,” she continues. 
“Maybe we ought to go home.” 

“But it’s still early,” comes the answer. “You can stay out until 
midnight. I don’t want to waste the evening. No criminal is going to 
climb the hill all the way up here.. Anyway, our doors are locked....”  

But the girl doesn’t want to listen. “With a knife and a hook, he can 
break a window and open a door,” she complains. “I’m really 
scared. I want to go home...now!” 

Annoyed, the guy starts up the car. As they drive 
away, they hear a scratching noise.  

When they get to the girl’s house, the guy gets 
out of the car and goes around to the other side 
to open the door for his date. Hanging on the 
door handle is a big metal hook.   

STORY-TELLING NOTES: This is a very common, very old “ghost story.”               
Many people heard this story in their youth. There are many variations.               

No one knows if the narrative was originally based on fact or not.                     
This version—and the others in this book—are based on the retellings                 
of Alvin Schwartz in Scary Stories to Tell in the Dark” (HarperCollins).  
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         Room for One More 

O n October 31, a man comes to a big city on a business trip.                  
He stays with friends in their big house outside of town.                      

They enjoy themselves that evening. But when the visitor goes to 
bed in the guest room, he can’t sleep. He tosses and turns. Then he 
hears a car turn into the driveway. He goes to the window to see 
what is going on in the middle of the night. In the moonlight, he sees 
a long, black hearse (funeral car). It is filled with people. 

The driver of the hearse looks at the man. He has a strange, scary 
face–with a long mustache. In a frightening voice, the driver says, 
“Come on, Mister. There’s always room for one more.” 

In the morning, the visitor tells his friends what happened. “What a 
weird nightmare,” they respond.  

“Yeah, I guess so,” says the man. But he still feels uneasy. After 
breakfast, he goes to the city for his planned business meetings. 

His meetings are in a tall, old office building. The lobby on the first 
floor is crowded with people waiting for the elevator. But when it 
arrives, it is already crowded with people. The elevator operator 
looks out at the man and says, “Come on, Mister. There’s always 
room for one more.” The operator has a strange, eerie expression on 
his mustached face. In fact, he looks like the driver of the hearse in 
the man’s dream. 

“No, thanks,” says the businessman. “I’ll wait for the next car.” 

The doors close, and the elevator goes up to the 
top of the building. Soon the man hears horrible 
shrieking and screaming. The elevator has fallen 
to the bottom of the shaft. Everyone in the 
elevator has been killed.   

STORY-TELLING NOTES: This urban legend is another well-known “ghost 
story.” Spread by word of mouth before the 1970s in the United States              

and England, no one is quite sure if it was ever true or not. Even so, fiction 
writers have picked up the “plot” for some of their scary stories—even an 

episode of the popular TV series, the Twilight Zone. 

HALLOWEEN Story 3 for Retelling 
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     High Beams 
A high school girl is driving home after an evening basketball game. 
She lives on a farm about eight miles away from,m school. As she 
pulls out of the high school parking lot, she notices a red pick-up truck behind her. 
A few minutes later, the truck is still behind her.  

“Well, I guess we’re both going in the same direction,” she thinks, to calm herself. 
But she starts watching the truck in the rear-view mirror. When she slows down or 
speeds up, so does the truck. When she passes another car, so does the truck.  

The truck driver turns on his high beams, so there is light inside her car. He leaves 
them on for a while. “I suppose he wants to pass me,” thinks the girl. But she is 
getting more and more nervous. The driver turns off his high beams.  

To get rid of the truck following her, the girl drives faster and faster. But the truck 
driver stays right behind her. Several times, he turns his high beams on and off 
again. No matter what she does, she can’t lose him. She is afraid to stop the car to 
find out what he wants. There are no police stations on her way home, and there 
are no safe places to pull into.  

Finally she gets home. As she pulls into the driveway of her farmhouse, the truck 
pulls in right after her. As fast as she can, the girl jumps out of her car and runs into 
the house. “Call the police!” she shouts to her family. Out in the driveway, they can 
see the driver of the red truck. He is pointing a gun. 

The police arrive quickly. They start to arrest the man with the gun. But pointing to 
the girl’s car, he says, “You don’t want me. You want him.”  

Crouched behind the driver’s seat of the girl’s car is a convicted murderer–with a 
long knife. 

Before the girl left school, the criminal had gotten into her car and hidden behind 
her seat. The truck driver saw what happened but he didn’t have time to call the 
police or do anything else about it. When she got 
into the car and drove away, he followed her.  

Whenever the killer began reaching up to grab 
the girl, the truck driver turned on his high beams. 
The criminal didn’t want anyone to see him, so he 
crouched down behind the seat again.    

 

       
STORY-TELLING NOTES: This possibly true urban legend has variations from 
different states in the United States. In some versions, a female driver stops 
to get gas at a service station, where the attendant does not return with her 
change. When she goes into the station for her money, the attendant tells 
her that someone is hiding in her car, and they call the police.   

HALLOWEEN Story 4 for Retelling 
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Sentence Strips 
“Listen-and-repeat” pronunciation exercises don’t 

provide the “real-life feedback” learners need to be able to 
communicate meaning. Sentence Strip activities can help. 
Before introducing them, present or review accent-
reduction/acquisition principles—clear pronunciation of 
vowel + consonant sounds, syllable stress patterns,                     
rhythm in phrase and sentence stress, focus words in 
meaning groups, sound linking, intonation, and the like.  

STEP 1.  Find or create a sequence of 1 to 3 sentences of                    
about the same length and difficulty that fit together. Each 
segment should be printed on a separate strip of card stock.  

STEP 2.  Give one Strip to each participant in order—or have 
students arrange themselves according to the sequence of their 
Sentence Strips. Help everyone prepare to pronounce his/her 
material so that its meaning will be clear to listeners. In turn, 
each person reads aloud his/her sentence(s) to the class—with 
the appropriate speech features to convey the intended meaning. 
Listeners can take notes and ask for clarification or repetition. 

STEP 3. Give a “listening quiz” on the info from the Sentence 
Strips. (There’s a sample quiz on pages 47.) Make sure your quiz 
items ask for important facts—the ones that speakers were 
supposed to emphasize in their pronunciation.  Perhaps each 

PRONUNCIATION  
SKILLS ACTIVITIES 
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HALLOWEEN Sentence Strips for Pronunciation  

Common Superstitions in American Culture
for Halloween and All Year Long 

1. Avoid the path of black cats. They 
mean bad luck. If a black cat walks  
in front of you, go home immediately.    

2. If you walk under a ladder, the gods 
will be angry with you. Quickly cross 
your fingers and make a wish.  

3. Don’t open an umbrella indoors. If you do,  the 
terrible anger of the sun will come down on you.    

4. A broken mirror will bring you seven years of bad 
luck—or the death of someone in your family.  

5. If you spill salt on the table, take a pinch of it 
between your fingers. Throw it over your left 
shoulder into the face of the Devil. 

6. Never get out of the bed on the left 
side. It is the side of evil.   

7. To keep the Devil from recognizing you, 
wear your clothes inside out.  
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HALLOWEEN Sentence Strips for Pronunciation  

Common Superstitions, Continued  

8. Don’t take any risks on  
unlucky Friday the 13th.  

9. If someone sneezes, say “God bless 
you.” Your words will prevent that 
person’s soul from leaving the body.   

10. A rabbit’s foot is a good 

luck charm.  

11. Use a horseshoe as a protection 
against witches. Hang it right side up 
so the luck doesn’t run out of it.     

12. Garlic is a protection against 
vampires. So is a cross.  

13. Try not to trip (stumble)  before a 
trip. Tripping is a bad  travel omen. 
To counteract   the bad luck,  turn 
yourself   around   three times.  
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HALLOWEEN Sentence Strips for Pronunciation  
Comprehension Quiz: Common 

Superstitions in American Culture 

1. If this kind of animal walks in front of you, it means 
bad luck. What kind of animal is it? 

2. Who will be angry at you if you walk under a ladder? 
What should you do about it? 

3. Why shouldn’t you open an umbrella indoors? 

4. What will a broken mirror bring you? 

5. What should you do if you spill salt on the table? 

6. Which side of the bed is the side of evil? 

7. How can you keep the Devil from recognizing in your 
clothes? 

8. On what unlucky day of the year should you avoid all 
risks? 

9. What should you say if someone sneezes? Why? 

10. Why do some people carry a rabbit’s foot with them?  

11. What is the value of a horseshoe? How should we hang 
it up? 

12. What are some protections against vampires? 

13. What is bad luck before travel? What should you do                 
if this happens?  

INSTRUCTIONS: Listen carefully as others read aloud thirteen (13) Sentence 
Strips about “Superstitions in American Culture.” If you don’t get the point, 
ask for repetition or clarification. Then write the answers to these questions.  
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SPEAKING  
SKILLS ACTIVITIES 

Information-Gap Activities 
More than ghosts or witchcraft, “regular people” 
fear public speaking! An effective way to provide 

confidence for speaking is to assign oral language tasks with 
specified purposes or outcomes.  Paired “Information-Gap 
Activities” work because learners get to help each other 
instead of “being called on to perform.”     

STEP 1.  For each pair of learners, find or create two pieces of 
information that speakers might naturally want to communicate 
to each other in “real life”—like the sample holiday recipes that 
follow. Make two copies of each portion of text. For “Version 1,” 
keep the contents intact. On “Version 2,” delete (cover with 
“white out,” correction tape, or strips of paper) some of the 
verbiage. Each partner in each pair receives the intact Version 1 
of one piece and the “Info Gap” Version 2 of the other. 

STEP 2. In turn, learners ask each other 
questions and give each other the info they need 
to fill in the “gaps” in their version of the 
information. In the two sample recipes, they fill 
in the blanks.  

To check their “answers,” they compare what they have written 
with what appears on their partner’s page.  If the sense of the 
info is the same, it doesn’t have to be the exact words.  

STEP 3. To someone else, or perhaps to the whole group, each 
learner retells what he/she has learned from his/her partner.  
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INSTRUCTIONS: Tell your partner what he/she needs to know to make 
“Candied Apples.” Then ask your partner for the ingredients and                

steps in making “Popcorn Balls.” Write the missing information in               
the second recipe on this page. Have you communicated effectively?       

To find out, compare the information on your papers.  

HALLOWEEN Information Gap Pair Work 
Two Recipes = Candied Apples, Popcorn Balls  

You will need: 
 12 apples 
 12 wooden sticks 
 1 cup molasses 
 1 cup sugar 
 1 teaspoon vinegar 
 3 teaspoon salt 
 4 cup water 
 2 tablespoons 
butter 

 a candy 
thermometer 

What to do:  

1. Wash and dry the apples. Push a 
stick into the stem end of each.  

2. Combine molasses, sugar, salt, 
vinegar, and water in a pot. 
Heat to a boil. Cook until the 
candy thermometer reaches 270. 

3. Remove mixture from the heat. 
Put the pot into hot water so  
it doesn’t cool too quickly. 

4. Stir in the butter. Dip the 
apples in the hot syrup. Cover 
each apple evenly. 

5. Cool the apples on wax paper.   

 Ñ How to Make Candied (Taffy) Apples  

You will need: 
 8 cups _________ 
 _________ butter 
 salt 
 1 cup _________ 
 ______                               

corn syrup 

What to do:  
1. Cook _________________ until 

the _____________ reaches 270°. 
Stir in ________________. 

2. Put ________ in a bowl. Stir in the 
__________. Cover all the popcorn. 

3. ___________ Make the popcorn 
____________.     

ñ How to Make Popcorn Balls  
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You will need: 
 12 apples 
 12 wooden _______ 
 ________ molasses 
 1 cup ___________ 
 _________ vinegar 
 3 teaspoon ______ 
 4 cup water 
 2 _______________ 
butter 

 a _______________ 
_________________  

What to do:  

1. Wash and dry the apples. Push a 
stick _________________________.  

2. Combine _____________________ 
and water in a pot. _________to 
a boil. Cook until the candy 
thermometer ___________________. 

3. Remove ________________________. 
Put _____________________ so  it 
doesn’t _______________. 

4. Stir in _____________. _______ 
the apples in the hot syrup. 
_________ each apple __________. 

5. __________________ on wax paper.   

ñ How to Make Candied (Taffy) Apples  

INSTRUCTIONS: Ask your partner for the ingredients and steps in making 
“Candied Apples.” Write the missing information in the first recipe 
card on this page. Tell your partner what he/she needs to know to 

make “Popcorn Balls.” Have you communicated effectively?                     
To find out, compare your papers.  

HALLOWEEN Information Gap Pair Work 
Two Recipes = Candied Apples, Popcorn Balls  

You will need: 
 8 cups popped popcorn 
 2 teaspoons butter 
 salt 
 1 cup molasses 
 1/2 cup                                

corn syrup 

What to do:  
1. Cook the molasses and corn syrup until 

the candy thermometer reaches 270°. 
Stir in the butter and salt. 

2. Put the popcorn in a bowl. Stir in the 
molasses mixture. Cover all the popcorn. 

3. Butter your hands. Make the popcorn 
into balls.     

 Ñ How to Make Popcorn Balls  
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Sequenced Oral Presentations 
Another way to help learners gain communicative 
confidence is to give them something motivating 

(and non-threatening) to talk about! They can also discuss it 
in pairs before presenting it as a team to a larger group.  

STEP 1.  Find or create Sequenced Steps of Instructions—in 
pictures + words. Steps should be clearly separated. Especially if 
they’re not numbered, their “time order” should be clear not only 
from the verbiage but also from connecting words, adverb clauses, 
pronoun usage, visual cues, etc. Two sample procedures follow   

STEP 2.  Keeping the original step sequences intact to serve as 
“Answer Keys,” make copies of each. If a series consists of visuals        
in frames, with or without captions, cut them apart. If it contains  
words only, make separate steps into “Sentence Strips.” Mix up 
the frames/strips from each sequence and keep them together.    

STEP 3. Each pair or small group receives a set of instruction 
frames/strips for a different activity. Verbalizing their reasoning,  
they arrange the cards/papers into logical order. They can check 
their choices with the “Key”—the original (intact) action sequence. 
Together, they prepare to “present” the steps to the whole class. .  

STEP 4. There are several ways for pairs or small groups to 
“present” their material in turn. [a] One speaker can describe the          
first half or third of the sequence, and the other(s) can finish it. 
[b] Or as one person tells the audience what to do, the other(s) 
can pantomime the steps, perhaps using props or pictures on a 
screen. [c] Or one speaker can “teach” the whole sequence, and      
the other(s) can review or summarize it.  

STEP 6. Finally, with help from speakers, listeners from                       
the audience reconstruct what they just heard. As they hear                 
each step in their sequence, presenters might write key words              
on a board and/or demonstrate the action.  
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How to Predict Your 
Romantic Future 

On Halloween, there 
are several ways to 
find out about your 
future love life.  

First, collect some 
fall harvest foods—
like nuts and apples.  

HALLOWEEN Sequenced Action Series 

How to Predict Your Romantic Future 

Next, use an apple to predict 
your romantic 
future. Peel the 
apple in as long a 
strip as possible.  

Close your eyes. 
Swing the apple 
peel three times. 
Throw it over your 
left shoulder.  

For the first fortune-telling 
activity, take a pair of walnuts 
(in their shells). Give the first 
walnut your name. Name the 
other walnut after the “love of 
your life.”  

The second step in foretelling 
the future with a pair of 
walnuts is to put on the fire.                        
If they burn to ashes together, 
the couple 
with those 
names will 
have a 
happy life 
together.  

But what’s this? The walnuts 
have sprung apart in the fire? 
Then the couple will fight and 
separate. They will go their 
separate ways in life.   

Did the apple peel break?  
Then maybe you will have no 
future love life at all.  

But if the peeling forms a letter 
of the alphabet, it’s the first 
initial of your future 
husband’s or wife’s 
name.  

Romy Julie 

Romy Julie 

Will you marry a guy named 

Gary? Or a gal named Gabriella? 
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How to Make                               

a  Jack-o-Lantern   
You can make a Halloween                         

jack-o-lantern out of a big                      

pumpkin. Buy or 

pick a round                       

orange one with a  

flat bottom.  

HALLOWEEN  Sequenced Action Series 2 

How to Make a Jack-o-Lantern  

Draw a face on the pumpkin. The 

simplest face has two triangular 

eyes, a nose, and a smiling mouth.  

Straight lines are easier to carve 

than curved ones, but use your 

imagination!  

Cut on the lines. 

Take  out the 

pieces.  

Before carving the pumpkin, you 

have to empty it. Draw a large 

circle around the stem. Carefully, 

cut through the pumpkin on the 

circle line. Pull on the stem to 

remove the 

top of the 

pumpkin. Set 

the top aside 

Through the opening in the top, 

take the seeds and other insides 

out of the pumpkin. 

If you want to, you can make a 

snack out of 

the pumpkin 

seeds. Just 

clean and 

roast them.      

Finally, put a candle in the 

pumpkin. At night, you can light the 

candle. The candlelight will shine 

through the pumpkin’s face.  

Now you have a 

spooky jack-o-

lantern. Enjoy it, 

but be careful not 

to start a fire! 

You will need a sharp knife to slice 

easily through the thick pumpkin. 

To start work, spread newspaper 

out on a table. Put the pumpkin on 

the newspaper,  flat side down.  
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More Speaking Activities 
Cooperative/competitive oral language games help 
reduce self-consciousness because players can 

focus on their objectives. Here are a few more ideas:   

ACTIVITY 1 = ”CHARADES.”  Create identical decks of 10 to 20  
holiday word and/or picture cards each. Eeach should display a 
different holiday image or activity. Some examples for Halloween 
are asking for treats at the door of a house, making candied 
apples, making a mummy costume, getting sick from too much 
candy, carving a pumpkin, seeing a ghost, entering a haunted 
house, flying on a broomstick across the moon, making and 
stirring  a magic brew,  etc. Each team gets an identical deck.    
At a signal, each group leader pantomimes the meaning of the 
words on the first card for the group. As soon as the concept is 
identified, the leader acts out the next word, and so on through 
the deck. The first group to finish all the pantomime cards wins.   

Alternatively, the cards can be dealt out to all members, who 
pantomime their meanings for the group in turn. As soon as an 
idea is guessed, play proceeds to the next “actor.” When time is 
called, the group with the most correct guesses is the winner.  

ACTIVITY 2—”PROGRESSIVE STORY TELLING.”  Each group gets  
the beginning of a special-occasion story. Possibilities for 
Halloween include “It was a dark and spooky night at a haunted 
house” or “On Halloween night, a strange and eerie howling noise 
came from the cemetery.”  Participants create a composite 
“ghost story.” The first person reads aloud the story  beginning 
and “sets the scene.”  The next adds a few important details—or 
begins the action. Everyone else in turn continues the narrative, 
adding at least one significant event or piece of info.  When 
time is called, the groups reorganize. Everyone joins a group  
with participants from other groups. In turn, they retell the 
story their group created—at least parts that made sense.  
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ACTIVITY 3 = ”HOLIDAY HUMOR.”  Before every major occasion 
or celebration in the U.S.  many of the jokes of one-frame 
cartoons, comic strips, and anecdotes in local newspapers or 
online are based on seasonal culture or customs. In the weeks 
before a holiday, collect related humor. Paste up these items to 
enlarge, put on overhead transparencies, and/or to duplicate for 
one-time educational use. For each piece of holiday humor, help 
learners discuss the answers to these questions: 

» What happens in the scene or story?  (Learners describe what 
they see in the pictures and/or read aloud characters’ words 
enclosed in speech or thought balloons or quotation marks.) 

» What’s the point of the joke or the humor? Why is this item 
funny?  (If learners aren’t amused, find out why.) 

» What can we learn about holiday culture, practices, customs,                
or attitudes from this item?  

ACTIVITY 4—”HOLIDAY HEADLINES.”  Not only the humor  that 
appears in newspapers and magazines and on the Internet, but 
also news items reflect the spirit and culture of a holiday season. 
Before a major celebration, collect articles associated with it  
from available sources. Noticing or marking whether each item              
is for a true piece of news or a made-up “urban legend” or rumor, 
copy the headlines and sub-headlines. Also, (have learners) 
create—some “bogus headlines,” making sure that they sound 
just as real or (un) believable as the authentic ones you copied. 
Type them all up in a numbered list for duplication or projection 
onto a screen, or paste up or print each headline separately.  

Participants read aloud each headline in turn. As soon as 
everyone understands its meaning, they discuss whether 
it sounds plausible (real) or invented—and why. After 
revealing whether each is truth, myth, or just a creative 
bit of nonsense, discuss the holiday spirit or culture 
exemplified by the event or story—and others like it.   
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