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creative, motivating ways to begin a language course with 
Greetings & Names

Language Learning Level = Beginning Through Advanced  

W hy spend time on teaching and learning 
people’s names? In the worlds of work and 
education, as well as in everyday life, the 

use of names, especially in greetings, is essential. 
People that tell, ask, remember, and use names 
effectively become more confident and successful 
in their lives than those that neglect them.    
Greetings and names are an important part of 
getting acquainted; meeting others in a group                  
is conducive to language learning. Pedagogical 
research shows that people learn best in a relaxed, 
non-threatening atmosphere. Most learners feel, 
think, and express themselves better around 
acquaintances than with strangers. If they get                   
to know one another—and their instructor—by 
name early in the term, they become less shy; 
“performance anxiety” diminishes. They form a 
more cohesive group, taking more responsibility 
for their own—and others’—learning success.   
Beginning a course, meet-up, or group with 
enjoyable introductory learning games establishes 
an inclusive, non-threatening classroom 
atmosphere from the start.  It keeps students 
attending, participating, learning, and happy.  
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A ctivity A: Syllable-Stress 
Patterns in Names 

Although it might also help native speakers to 
improve the clarity of their articulation, this 
intermediate to advanced learning activity is 
probably most helpful to language learners. 
Speakers of English as a second language may  
want to reduce their non-native pronunciation or  
acquire accents that sound “authentic.” In the 
articulation of words, it’s essential to address 
syllable-stress patterns. Names have stress               
patterns too, so in an oral-language skills or 
pronunciation course or lesson, a syllable-stress 
activity based on names is a fitting opener.    
1. Teach or review the Syllable-Stress Patterns  most common            

in English, American, or Anglicized names. For use as                     
a system of notation, the chart on the next  page may be 
copied onto a board or projected onto a projector screen.                
In the chart, a hyphen - separates syllables.  
An explanation point ! indicates a stressed syllable.  
Each dot . stands for an unstressed or “reduced” syllable. 

The Syllable-Stress Patterns are numbered and lettered                  
for easy reference.  For example, Pattern 1 is for one- 
syllable names. Two-syllable names with the accent on                   
the first syllable follow Pattern 2-A,  two-syllable names                   
stressed on the second syllable follow Pattern 2-B, three-               
syllable names have patterns 3-A, 3-B, or 3-C, and so on.     
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ONE-Syllable Names 

Two-Syllables: FIRST 
Syllable Stressed  

Two-Syllables: SECOND 
Syllable Stressed  

. ! .  . ! 
ROSE 
KIM 
BOB 

JU-dith 
AR-thur 
AND-y 

Ei-LEEN 
Mi-CHELLE 
Ma-RIE 

THREE-Syllables: 
FIRST Syllable 

Stressed 

THREE-Syllables: 
SECOND Syllable 

Stressed 

THREE-Syllables: 
THIRD Syllable 

Stressed  

 ! . .  . ! .  . . ! 
CHRIS-to-pher 
MAR-o-lyn 
TIM-o-thy 

Re-BEC-ca 
Vir-GIN-ia 
Ro-BERT-a 

Do-min-IQUE 
An-toin-ETTE 
Eph-ra-IM 

   . ! . .    . . ! .  . . . ! . 
De-MET-ri-us 
An-TON-i-o 

A-le-XAN-dra 
Fred-er-IC-o 

E-man-u-EL-le 
Li-li-Mar-LEN-a 

More than THREE-Syllables: Various Stress Patterns  

Syllable-Stress Patterns in Names 

1 2A 2B 

3a 3B 3C 

4B 4C 5 
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2. In turn, students pronounce their first names.  The other 
members in each group listen carefully and repeat.                   
They identify each name as following Pattern 1, Pattern                    
2-A  or 2-B, Pattern 3-A, 3-B, 3-C, or some other pattern.  

3. In an ESL course, this activity may stimulate discussion                  
on answers to questions like these: 

 Which syllable-stress patterns are the most common                        
in American names? In names from other cultures? 

 Should names that originated in other languages be 
“Anglicized?” In other words, should they be said                          
with American-English sounds and stress patterns? 

 Do all languages have the same stress patterns in                  
words and names? Are there languages in which all  
syllables are emphasized equally? 

 Are there equivalents to the given (first) names of                    
class members in other languages? If so, how are                          
they pronounced?  

4. Step 2 can be repeated with middle names, maiden names,  
family names, and/or full names. Such activities will lead to 
instruction on the “rules” for names in various cultures. 

5. In turn, each class member stands up. Everyone else tries to 
remember and pronounce each person’s name correctly.  

6. Names can be printed on folded 
“name cards” in “special letters”  
indicating syllable stress patterns. 
These can be displayed on desks 
or tables or worn as name tags.    

             AN 

A-lex       der 
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A ctivity B: Asking Names 
 Most ‘’Getting Acquainted” activities 
involving names require only oral language 

skills (listening & speaking). There are, however,                
some pursuits that include reading and/or writing. 
These steps work only at the beginning of a term—
before students know one another’s names.   
1. On paper or a large card, each participant prints or writes  

his/her name. (Beginners should print only their first names, 
but more advanced students can print or write their full 
names.) These are collected and shuffled (mixed up). 

2. The papers/cards are handed out in random order, one to 
each participant. (No one should receive his/her own name.) 

3. At a signal, students circulate around the room, trying to  
find the person whose name they hold. In their questions, 
they should attempt to pronounce the name, as in: 

 “Is your name Karla Gudrun Wong de Toussaint?” or 

 “I’m looking for Su-Yen Mina Petersen-Aravalho.” or 

 “Are your initials D. J. S.-Q?” 

4. As soon as someone has found the participant whose                    
name is on his/her paper/card, the two can work together to 
find the participant whose name is on the second person’s. 
Small groups will form (perhaps with some “membership 
conflicts” to resolve).  After time is called, groups in turn 
introduce all of their members to the class, probably with                
the patterns “This is...” or “We’d like to introduce....”.  
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A ctivity D: Name Chains 
Name Chain is a classic getting-acquainted 
game that works well on the first or second 

day of class—at any level of language proficiency. 
Combined with oral spelling and “letter dictation,”             
it provides effective practice in the recognition and 
pronunciation of the letters of the alphabet. It also 
gives students the idea, right from the beginning               
of the term, that careful listening and remembering 
are important to language learning. Here are some 
well-tested steps to follow for a Name Chain: 
1. Begin with a demonstration of how a Name Chain works. 

Indicating yourself, tell your name, perhaps spelling it                 
aloud and printing it on a board. With gestures and/or  
words, indicate that the first person in one of the rows of 
seats is to repeat your name and then tell his/her own.                 
The next person is to repeat the first two names before 
telling his/her name, and so on—to form a “chain” of 
between five and ten names.  

2. If some of the names are difficult to 
understand or repeat, add the 
question “How do you spell it?” to 
the process. As participants spell 
their names aloud, print or write  
them on the board—in order. Then, 
when someone forgets or stumbles 
on a name, point to it as a cue; 
have the group read it aloud.   

Hmmm . . . 
his name is 

Omar Kayem.    
Her name is 
Azeb Rugle.    

Your name is 
Victor Heroic. 
And my name 
is Gloria Ana 

Antonia de 
Rodriguez . . . 
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1. MEMORY DEVICES: To remind students that the class is                  
about language-learning, now might be a good time to 
interject a  “mini-lesson” in how to remember words, 
including names. Explain the concepts of “mnemonics,” 
“visualization,” and/or “association” as “memory hooks.”  
As each person says his/her name, help the class to think               
of ways to remember it. Encourage learners to think of other 
words or images they can associate with each name.     

2. If the class is large, if time is limited, and/or if participants 
are quick to get the idea of the Name Chain, divide students 
into groups of six to ten people each. Each group continues 
the activity. Learners may list the names of group members.   

3. After a time limit, “re-form” the groups—perhaps with one  
or  more creative instructions like these: 

 of more than ten letters,  

 of three of more parts,  

“Everyone with a name that includes a hyphen,  change groups!” 

 of Italian-American origin,  

 of one-syllable words only,  

 under the age of 25,   

 over 5’ 11”  tall,    

“If you happen to be from a French-speaking culture, change groups!” 

 married with children,  

 an athlete, musician, or artist,   
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The newly-formed groups perform the Name Chain. Again, 
participants can use mnemonics or associations and/or jot   
down names as they are spelled aloud to help their memory.  

4. If there are more than two groups, repeat Step 3 by reforming 
the groups once or twice more, allowing sufficient time for 
participants to learn one another’s names in a Name Chain.  

5. LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY VARIATIONS: Less proficient groups                
can make the Name Chain easier by using only first (or                   
only first and last) names. High intermediate or advanced 
participants can make it more challenging by having each 
person add one or two pieces of information after his/her  
name, such as where he/she is from, what he/she does for              
a living, and/or an interesting fact that will help others to 
remember him/her. During the Name Chain,everyone       
restates this information along with each name.  

6. FOLLOW-UP ACTIVITIES: As a review or follow-up activity to                 
a Name Chain, individuals (including the instructor) can 
volunteer or be called upon to tell the names of everyone                
in the classroom. Or each person can stand up in turn,                    
and the class can pronounce his/her name. Or students                   
can be given time to look around the room and list all                       
the names they remember—with or without their notes.  

7. CHAIN-MEMORY VARIATIONS: Throughout the term, the steps 
suggested above can be used to communicate and 
remember other kinds of personal information, such as 
names of family members, addresses, telephone numbers, 
interests, occupations, or any other appropriate data that   
fits in with the curriculum or objectives of the course.  



19 creative, motivating ways to begin a language course with Greetings & Names 

A ctivity I: Name & 
Introduction (Intro) Bingo 

People can learn one another’s names while 
motivated by the “competition” of a Bingo game. 
Neither of the following ideas requires preparation  
or materials other than paper. Here are suggested 
steps for a whole-class version of Name Bingo.  
1. With lines or by folding a piece of blank paper, each 

participant creates a “Bingo Board” that consists of the 
same number of rectangles vertically as horizontally.                     
The number of boxes should reflect the size of the class.                
For instance, for ten or fewer students, each board should 
contain nine rectangles. For eleven to twenty participants, 
sixteen would be best. If classes of more than twenty 
students cannot be divided conveniently into two groups for 
this game, each Bingo  board can contain 25—or even 36—
separate rectangles. Before they are filled in, this is how 
Bingo boards on 8.5 x 11” sheets of paper might look, 

     

     

     

     

     

   
   
   

    

    

    

    

The number of boxes in each Bingo Board  
should be determined by the number of game 
participants—the more people to meet, the 
more rectangles. There should be the same  
number of spaces across as they are down—

i.e., 3 x 3, 4 x 4, 5x 5, or 6 x 6. 
Otherwise, players will not be able to 

cover a Bingo line diagonally.   
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2. If players are strangers, each person in turn pronounces                
and spells his/her name for the class. If they’re already 
acquainted, each person stands in turn, and the class 
pronounces and spells that person’s name aloud.  

Each listener prints each name in a different rectangle of  
his/her Bingo Board, being careful not  to put them in order.  
(If everyone places the names in the same positions, their 
boards will be identical, and there will be no point in trying    
to use them to play Bingo.). If there are more participants 
than there are spaces in each board, players should  leave 
out the appropriate number of (different) names.   

3. Finally, the boards are used for a class Bingo  game.                        
One person can be the “caller,” telling names from a                    
master list in random order. As they hear each name,      
players put a checkmark  in the corresponding space                  
of their individual boards. As soon as someone has Bingo 
(all the rectangles in a row, a column, or diagonal line 
checked), that person says so by calling out “Name Bingo!”            
If he/she can pronounce all the checked names correctly           
and can identify who they belong to, that player wins                       
a small prize. Or he/she can be the caller for the next game. 
Or he/she can decide on the next game version. Or . . . . 

4. LANGUAGE PROFICIENCY VARIATION: Higher-level language 
students can take turns “calling out” names from their                  
Bingo Boards. Alternatively, they can use the “calling                     
step” of the game as an opportunity for more practice in 
introducing people to one another. Here’s how:    
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The instructor introduces one person to the class, probably 
with a phrase like “I’d like to introduce . . . .” or “I want you  
to meet . . . .” Players mark that person’s name on their  
B ingo Boards. The person just named is the next “caller.”            
He/she introduces someone whose name is on his/her              
Board; everyone who has it marks that person’s name.                   
The second person presented then introduces someone  
else, and so on. Soon, players will catch on to the “strategy” 
of this version of  Bingo. When it is their turn to introduce 
someone, they will choose a name that gives them or gets 
them closer to Bingo.  

The first person to check all the rectangles of a Bingo line 
(across, down, or diagonally) is the winner if  he/she can 
pronounce all the checked names and identify who they 
belong to.  The game may continue as long as desired.  

Another version of this game, called Introduction 
Bingo, demands—and permits—more student 
involvement. It is appropriate not only as a variation    
of Name Bingo later in the term but also as a first  or 
second day activity for learners that are already 
somewhat acquainted or that can already express 
themselves to some degree. Here are its steps: 
5. As described in Step 1 of Name Bingo, each participant 

creates a “Bingo Board” that contains the same number of 
rectangles vertically as it does horizontally. Although the 
number of boxes should still reflect the size of the class, 
there is more flexibility in this version: there should be                   
fewer spaces than there are participants in the game.  
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6. To create their Bingo  Boards, all players circulate around              
the room at the same time. They ask each person they meet 
these two questions:  

 What’s your name? How do you spell it? 

If there’s time, if learners are more advanced in their oral 
language skills, and/or if participants already know one                    
another somewhat, they can add one or more “getting 
acquainted” questions, such as: 

 Where are you from? Tell me one thing about your country. 

 What do you do for a living? Why did you choose that  job? 

 Tell me one unique or special thing about yourself that will 
help us remember you.  

7. In one of the 
boxes of his/her 
Bingo Board, 
each participant 
writes notes on 
the answers 
received from  
one person.                     
A partially filled-in  
Board might look 
like this: 

8. To encourage participants to collect information quickly, set           
a time limit for filling in their Bingo  Boards—perhaps a half 
hour for sixteen rectangles. The first player or players to   
finish can receive small prizes, begin the next step, or . . . ? 

 Rudolfo-Rot 
Reindeer 

the North Pole 
Santa’s helper 

Julius Cesar 
Austria 
in military 
can waltz 

Theo Lehrer 
English teacher 
Uses humor   
+ games 

Juan Iglesias 
Venezuela 
guitar player, 
song-writer 

 Rita Moreno 
Puerto Rico 
singer, dancer, 
also on TV 

 

 Wolf Pucket 
Germany 
chef, rich fast 
foods 

Dar Nguyen 
Vietnam 
scientist  
likes animals 

Babalowa 
Nigeria 
shaman and 
lab technician 

 Karol-Lynn 
Widner 

U.S. union 
organizer  

 Omar Sheriff 
Iran 
police officer  
in training 
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9. The class reconvenes. The instructor introduces one person,  
probably with a phrase like “I’d like to introduce . . . . ” or                 
“I want you to meet . . . . ” If Bingo  Boards contain more                
info  than just names, the instructor summarizes that data 
about the first person, too. Players mark the space with                   
that person’s name (and info) on their Bingo boards.  

10. The person just presented is the next “caller.” He/she 
introduces (and tells about) someone whose name is on                 
his/her board, and listeners all mark that person’s name.                 
The second person introduced then names and tells about 
someone else, and so on. Soon, players will catch on to                  
the “strategy” of   Bingo. When it is their turn to introduce 
someone, they will choose a name that gives them or gets 
them closer to Bingo.  

11. The first person to mark all the rectangles of a Bingo line 
(across, down, or diagonally) is the winner if he/she can 
pronounce all the marked names, identify those people,                 
and tell at least one fact about each person.   

Throughout the term, these two versions of Bingo            
can be adapted to other content areas and purposes. 
With questions like those suggested on the previous 
page, the game serves as Getting Acquainted Bingo. 
With other kinds of queries, students can play 
Occupation Bingo, Interest Bingo, and so on.                    
Of course, the kind of info gathered and the steps 
followed will vary according to the purpose of                    
the game, language proficiency level of participants, 
time available, and other factors.   
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