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ocabulary Learning with Picture Games 
Vocabulary puzzles tend to focus on the letters in items—word and phrase level 
pronunciation, phonics, and spelling. Vocabulary-guessing games, on the other hand, 
require players to talk in phrases and sentences. On pages 73 to 76 are four 
reproducible Halloween and Related Vocabulary picture grids of  16 boxes each 
(four rows by four columns).  For efficient, effective, and varied  vocabulary-

learning, each page works for a different kind of  speaking/listening activity; participants follow the 
instructions at the top of  the page. Additionally, any two or three or all four of  the grids—or any 
other picture-box grid page—can be used to play more than one kind of  vocabulary game. In other 
words, there are many ways to make productive educational use of  picture grids.  

In general, players can participate in the games at their own level of  oral (talking) ability. For instance, 
beginners may only be able to name items, probably in the patterns “This is (a) . . . .” “That’s (a) . . . .” 
“These are . . . .” “Those are . . . .” More proficient learners can tell about or describe pictures and the 
things in them. Depending on the vocabulary item(s), their answers to carefully chosen questions will 
lead naturally to useful, expressive speech. Here are examples:  How does the object (do the objects) 
look?  How does it (do they) smell, taste, or feel?  What is (are) the character(s) doing in the picture? 
What is s/he (are they) wearing?  What does the animal or creature usually do?  What is this place? 
How do you know that?  What are the symbols in the picture?  What do they mean?  

Here are some common kinds of  games with suggested steps to follow in setting up and playing them. 
The procedures and game rules are all designed for maximum educational value as well as fun.  

ONE-, TWO-, OR THREE-ITEM GAME:  This game 
can be played with any number of items in boxes over 11, in 
any sequential arrangement. The original design was simply a 
horizontal row of boxes like in this partially completed game.  

For any grid on pages 73 to 76, players can begin at the space 
in the upper left corner and move from left to right across each 
row in order. In turn, each player tries to “win” 1, 2, or 3 boxes 
by naming or talking about their items. If a speaker succeeds, 
he/she “takes” those (1, 2, or 3) boxes by putting his/her 
initials or a symbol (usually X or O) in them. For example,             
the first player might say, “This picture is a black cat. It may 
mean bad luck. Next comes an owl, a spooky nocturnal bird.” 
In this case, Player 1 would put the symbol X in two boxes.  

Player 2  might say, “A vulture is also a scary bird. It sits and waits for dead flesh to eat. Bats aren’t   
really birds but mammals that fly around at night. The first picture in the second row is a costume party. 
It’s a common Halloween activity.” In this example, the second person wins 3 boxes with O’s. 

The first or next player starts with the next box, choosing 1, 2, or 3 items to talk about. At any point, 
players can try to figure out for themselves how many pictures they should name or talk about so that 
they’ll have the opportunity to land on the last box and tell about that item. Of course, if they can’t
make correct sentences about a particular item, they lose a turn. The player to correctly name or talk
about the last item wins the game. His/her “prize” can be the right to begin the next game of this kind.  
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PICTURE-GRID TIC-TAC-TOE:  The object of the game is to “win” adjacent boxes in horizontal 
rows,  vertical columns, and/or diagonal lines. To “take” a box, beginners simply name the item(s) in it; 
listeners point to that box or tell its location—like “the third box in the second row.” More advanced 
players have to describe the item(s) they’re focusing on without saying its name or their names; their 
listeners then identify the item(s) by name—for example, the mask or the wax teeth. Here are steps:   

Playing in pairs, the first person names or describes the item(s) in any box on the board.                         
For instance, a beginner might say, “It’s a snake,” while a more proficient participant could say, 
“This item is a living thing. It’s an animal—a reptile. It’s long and thin, with fangs to attack its 
victim.” Can others locate or identify the item(s) by name? Then the speaker “takes” that box with 
an agreed-upon symbol, either X or O. The second player does the same, putting the other symbol 
in the box he/she wins. The first gets another turn, and so on until either has “occupied” four boxes in a 
horizontal row, a vertical column, or a diagonal line.  Of course, if both use TIC-TAC-TOE strategy, the game is 
likely to end in a draw (a tie). Alternatively, therefore, in order to make the game easier to win, any three items 
in a row, column, or diagonal line could qualify as a TIC-TAC-TOE.  

TWO-OR-MORE-IN-A-ROW: With a more complex scoring method, 2, 3, or 4 players can compete or 
cooperate in another kind of TIC-TAC-TOE. In this version, the object is to “win” as many adjacent boxes 
(picture items) in horizontal rows, vertical columns, and diagonal lines as possible. Again, to take a box,  
a beginner simply has to name the item in it, while a more advanced player should talk about the item    
he/she has in mind without saying its name. Listeners identify the item(s) at their own level of ability—
by pointing to it, telling its location, and/or saying the word(s) for it. Here are possible procedures:  

The first player names or describes the item(s) in any box on the board.  Can others locate or identify it or them 
by name? Then the speaker “occupies” that box with his/her initials or a symbol like X, O, , or s. The next 
does the same, and so on until all boxes have been “taken.” 

Here’s how to score the game: each player gets two points for every 
pair of adjacent item-boxes that he/she has won; these may be two in
a horizontal row, vertical column, or diagonal line. Three marked items 
count 3 points; a full “Bingo” of four boxes across, down, or diagonally 
gets a bonus point, so it counts 5. If a marked box is next to a box or  
boxes with the same symbol, it can be counted twice or thrice.  In the 
completed game sample to the right, for instance, the player with the  
X symbol has 9 points: 5 for the diagonal “Bingo,” 2 for the adjacent 
boxes in the second row (the spider web, the snake), and 2 for the 
spider web and death symbol with the black hat in the second column. 
The O player has 5 points total: 3 for the occupied boxes in the first 
vertical column (the toad, death with a sickel &  lantern, the grinning 
jack-o-lantern) and 2 for the boxes at the bottom of  the third vertical 
column (the coffin, the sneering jack-o-lantern).  The  player’s three 
points are above or below one another in the last column: the werewolf, skull & skeleton, scared jack-o-lantern.   

WHOLE GROUP BINGO:  If all group members have the same picture grid (the same 16 items in the 
same arrangement), they can (also) play cooperative BINGO.  In turn, each player names or describes
an item; all listeners identify and mark the intended box on their grids. The next person continues with
a different item, the third person does so as well, and so on until everyone in the group has BINGO—4  
boxes marked or covered in a row, column, or diagonal. For more challenge, each group may aim to 
complete 2 or 3 cooperative BINGO rows, columns, and lines—or even the whole 16-box BINGO board—
within a time limit. Or each team can try to be first to complete an agreed-upon task correctly.    
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LOTTO OR BINGO:  In contrast to TIC-TAC-TOE and 
whole-group (cooperative) BINGO, traditional LOTTO or 
BINGO requires that each player has a different BOARD— 
with some or all of the same items on it as all the others, but 
not in the same arrangement. You may want to use any one 
or more of the picture-box grids on pages 73 to 76 to make a 
set or sets of BINGO BOARDS that differ from one another. 
Make as many copies of the relevant page(s) as there are 
players in each group, probably six to ten. For each individual 
new board, separate the 16 pictures by cutting them out. 
Paste the items up in a different order on each board you create. For simultaneous use by other groups, 
you can copy the new boards, making one set for each group of BINGO players.  

On the other hand, there are simpler, more educationally-productive ways to create LOTTO or BINGO 
boards for individual use. Here’s one suggestion: 

All participants work with a copy of any of the picture-box grids.                     
By folding or drawing lines, they divide a blank piece of paper or card 
stock into 16 boxes of equal size—4 rows by 4 columns. In turn and 
in any order, they name and spell the word(s) for any one of the 
picture items; someone writes these 16 phrases on the chalkboard as 
they are spelled aloud. Individually and in random order, each 
participant prints one item in each of the boxes of his/her paper. 
Everyone takes care that what is to become his/her BINGO BOARD, is 
different in its arrangement of items from everybody else’s.  

Whether the boards contain pictures and/or words, LOTTO or BINGO can be played in the same ways. 
Here are some ideas for game procedures:  

For either game, each group needs a set of  16 picture or word cards that match or 
correspond to all items on all the boards.  These can be cut out from a copy of the 
original grid, or the words can be printed in large letters on blank cards of the same size. 
For some LOTTO games, it might be useful to have two or more sets of these cards.   

To play LOTTO, each player gets or makes a 16-box grid or board, with pictures 
and/or words, for his/her individual use. The “Matching Cards” are stacked or 
spread out face down on the playing surface (table or desk). In turn, each person picks 
up a card; he/she says (and spells) the name of the item or makes a sentence with the 
word in it. On his/her grid, that player places the card on the corresponding box—                 
the identical picture, same words, words for the picture, or picture for the words.
Then it’s the next person’s turn, and so on. Who wins the game? The first player to          
place four cards correctly in a horizontal row, a vertical column, or a diagonal line.
He/she reviews the four “LOTTO-Line” items with the group.       
The game can continue until all cards have been “played.” It can be 
repeated, of course, several times, with other LOTTO grids + cards.   

In a set of six to ten LOTTO or BINGO Boards, 
each grid can have the same 16 items as the others, 

but they should be arranged in  different order.  
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To the right is one player’s board in a LOTTO Game in progress. This player has placed 

picture cards of  a cupcake, a spooky figure in a graveyard, and  a howling ghost on 

the corresponding phrase items. The game could also be played in reverse by matching 

word cards to pictures on the board. Or pictures could be matched to identical pictures 

and words to identical words or paraphrases. 
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To play BINGO, players can use any small items, such as beans, scraps of paper, or 
paper clips as markers—or they can simply put Xs in boxes with erasable pencil.
As “BINGO BOARDS,” they can use the same or different 16-box grids as those used     
in LOTTO games. One person can be the BINGO “Caller.” With the “Caller Card” 
method, that person shuffles the deck of 16 cards, puts them face down on the 
playing surface, and draws one card at a time. He/she says the word or phrase, 
perhaps in a sentence that illustrates its meaning; the “Caller” may or may not want    
to spell the item aloud and/or show the group the card. As items are called, listeners 
mark the appropriate boxes on their boards. The winner is the first player to mark 
four items in a row, column, or line—if he/she can name the items and/or use
them in appropriate contexts (sentences). That person can also be the  “BINGO 
Caller” for the next game.  

Alternatively, instead of having a separate “BINGO Caller” for each game, players can 
pick up cards from the face-down stack in turn. They “call” one item each, saying                   
the word(s) or phrase aloud, perhaps showing the group the item; everyone in the 
group marks the appropriate boxes. Then the next person “calls” the next item, and so on—until one person 
has BINGO as describe above. Or the group can dispense with “Caller Cards” completely; each player in turn 
simply names or describes a different item on the board, using strategy to try to be the first to get BINGO. 
For the next game, the group should probably use a different set of boards.  

For any of the LOTTO or BINGO  procedures suggested above, the group might decide to require the 
covering or marking of two or three lines instead of one to win the game.  

FOUR-OF-A-KIND PICTURE CARD GAMES:  Picture items            
on playing cards make versatile, motivating educational materials.
The cards can be used for a large variety of competitive and/or 
cooperative games. depending on the design of the card deck. A deck—
or several decks— consisting of from 4 to 16 sets of four-of-a-kind 
items each (from 16 to 64 separate cards) can prove especially 
productive pedagogically. Before approaching holidays, when learners 
may be too excited to concentrate on more “serious” pursuits, card 
playing can also provide a relaxing and fun change of pace—without 
wasting valuable educational time or opportunity. Here’s how to 
produce card decks from the picture grids on pages 72 to 75:  

Make a card-stock copy of any one or more of the pages. If you want 
the 16 boxes to look like “real playing cards,” photocopy the card-back 
grid on page 76 on the reverse sides of the card stock. Making sure that 
the card fronts and backs line up, cut the cards apart on the lines.
So that they’re about the same size, trim the inaccuracies. As long as 
the card faces (the pictures with their printed categories) are clear,
the cards will work well for educational purposes and games.  
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The picture-items on all four pages were originally designed to fit into 16 Halloween-related categories.   
In alphabetical order, these are: Animals, Activities, Characters (Scary), Costumes (Children’s), 
Costume Accessories, Creatures, Death Symbols, Faces (Jack-o-Lantern), Foods (Harvest), 
Ghosts (What They Do), Monsters, Places (Spooky), Sounds (eerie), Symbols, Treats (Sweets), 
and Witches (What They Do). Regardless of the size of the card deck(s), the number of cards should be 
divisible by four; each deck should contain a pre-specified number of sets of 4 cards in categories.         
Any set(s) of four-of-a-kind can be in a deck with any other set(s); decks can be reorganized and resized 
for various games. Here are suggested procedures for games that can be played with the card decks:  

SPEED MATCHING. Each group of learners 
works with a shuffled deck of cards. Decks must 
all contain the same number of sets of four-of-a-
kind. At a signal, “teams” compete in matching 
images to one another by collecting them in 
stacks.  (The most efficient way to do so quickly 
may be to lay them out face up on a surface).  

Whoever finishes first—or within the shortest 
time—wins. Participants can review item names by 
using the pictures as “flash cards.” Someone shows 
card faces to the group; the others name the items. 
Groups may even want to list item words and 
phrases to hand in for a score. More advanced learners can write definitions of the items or sentences that 
illustrate their meanings. If card decks differ in content, groups can exchange their decks to play the game again.  

CONCENTRATION. To prepare for a quick game, divide each deck of cards into 
two equal stacks. Half the cards of each set-of-four should be in one stack—
and the other half in the other. Deal out the cards from one of the stacks about  
equally to all players, who hold their cards fan-shaped in their hands. The cards
in the matching stack are spread out face-down on a playing surface. Players      
remove any matching cards in their hands and place them face up in front of them.  

To begin the game, the first player turns over one of the cards on the playing 
surface. If the turned-up item belongs to the same category as one of the cards in 
that player’s hand, he/she “wins” the card and adds it to his/her pile of “winnings.” 
That person also gets another turn—and another, as long as he/she continues to 
turn up matching images. When a player turns over a card that does not go with
a card in his/her hand, the card is turned face down again. Play passes to the next 
player. The game continues until all the cards have been taken from the playing 
surface. The person with the most matching pairs wins.  

For a game of  “Classic Concentration,” in contrast, all the cards are laid out    
face down on the playing surface. The first player turns up first one and then 
another of the cards so everyone can see the pictures. If they “match,” that     
person keeps them and gets another turn; if they don’t belong together in a 
category, the cards are turned face down again. Everyone tries to concentrate on 
remembering the locations of the items. After all cards are matched, the person 
with the most pairs wins the game.  

For learning purposes, participants review the content of the cards, using each 
image as a “cue” to recall one or more items of the same category. If the card 
decks differ in content, groups can exchange their decks to play the game again.  

S ounds 
(Eerie)S ounds (Eerie) S ounds (Eerie) S ounds (Eerie) 

The suggested activities and games in this section depend mostly 
on matching. Participants or players try to collect pairs or sets of 
four  picture items that can be classified in the same category. In 
the example above, there are illustrations of four eerie sounds: a 
howling cat, a wailing ghost, a howling wind, and a hooting owl.  
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For any “Concentration” game, 

some or all cards are placed face 

down on a playing surface.

In turn, players flip the cards 

over to see if they “match” in 

some way (in this case, if they 

belong to the same category of 

meaning). Everyone tries to 

remember item locations so they 

can get matches more quickly.
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PASS THE CARD, PLEASE.  Each group receives a card deck consisting of sets of four-of-a-kind, at least as
many sets as there are players. The cards are dealt out (approximately) equally. Players hold them in their hands 
fan-shaped; if any items belong to the same categories, they can put these cards together. The object is to be
the first to collect a set of four—or if the deck is large, to collect more sets than anyone else.   

Players sit in a circle. At a signal, everyone “discards” one of 
the cards from his/her hand by passing it face down 
to the person on his/her left. At the same time, 
players pick up the cards they’ve been given and put 
them in their hands. Simultaneously, they get rid of 
another card by passing it to players on their lefts, 
and so on—as fast as possible—around the circle.  

Whenever someone has four items of the same 
category, he/she removes that set from his/her 
hand and puts on the playing surface, naming or 
talking about the images. If there were only four 
cards in each hand to begin with, that player wins 
the game. Others may continue passing cards
until the whole deck is divided into sets of four.  

If the deck is larger than the number of players 
times four, the game goes on until all the cards are 
in their appropriate sets. The person with the most 
sets in front of him/her is the winner—if he/she 
can name all the images and/or use the words or 
phrases in sentences. 

THE GAME OF “SAME.”  Keeping sets of four-of-
a-kind within each card deck, adapt its size to the 
size of the group (probably between 3 and 6) and 
the time available for play. Shuffle the deck; deal out all the cards. Without looking at the images, 
all players place their cards in face-down stacks in front of them.  

The first player turns over the top card on his/her stack, names the image on it, 
and places the card face up on the playing surface so everyone can see it.       
The next player does the same, and so on around the group. When play     
returns to the first participant, he/she places the next card face up on top of                   
the previous card—as do all the other players on their turns. Soon, everyone        
will have a separate face-down and a face-up stack of cards.   

As each card is turned over and the item named, everyone looks around 
quickly to see if there are any matching images in the same category on top
of another stack. If there is a pair, the first person to recognize it correctly                   
and say “Same”—and to name both items—wins all the cards on both    
face-up stacks. That player puts the newly-won cards at the bottom of               
his/her face-down stack. If two players say “Same” at the same time, they 
divide the “winnings” equally. The “victor” is the player with the most cards 
after a set time limit. 

For a faster, louder variation of the game, all players can turn over the top card 
on their stacks at the same time. The first person to say “Same” for one match, 
“Same, Same” for two matches, or “Same, Same, Same” for three matches wins 
all the relevant card stacks—if he/she can name all the images correctly.   
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‘Pass the Card,” is an educational version of the classic children’s 

card game, “P-I-G.” In this player’s hand, there are already two 

matches, the Activities “Halloween Party” and “Bobbing for 

Apples.” He/She should pass either the Animals card (the vulture) 

or the Scary Characters card (the mummy in a coffin) to the person 

on his/her left. If he receives a card that matches the remaining 

single item, however, there’s a decision to e made: which of his/her 

card pairs should he break up to pass to the left on his next move?   
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The same player decided to pass on all the new cards he received 

except the Activities cards. On the third round, he got the item  

“Carving a Pumpkin.” On the sixth,  he received “Trick0or-

Treating,” completing a set of four-of-a-kind.    
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The educational game of “Same” is 

based on a children’s card game, 

“Snap.” Each player has two card 

decks on the playing surface, one 

face up and the other face down.         

In turn or at the same time, each 

person turns over the top card of 

his/her face-down pile. Everyone 

tries to be the first to see and name 

the items on “matching cards.”   
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