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TEACHING WITH GAMES  

Lori Verstegen 
    
Games can be an extremely effective way to teach and review concepts in all subject 
areas.  But why is this so?  What makes a game such a powerful tool in the classroom?    
 
1.  GAMES ARE FUN = MOTIVATION 

 
Students (and teachers) are more likely to be motivated to spend time doing the things 
they enjoy.  In any type of school, motivation is a prime concern. How many kids, after 
reading a chapter in a textbook or finishing a worksheet, beg to do it again?  Not many. 
However, because games are fun, kids will often want to play them over and over again.  
And the more time they spend with the information you want them to learn, the more 
likely they will be to learn it well.   
 
 
2.  GAMES INCREASE LEARNING RETENTION 
 
While playing games, students must not only recall the information taught them, but they 
must be able to discuss and use the information as well.  This means that they must 
understand it more fully, and they will retain it for a longer period of time.  A learning 
retention chart published by The National Training Laboratories in Bethel, Maine, shows 
that the average person retains very little of what he learns by lecture or by reading, but 
that retention is greatly enhanced when the information must be discussed or used 
immediately after learning it.  Games require students to do both. 
 
 
              LEARNING MODE                                         AVERAGE RETENTION 
  
                 Lecture                                                                                 5% 

                 Reading                                                                              10% 

                Audio-Visual                                                                       20% 

                Demonstration                                                                     30% 

                Discussion                                                                           50% 

                Immediate Use / Application                                            90% 
 
 
3.  GAMES HELP DEVELOP CRITICAL THINKING SKILLS 

 
In addition to requiring students to discuss and use the information you have taught them, 
many games also require a bit of strategy to win. All together, these help develop a 
child’s critical thinking skills—a higher level of thought than rote memorization and an 
important goal in the education of a young mind.  
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GAMES FOR CLASSROOMS OR HOMESCHOOLS 
 
The games we will be playing come from Teaching with Games.  They work well in an 
educational setting because they are simple to make, quick to play, and easily adaptable 
to any subject material, grade level, and number of players.  We will play at least one 
game from each of five categories: 
 

I.  “No-Prep” Games 

II.   Matching Card Games 

III.  Question Games 

IV. Math Facts Games 

V.     “Make As You Teach” Games 

 

 Note:  Samples of games are provided, but you can adapt each to any subject matter.  Do 
not simply rely on the sample games—venture out and make your own.   
 
While there is one sample game from each section provided, many more are listed. This 
is because we can play any of them that interest you.  We do not have to stick to the ones 
I chose for samples. 
 
 
IMPORTANT 
 
When using any game, the best learning will occur if you, the teacher, use the game time 
as a teaching opportunity.  Use game questions as springboards to engage students in 
further discussion of the information.  Don’t let students be in so much of a hurry to win 
the game that they do not pay attention to what you are trying to teach or review.   
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I. NO-PREP GAMES 
 

The games in this group are very versatile and can be played at the spur of the moment.  
They are great time fillers when a lesson is finished a little early as well as a fun way to 
introduce a new concept or review an old one at the beginning of class.  These are the 
games in this section: 
  

No-Noose Hangman 
Wheel of Fortune 
Pictionary   
Academic 20 Questions   

 
 

NO-NOOSE “HANGMAN”  
 

Need:  *a whiteboard and marker (paper and pencil work for a small group)        
 
This game is played much like the traditional “Hangman,” but uses phrases instead of 
words.  To play, think of anything you would like your students to remember from 
previous lessons or that you would like to introduce in a new lesson.  Put the information 
in a short phrase.  Try to also think of a follow-up bonus question that would elaborate on 
the information in the phrase.  For example, if you wanted your students to remember 
that the topic sentence and the clincher of a paragraph should repeat or reflect 2-3 key 
words, your phrase might simply be “TOPIC CLINCHER RULE.”   Once the puzzle is 
solved, the follow up question could then be, “What is the Topic-Clincher Rule?” 
 
On the whiteboard, draw a blank for each letter in the phrase you have selected.  For the 
above phrase, the whiteboard would look like this:   
 

  
___ ___ ___ ___ ___ 

 
___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ 

 
___ ___ ___ ___ 

 
 
     Students take turns guessing letters, one letter per turn.  If the letter is in the phrase, 
fill it in on the correct blank.  If not, write the letter below the blanks so no one else 
guesses it.   
 
    Any time a student knows the entire puzzle, he may shout it out.  It does not have to 
be his turn to guess.  If he is correct, he gets five points and can earn an extra three if he 
can answer the bonus question.    Repeat with a new puzzle. 
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II. MATCHING CARD GAMES 
 
Games in this section require cards to be made or purchased.  Blank 3x5 note cards work 
well.  In addition, almost any type of flashcard will work if you do not want to make your 
own (purchase from teacher supply stores).  Pictures are not necessary, but they are nice.  
An easy way to include pictures is to copy them from the textbook upon which you are 
basing your game or search the internet.  These are the games in this section: 
 

Elimination Find the Card 
Lightning Avoid the Card 
Hot Potato Human Body Systems Capture 
Round Robin Recall 

 
 
FIND THE CARD 
 
This is a variation of the classic “Memory” game.  It may be played with two different 
types of matching cards—identical matches or question-answer matches.  The Ancient 
Egypt game below is a Question-Answer match.  You will also need a die or spinner. 
 
 
TO PLAY:    
 

1. Divide the cards into two stacks (one of each identical match in each pile OR 
questions in one stack, short answers in the other).   

 
2.  Mix up the answer cards and spread them out face down on a table or in a 

pocket chart. Optional: Lay the cards face up and let the students study them 
for 10 seconds before turning them face down.    

 
3.   Keep the question cards in a pile.  Roll a die to determine the point value of 

the first match, then turn up the first question card only.  Read the question. 
      
4.  Teams (or individuals) now take turns trying to find the matching card.  To 

help reinforce concepts, when an incorrect answer is tuned up, state the 
corresponding question. 

 
5.   The first team that finds the match receives the points. NOTE:  Do not remove the 

card from the table or pocket chart.  All answer cards remain out for the entire game.  
 
6.  Repeat with the next card on the draw pile. Don’t forget to roll the die for the point 

value.  The longer the game goes, the faster matches are found as students have seen 
several of the cards and will remember where they are. 

 
TO ADD SOME FUN: When a six is rolled, mix up the answer cards.   
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ANCIENT EGYPT “FIND THE CARD” (Sample Cards) 
 

 
Make more of your own to match your studies.  Pictures are not necessary, but they 
should be easy to copy from a text book or from the internet. 
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 AVOID THE CARD 
 
This game is good when you want to remind your students of many facts and also 
impress upon them that one (or two) things don’t belong with those facts.  The things that 
don’t belong should have a negative connotation.   Here are some ideas: 
 

History:      Things in a medieval town and a dragon 
                   Revolutionary War heroes with Benedict Arnold  
   World War II events and the atomic bomb 
 
Bible:   All the blessings we have in Christ with Sin & Death 
 
Science:    Clean sources of energy with a coal burning factory  
 
Geography:   Pictures of famous beautiful landmarks and Death Valley  
  

 
TO PLAY  
 
Spread out the cards face down on a table (or in a pocket chart).  The sample cards that 
follow are for Ancient Rome Avoid the Card.  Students (or teams) take turns turning over 
a card.    Tell students they must try to collect as many as possible before Mt. Vesuvius 
blows up and destroys Pompeii.  The student (or team) who picks Mt. Vesuvius looses.   
 
Variation: Let each team continue to pick cards until the hit Mt. Vesuvius.  Count their 
cards.  Shuffle and let the next team to the same.  The team with the most cards wins.  
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III.  QUESTION GAMES 
 
Games in this section are games in which you can ask any question; hence, they are very 
adaptable to any subject.  They include the following: 
 

Question Bag Game (quick & easy) 
Planet Tic-Tac-Toe 
Simplified Revolutionary War Jeopardy 

 
SIMPLIFIED “JEOPARDY” 

 
Need: * Set of question cards organized into at least three different categories, each with  
               three different levels of difficulty.  Samples on the next pages are for 

REVOLUTIONARY WAR JEOPARDY, but you can make your own for any 
subject.  Add a few Double Points questions and Lose Your Turn cards. 

  
        * Three dice        

TO PLAY:   
1.   Lay all cards face down on a table or in the pocket chart.  Organize them into 

columns for the categories and rows for the level of difficulty.  If you have 
more than one card for the same level of difficulty under a category, stack 
them.  Label each category at the top of the corresponding column.  

  
2.  Students (or teams) take turns choosing a category and level of difficulty.  If 

the “easy” level is chosen, the team rolls only one die to determine the 
question’s point value.  For “medium” two dice are rolled, and for “hard,” 
three. You, the teacher, take the question and read it to the team (answers are 
on the bottom). Choose a different spokesperson for the team for each 
question.  Others may help him, but he must be the one to give the answer. 

 
  3. If a team answers the question correctly, give them the appropriate number of 

points and remove the card.  If they answer incorrectly, do not subtract points.  
Place it in a separate spot.  Other teams now have the option of answering that 
question as a DOUBLE POINTS QUESTION. These questions, along with 
those labeled DOUBLE POINTS, are worth twice the number of points rolled.  
Unlike other questions, if they are answered incorrectly, points are subtracted.   

        
4.  Be sure each team has an equal number of turns.  The team with the most 

points at the end wins.   
 

VARIATIONS FOR HOME SCHOOLS:  If you have only one child, let him play to try 
to reach a certain number of points.  When the goal is reached, he can have a play break.   
 
If you have students at different levels or studying different subjects, make separate sets 
of cards for each.  Each child would choose from his own board. 
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REVOLUTIONARY WAR “JEOPARDY” 
Glue the category titles to 3 x 5 note cards.  Copy question cards onto cover stock and cut 
them out.  Stack all of the same difficulty level together under each category. 

 

PEOPLE 
 

People                                                Easy 

 
 

Who wrote the  
Declaration 

of  
Independence? 

 
 
 
 

Thomas Jefferson 

People                                                Easy 

 
 

Who is infamous 
for being a  
traitor to 

the Americans? 
 
 

 
Benedict Arnold 

People                                                
Easy 

 
 

Which American 
general was  

Commander-in Chief 
of the American army? 

 
 

 
George Washington 

People                                           
Medium 

 
 

Who said, 
“I only regret that I 
have but one life to 

lose for my country”? 
 
 
 

Nathan Hale 

People                                           Medium 

 
 

Who said, 
“Give me liberty or give 

me death”? 
 
 
 
 

Patrick Henry 

People                                           
Medium 

 
 

Who is supposed to 
 have said,  

“I have not yet begun 
to fight”? 

 
 

 
John Paul Jones 

People                                             Hard 

 
Who was the British 

general who 
surrendered to 

Washington to end  
the war? 

 
 
 

Cornwallis 

People                                             Hard 

 
Who is called  

“The Father of the 
American  

Revolution”? 
 
 
 

 
Samuel Adams 

People                                             Hard 

 
***DOUBLE*** 

Who is known as 
“The Father of the  

Constitution”? 
 

***DOUBLE*** 
 
 

James Madison 



email: loriv@excellenceinwriting.com    
website: excellenceinwriting.com 

PLACES  
 

Places                                          Easy 
 
 
 
 

Where did  
Benjamin Franklin 

go to get help  
for America? 

 
 

 
France 

Places                                          Easy 
 
 
 

Where did George 
Washington and his 

men camp during the 
bitter cold winter of 

1777? 
 

 
Valley Forge 

Places                                          Easy 
 

***DOUBLE*** 

Where did Americans 
store their ammunition 

prior to the war 
breaking out? 

 
***DOUBLE*** 

 
Concord 

Places                                        Medium 
 

 
Where was the  
Declaration of 
Independence 

 signed? 
 
 
 

Independence Hall, Philadelphia 

Places                                          Medium 
 

 
 

Where was the first  
shot of the war fired? 

 
 
 
 

Lexington  

Places                                         Medium 
 

Where were lanterns 
hung to warn the 

minutemen whether the 
British would come by 

land or sea? 
 
 
 

The Old North Church 

Places                                            Hard 
 
 
 

Where did Cornwallis 
surrender to 
Washington? 

 
 
 
 

Yorktown 

Places                                            Hard 
 

 
LOSE 

A 
TURN 

Places                                            Hard 
 

 
Where was the last 

capital of the United 
States  before 

Washington D.C.? 
 
 
 

Philadelphia 
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EVENTS 
 

Events                                          Easy 
 
 
 
 

What caused the 
 Boston Tea Party? 

 
 
 
 

 
Unfair taxes 

Events                                          Easy 
 
 
 

 
What was the  

Boston Massacre? 
 

 
 
British soldiers fired into a mob 
of colonists angry over taxes and 

killed five of them 

Events                                        Easy 
 
 

 
 

What is July 4, 1776, 
known for? 

 
 
 

Signing of Declaration of 
Independence 

Events                                       Medium 
 

 
Did Americans or 

British fire the first shot 
of the war that is known 

as “the shot heard 
‘round the world”? 

 
 

No one knows 

Events                                        Medium 
 

 
LOSE 

A 
TURN 

 
 

Events                                        Medium 
 

 
 

What event is  
Molly Pitcher most 

famous for? 
 
 
 

Taking her husband’s place at the cannon 

Events                                            Hard 
 
 
 
 

Which battle is  
known as the turning 

point of the war? 
 
 

 
 

Saratoga 

Events                                            Hard 
 

 
 

What was the first 
major battle of the 

Revolutionary War? 
 
 

 
 

Bunker Hill 

Events                                            Hard 

 
What did the 

Continental Congress 
do after the war to 
ensure that the new 

country would have a 
fair government? 

 
 

Wrote the Constitution 
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IV.  MATH FACTS GAMES 
 
The games in this section are designed to give students plenty of practice with basic 
addition, subtraction, multiplication, and/or division.  For a change in your school 
routine, try using one of them in place of a worksheet or speed drill. These are the games 
is this section: 
 
Sum Fun (Addition & Subtraction) 
Fun Times (Multiplication) 
Number Line Tug of War (Adding & Subtracting, including negative numbers) 
   
“FUN TIMES” 

 
 This game is for 2 - 4 players.  If you have a large class, divide them into 3 teams.     
 
Need:  Two dice, modified a little.  Using a permanent marker, on one of the dice, 
change the 1 to a 7.  On the other, change 1 - 4 to 7 – 10.   You do not need to make dots, 
just write the numbers.  Use white-out to cover up the original dots.  You should be left 
with two dice—one that has numbers 2-7 and the other that has numbers 5-10. 
 
Each player (team) will need his own unique playing pieces (small buttons, coins, glass 
beads, dried beans).  In a class, I make a large game board on poster board and I use 
different colors of small sticky notes for playing pieces. 
     
TO PLAY:  

 
1.  Players take turns rolling the dice and multiplying the numbers rolled.  The 

player may then cover the product on the game board with one of his playing 
pieces; however, only one playing piece may occupy the same square at the 
same time.  If the desired square is already occupied, players must follow 
these rules: 

 
       *The gray squares are “safe” squares.  This means that the piece that is 

currently occupying it may not be removed, so the square is off limits to any 
new pieces.  

 
        *The white squares are “unsafe” squares.  This means that the piece that 

is currently occupying it may be removed by another player who rolls the 
appropriate product.  The new player may then take over the square.   

 
         * If a player rolls a DOUBLE 5, 6, or 7, he first covers the product of 

those numbers according to the rules above.  Then, he may cover any 
additional square he chooses.  If another player’s piece is on that square, he 
may remove it, even on a gray.  

 
2.   If a player is unable to cover the product he rolls, he must forfeit that turn.    
 
3.  The first player to cover four spaces in a row wins.   
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“FUN TIMES”  
 
     5                 6                 7                 8                 9               10 

 
10 

 
12 

 
14 

 
16 

 
18 

 
20 

 
15 

 
18 

 
21 

 
24 

 
27 

 
30 

 
20 

 
24 

 
28 

 
32 

 
36 

 
40 

 
25 

 
30 

 
35 

 
40 

 
45 

 
50 

 
30 

 
36 

 
42 

 
48 

 
54 

 
60 

 
35 

 
42 

 
49 

 
56 

 
63 

 
70 

 

DOUBLE 5, 6, or 7 is WILD.   
After covering the product rolled, choose and cover any additional space.  
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V.  MAKE AS YOU TEACH GAMES 
 

Rock Lotto 
Geometry Bingo 
Board Games (eg: Space Game, Ancient Artifact Dig, and Last Days of Christ) 

 
 
 
CONTINENT COVER-UP 
 
This game is a great way to teach world geography.  You can buy continent maps with all 
the details already on them, or you can have students make their own using blank maps. 
Have students add any details you want them to know about each continent. These details 
should be written on cards.  Some sample cards for North America are on the following 
page.  
 
The maps become the game boards after students have added the details on the cards. 
You do not have to finish all of the continents before you play. Play after you finish the 
first two.  Then play again every time you finish a new map. 
 
TO PLAY:   
 
Give each player (or team) one continent map and at least five of any type of token 
(chips, buttons, coins, glass stones, beans…) .  
 
Cut out, shuffle, and stack the game cards.  Pick one card at a time and read the clue.  The 
student (or team) with the map that has the landmark noted on the card covers that 
landmark with a token.  Continue with the next card.  Play until one team has covered 
five (or however many you decide) landmarks.  That team is the winner. 
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North America 
 

The Great  
Lakes 

 
(H- O- M- E- S) 

 
 

Washington, D.C. 
 

(the capital of the United States) 

 
 

Canada 

 
 

Mexico 

Largest mountain 
range in  
North  

America 
 

(the Rockies) 

 
The largest state 

in the  
United States 

(Alaska) 

 
The Mississippi  

River 

 
 

Florida 
 
 

 
The Redwood 

Forest 

 
The Gulf  
of Mexico 
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