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Verb Attack

	 Teachers	 who	 are	 familiar	 with	 the	 popular	 game	 Battleship	 won’t	 have	
any	trouble	grasping	the	overall	structure	of	this	game.	Its	educational	aim	is	to	
practice	forming	questions	and	answers	in	the	present	progressive	tense,	with	
singular	and	plural	practice	and	gradually	increasing	vocabulary	and	grammar	
requirements.

	 While	the	game	can	be	played	with	classes	of	any	size	up	to	10,	four	to	six	
kids	is	ideal.	It	works	well	in	the	6th	Rank	and	up,	though	the	lowest	level	can	
be	appropriate	for	some	lower	rank	classes.	Higher	levels	will	challenge	upper-
rank	kids,	 junior	and	senior	high	schoolers,	and	perhaps	even	adults.	Budget	
at	least	20	minutes	in	your	lesson	plan	if	you	intend	to	play	to	the	end.

Setting Up

	 1.	Divide	the	class	into	two	teams.

	 2.	Seat	the	teams	at	opposite	ends	of	the	classroom	table.

	 3.	Construct	a	barrier	in	the	middle	of	the	table	to	prevent	teams	from	seeing	
their	opponents’	game	boards.

	 •	 Use	anything	handy	in	the	classroom	for	this.	We’ve	found	that	a	couple	
of	Phonics	Charts	propped	up	with	pencil	cups	or	chip	boxes	will	form	a	
satisfactory	wall.

	 4.	While	players	 take	shots	at	 a	military	 fleet	 in	Battleship,	 in	our	game	we	
swat	bugs.	Each	team	is	given	a	set	of	four	“mushis”:

	 •	 One	centipede	(covers three game board spaces)
	 •	 One	caterpillar	(covers two spaces)
	 •	 Two	mosquitoes	(one space each)

	 5.	Give	each	team	two	copies	of	 the	game	board.	(All four boards in the set 
are identical.)

	 a.	 On	one	of	their	boards,	a	team	arranges	their	four	bugs	in	any	configura-
tion	they	like.	The	two	long	bugs	may	be	placed	horizontally,	vertically,	or	
diagonally,	but	may	not	overlap	or	cross	another	bug.

	 b.	 Their	 other	 board	will	 be	 used	 to	 track	 hits	 and	misses	 they’ve	 scored	
against	their	opponents.

	 6.	Each	 team	 is	also	given	 two	piles	of	chips,	of	 two	different	colors.	Which	
colors	they	use	is	not	important.
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Game Play

	 1.	Teams	 take	 turns	 guessing	 on	 which	 squares	 their	 opponents’	 bugs	 are	
hiding.	First,	a	team	chooses	a	square	to	attack.	No	dilly-dallying	allowed.

	 2.	All	team	members	point	at	that	square	(on	their	own	board,	of	course—they	
can’t	see	their	opponents’).

	 3.	 In	 unison,	 speaking	 smoothly	 and	 with	 good	 pronunciation,	 they	 form	 a	
question.	For	example,	for	the	upper-left-most	square,	the	sentence	at	its	
lowest	 level	 is	 “The	 tiger	 is	sitting.”	A	 team	will	 thus	ask,	 “Is	 the	 tiger	sit-
ting?”

	 4.	 If	 the	other	team	has	stationed	one	of	their	bugs	on	that	square,	they	an-
swer,	 e.g.,	 “Yes,	 it	 is,	 and	 you’ve	 hit	 our	 caterpillar.”	 Otherwise	 they	 an-
swer,	“No,	it	isn’t.”	(Never	mind	that	the	pictured	tiger	is	indeed	sitting,	bug	
or	no	bug.	Humor	us	on	this	one.)

	 5.	 In	 the	case	of	a	mosquito,	a	single	hit	will	kill	 it.	The	answering	 team	will	
thus	say,	“Yes,	it	is,	and	you’ve	hit	and	killed	one	of	our	mosquitoes.”	The	
other	two	bug	types	are	killed	when	all	parts	have	been	hit	(two	for	cater-
pillars,	three	for	centipedes).	When	this	happens,	the	answering	team	will	
say,	e.g.,	“Yes	it	is,	and	you’ve	hit	and	killed	our	centipede.”

	 6.	The	attacking	team	will	mark	hits	on	their	second	game	board	with	chips	of	
one	color,	misses	with	a	different	color.	Teams	mark	incoming	hits	on	their	
own	bugs,	but	needn’t	mark	their	opponents’	misses.

	 Game	 play	 progresses	 back	 and	 forth	 between	 teams,	 adhering	 to	 our	
usual	standards	of	speed	and	strictness.	The	fun	lies	in	the	challenge,	so	teams	
lose their turn at once for any of the following:

	 •	 Being	too	slow	to	decide	which	square	to	attack
	 •	 After	deciding,	being	too	slow	to	speak
	 •	 One	member	being	inaudible	or	failing	to	point	at	the	square
	 •	 Making	 the	 slightest	 error	 (grammar,	 vocabulary,	 pronunciation,	 etc.)	

when asking the question
	 •	 For	the	other	team,	making	errors	when	answering—but	see	“Other	Ideas”	

below	for	a	pro-con	discussion	of	this	rule
	 •	 Speaking	Japanese	or	horsing	around

	 When	we	keep	 the	pace	high	and	 the	standards	stringent,	kids	 learn	 the	
rules	fast,	take	the	steadily	escalating	challenge	more	seriously,	and	have	a	lot	
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more	fun.

	 The	winning	team	is	the	first	to	kill	all	of	their	opponents’	bugs,	or	has	the	
most	hits	when	time	is	called.	Then,	of	course,	each	team	may	stand	and	look	
at	 the	other’s	 board	 to	 see	how	close	 they	 came	 to	 guessing	and	wiping	out	
more	targets.

Sentences, Levels and Variations

	 There	is	a	cue	sheet	for	teachers	included	with	the	game	set,	showing	the	
sentence	for	each	of	the	25	squares	on	the	game	board.	Three	difficulty	levels	
are	presented	in	this	format:
	 The	tiger	is	sitting	/	on	a	chair	/	by	the	animal	trainer.

Parse this as follows:
	 Level	1:	The	tiger	is	sitting.
	 Level	2:	The	tiger	is	sitting	on	a	chair.
	 Level	3:	The	tiger	is	sitting	on	a	chair	by	the	animal	trainer.

Students	will	form	questions	thus:
	 Level	1:	Is	the	tiger	sitting?
	 Level	2:	Is	the	tiger	sitting	on	a	chair?
	 Level	3:	Is	the	tiger	sitting	on	a	chair	by	the	animal	trainer?

	 •	 For	 some	 squares,	 the	 level	 3	 sentence	 is	 structurally	 different,	 so	 it	 has	
been	printed	in	full.

	 •	 Some	articles	(‘a’,	‘an’,	and	‘the’)	may	be	interchangeable.	For	example,	the	
level	3	question	above	could	also	have	been,	“Is	the	tiger	sitting	on	a	chair	
by an	animal	trainer?”

	 There	may	be	acceptable	variations	for	other	language	used	in	the	game.	
Many	of	these	should	also	gradually	increase	in	level.	Train	kids	to	put	a	little	
oomph	 into	 their	 exchanges—see	 ‘sorry’	 and	 ‘poor’	 below	 for	 examples—so	
that	their	enjoyment	is	enhanced	by	imbuing	functional	language	with	feeling.

	 •	 No,	it	isn’t.	/	No,	it’s	not.
	 •	 Sorry,	no,	it	isn’t!	/	Sorry,	no	it’s	not!
	 	 (Prompt	kids	to	sing	out	‘sorry’	mockingly.)	

	 •	 You	hit	our	caterpillar.
	 •	 You’ve	hit	our	caterpillar.
	 •	 You’ve	hit	and	injured	our	caterpillar.
	 •	 You’ve	hit	and	injured	our	poor	caterpillar…	but	it’s	still	alive!
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	 •	 You	killed	our	mosquito.
	 •	 You’ve	hit	and	killed	our	mosquito.
	 •	 You’ve	 hit	 and	 killed	 one	 of	 our	mosquitoes.	 /	You’ve	 hit	 and	 killed	 our	

other	mosquito.
	 •	 You’ve	hit	and	killed	one	of	our	poor, sweet	mosquitoes!	Awww!
  (Teacher will over-act when modeling this kind of fun. Once this has be-

come part of the rules, teams that still fail to mourn with sufficient pathos 
shall be taken to task or even penalized with a loss of turn.)

	 Begin	classes	on	the	lowest	level	and	raise	the	bar	in	subsequent	weeks	
as	appropriate.	We	want	to	set	the	challenge	level	just	above	students’	comfort	
zones,	keeping	 things	difficult	enough	 to	be	motivating,	 fun,	and	educational,	
but	not	so	difficult	that	students	become	discouraged.

	 The	 first	 time	you	play,	you	may	preview	 the	sentences	 for	 the	kids,	but	
many	teachers	prefer	to	dive	right	in,	with	kids	selecting	a	square	to	attack	and	
the	 teacher	 coaching	 them	 through	 it	 for	 the	 first	 few	 weeks;	 after	 that,	 any	
groups	that	need	coaching	will	still	get	it,	but	at	the	cost	of	a	lost	turn.	Kids	in	
mid-9th	Rank	 and	 up	will	 be	 familiar	with	 the	 present	 progressive	 tense	 and	
with	most	of	the	vocabulary	used	in	level	1.	Higher	levels	will	take	a	bit	of	pre-
teaching.

A Sample of Game Play (at level 2)

	Team	1:	 Is	the	deer	drinking	from	a	pondo?
	 You:	 Sorry,	not	‘pondo’.	It’s	‘pond’.
	Team	2:	 Is	the	shark—
	 You:	 Sorry,	there	are	two	sharks.
	Team	1:	 Is	the	deer	drinking	from	a	pond?
	Team	2:	 Yes,	she	ees—
	 You:	 It’s	a	male	deer,	and	it’s	‘is’,	not	‘ees’.	Try	again.
	Team	2:	 Yes,	he	is,	and	you’ve	hit	our	centipede.
  (Team 2 now loses a turn for their mistaken answer; team 1 asks an-

other question.)
	Team	1:	 Is	the	girl	painting	the	dog	house	red?
	Team	2:	 No,	she	isn’t.	Are	the	sharks	swimming	in	the	sea?
	Team	1:	 Yes,	they	are,	and	you’ve	hit	and	killed	our	other	mosquito.
  (And so forth.)
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Other Ideas

	 •	 In	a	private	lesson,	student	will	play	against	teacher.

	 •	 In	a	class	of	only	two	students,	they	can	compete	with	each	other	individu-
ally,	or	team	up	against	the	teacher.

	 •	 In	a	class	of	 three	students,	you	might	experiment	with	 two-against-one	or	
three-against-the-teacher,	depending	on	the	class	dynamic.

	 •	 As	mentioned	above	in	“Game	Play”,	teams	can	lose	turns	for	making	mis-
takes	in	their	answers.	There	are	two	important	factors	to	consider	here,	two	
competing priorities which we must attempt to balance:

	 —	In	general,	such	rules	should	be	strictly	enforced.	 If	we	are	 lenient	with	
this	 sort	 of	 thing,	 we	 find	 that	 the	 kids	 never	 truly	 nail	 certain	 words,	
grammar	or	 pronunciation,	 because	 they	are	never	 required	 to	 do	 so—
and	then,	 in	order	not	 to	“hurt	 their	 feelings”,	we	feel	 forced	to	continue 
being	 lenient.	 Kids	 won’t	 focus	 on	 things	 they’re	 merely	 reminded	 (or	
even	 nagged)	 to	 do	 because	 the	 delight	 of	 each	 success	 in	 the	 game	
trumps	 the	 teacher’s	 “suggestion”	 to	speak	correctly.	A	 real	penalty	 like	
the	loss	of	a	turn	will	motivate	students	to	reach	their	potential.	If	we	re-
ward	 them	 for	 less	 than	 best	 efforts,	 they	 end	 up	 repeatedly	 practicing	
and	happily	reinforcing	their	errors.

	 —	On	the	other	hand,	a	sufficient	ratio	of	successes	to	failures	is	crucial	to	
morale,	 and	 if	we	 raise	 the	 bar	 too	 high,	 less	 adept	 students	may	 lose	
turn	after	 turn	and	begin	 to	 feel	dead	 in	 the	water.	 In	 this	game	 in	par-
ticular,	weaker	teams	who	often	err	when	answering	may	not	get	enough	
chances	to	form	their	own	questions	due	to	repeated	turn	loss,	and	thus	
not	improve	at	the	game	as	fast	as	their	more	proficient	peers.	With	this	
in	mind,	you	may	waive	this	rule	at	your	discretion.

	 •	 One	alternative	to	the	above,	which	attempts	to	split	the	difference	between	
enforcing	or	not	enforcing	 the	 rule	on	skipping	 turns,	 is	 to	give	students	a	
penalty	chip	for	every	error	in	the	answers.	When	a	team	has	accumulated	
three	penalty	chips,	they	lose	their	next	turn.	Some	teachers	may	find	this	to	
be one rule too many; others will appreciate the neat balance of strictness 
and	 leniency.	 Note	 that	 this	 would	 only	 apply	 to	 answers,	 not	 questions,	
where	every	mistake	results	in	the	immediate	loss	of	that	turn.

	 •	 You	may	 follow	 the	 game	 by	 collecting	 all	 game	 boards,	 concealing	 them	
from	student	view,	and	then	playing	a	session	of	Quick	Response	Questions	
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about	the	content	of	the	board.	“What	color	are	the	two	singing	birds?”	“How	
many	fish	are	swimming	near	the	sharks?”	“Which	direction	is	the	elephant	
facing,	right	or	left?”

	 •	 An	alternative	way	of	phrasing	the	question	“Is	the	tiger	sitting?”	has	proven	
popular	with	 some	 teachers:	 “Is	 your	 tiger	 sitting?”	Note	 that	 ‘the’	has	be-
come	‘your’.	Both	‘you’	and	‘we’	have	a	tiger;	the	question	is	whether	‘your’	
tiger-square	is	bug-occupied.

	 •	 Classes	who	have	got	 far	enough	 into	Trialogs	 to	have	 learned	 ‘tag	ques-
tions’	may	be	required	to	use	them	in	 this	game.	Rather	 than	ask,	e.g.,	 “Is	
the	tiger	sitting	on	a	chair?”	they	will	ask,	“The	tiger	is	sitting	on	a	chair,	isn’t	
it?”

	 —	At	first,	require	all	questions	in	the	game	to	be	asked	in	this	format.	This	
will	give	students	practice	with	the	variations	required:	‘isn’t	it’,	‘isn’t	she’,	
‘aren’t	they’	etc.

	 —	When	they’re	ready,	tell	them	that	they	are	now	to	use	the	normal	ques-
tion	form	in	most	cases,	but	to	use	a	‘tag	question’	when	they	feel	reason-
ably	sure	they’re	going	to	get	a	hit.	For	example,	if	they’ve	hit	their	oppo-
nents’	centipede	twice	and	are	certain	they	know	where	the	third	hit	will	
be,	they	can	ask,	e.g.,	“The	sharks	are	swimming	in	the	sea,	aren’t	they?”	
If	 they’re	 right	 and	 score	a	 hit,	 they	also	get	 an	extra	 turn.	However,	 if	
they’re	wrong,	they	 lose	a	turn.	(This	rule	 is	a	neat	practical	application	
of	‘tag	questions’,	which	in	real	life	are	generally	used	when	we	think	we	
already	know	the	answer	to	our	own	question.)

	 •	 Some	 teachers	 have	 experimented	 with	 an	 additional	 rule,	 in	 which	 each	
team	places	a	chip	of	a	special	color	(say,	white,	 if	 the	white	chips	are	not	
otherwise	 being	 used)	 anywhere	 they	 like	 on	 their	 own	 board.	 If	 their	 op-
ponents	happen	to	attack	that	square	(asking,	e.g.	“Is	the	giraffe	eating?”),	
they	answer,	“No,	it	isn’t,	but	you’ve	hit	our	white	chip!”	This	is	bad	news	for	
the	 attacking	 team,	 because	 the	 team	whose	white	 chip	was	 hit	 now	gets	
three	free	turns	in	a	row.	(At	this	time,	the	white	chips	are	removed	from	both	
boards.)	The	added	drama	makes	 the	game	even	more	 fun,	and	 fortuitous	
white-chip-strikes	have	been	known	to	reverse	the	fortunes	of	a	losing	team	
and	lead	to	come-from-behind	victories.

	 •	 In	 the	 interest	of	 fairness,	 if	 the	 team	who	goes	 first	 in	 the	game	ends	up	
winning,	you	may	wish	to	give	the	other	team	one	last	turn	anyway,	a	‘part-
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ing	shot’	by	which,	if	they	succeed,	the	game	may	conclude	in	a	tie.

	 •	 Some	teachers,	not	content	with	only	 four	bugs	per	 team,	have	 introduced	
other	 toy	 creepy-crawlies.	 PLS	 provides	 laminated	 two-dimensional	 bugs,	
but	the	squeamish	appeal	of	3-D	arthropods	cannot	be	denied.

	 Verb	Attack	has	proven	a	hit	with	students	of	a	variety	of	ages	and	levels.	
Played	right,	 it’s	an	effective	and	 fun	way	 to	practice	 the	present	progressive	
tense,	 build	 vocabulary,	 and	 produce	 ever-longer	 and	 more	 interesting	 sen-
tences.	Enjoy!


