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9 
Games and icebreakers

Icebreakers are used at the beginning of a class or group. They are intended as an activity to lessen 
anxiety and to give teacher and students an opportunity to observe each other. Depending on the 
activity, some processing may take place, but it may be just a source of fun and/or to energise. 
The teacher should be familiar with the activity and pre-testing is advised. Students should be 
encouraged to participate at a level with which they feel comfortable and care should be taken of 
those who may be carrying physical injury. Icebreakers should be short and a source of fun.

(Source: SPHE Handbook 5.9.)

Below are some icebreakers/games that can be used in lessons.

Categories

Purpose: 

• to help students to get to know each other 

• to organise students into groups. 

Procedure:

1.  Ask students to stand up.

2.  Tell them you are going to call out a particular criterion or category; they must organise 
themselves into small groups based on the criterion or category they belong to.

3.  The first time, use a category with two options and announce one side of the room for 
one category and the other side of the room for the other category. This should help 
students understand how the activity works.

Here are some possible categories.

• Two categories: 

– When you clasp your hands together and fold your thumbs over your hands, is your 
right or left thumb on top?

– Fold your arms across your chest. Is your right or left arm on top?

– Which leg do you put into trousers first?
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– Which eye do you prefer to wink with?

– Which side of the bed (left or right) do you get out of in the morning?

– Are you a folder or scruncher? (Toilet paper)

– Can you roll your tongue? (Yes/No)

• Three categories: 

– When licking an ice cream cone, do you: twirl the cone clockwise? Twirl the cone anti-
clockwise? Lick up and down?

• More than three categories:

– What is your favourite season?

– How many siblings do you have?

– What colour are your eyes?

– What’s your shoe size?

– What’s your favourite colour?

– What’s your star sign?

Human Knot

Purpose: To encourage teamwork and problem solving.

Procedure:

• Students form a circle of about ten. 

• Each student reaches across, grasping another person’s hand, until everyone has two 
hands grasped.

• Without letting go of any hands, the students must undo the knot by going under, over 
and through the spaces created by the arms and hands of those around them.

Fear in a Hat 

Purpose: to discuss fears about starting secondary school/exams/peer pressure, likes and 
dislikes (in two separate hats), worries, complaints, hopes/wishes/goals, favourite moments, 
etc.
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Procedure:

• People write down their personal fears anonymously on pieces of paper. The pieces of 
paper are then collected and put in a container.

• Each person then reads someone else’s fear to the group and explains how that person 
might feel.

This can also be done for likes and dislikes, worries, complaints, hopes/wishes/goals, 
favourite moments, etc.

Control Tower 

Purpose: to develop good listening skills.

Procedure:

• Move all desks and chairs to the side of the room.

• Ask for two volunteers: one to be the control tower and the other to be the aeroplane.

• The control tower stands on a chair in a corner at one side of the room.

• The plane, blindfolded, stands in the opposite corner awaiting instructions from the 
control tower.

• The rest of the class clutter the runway (the rest of the classroom) by standing one arm’s 
length away from one another with their arms by their sides and feet together in total 
silence so they don’t give away their position.

• The control tower’s job is to give instructions to guide the aeroplane down the runway to 
the tower without hitting any human obstacle. ‘Right a bit, two steps forward,’ and so on.

• One penalty point is given each time an obstacle is touched. When the plane gets three 
penalty points, it crashes.

• When the plane crashes, new volunteers are sought.

(Source: The Teacher’s Toolkit, Paul Ginnis (2002), p. 194.)
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Name Games

Purpose: to help students to get to know each other.

Procedure:

• Get the students in a circle.

• One person is given a tennis ball. This person says their name and the name of the 
person they are going to pass the ball to.

• The next person does the same, and so on.

• Continue this activity until students become familiar with each other’s names.

variations:

• Each person must say their name followed by something they like. For example, ‘My 
name’s Orla and I like oranges.’ Remind the students that the information is just for fun 
and what they like does not necessarily have to be a fact. For example, ‘My name is Sam 
and I like sky diving.’

• Students say their name followed by a place that they would like to go to on holiday. For 
example, ‘My name is Edel and I’d like to go to Egypt.’ The next person will say, ‘Edel likes 
to go to Egypt. My name is Pat and I’d like to go to Portugal’, and so on.

• Each person uses the first letter of their name to describe something positive about 
themselves. For example, the first person may saying, ‘I’m sporty Sarah.’ The next person 
says, ‘This is sporty Sarah. I am courageous Caroline.’ Each student repeats the former 
student’s descriptions and this continues around the class.

Name Pantomime

Purpose: 

• to energise the group

• to help students get to know each other.

Procedure:

• Participants stand in a circle, arm distance apart. 

• Ask each person to think of a verb that starts with the same letter as their first name, for 
example, ‘Jumping James’. 
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• The person does the action and yells out their action-name. Everyone then repeats the 
action and the action-name.

• This game requires a pretty high level of instructor energy and drama as people are often 
pretty shy to start with. Really encourage everyone to join in and say the name and action 
of everyone else. To really drill names home, go around again.

Animal Sounds

This works with any group size over ten.

Purpose: to energise the group.

Procedure:

• Invite people into a circle.

• Hand out blindfolds (or ask students to close their eyes).

• Whisper the name of an animal (e.g. dog, cow, cat, etc.) to each person.

• The challenge is to find the same animal as you, but you can only make the sound of your 
animal. Be prepared to stop people bumping into each other!

Instructions

Purpose:

• to help students to get to know each other

• to energise the group.

Procedure:

• Get a large inflatable beach ball and use a permanent fine or medium point marker to 
write all the following questions on it. The resulting tool is an ‘icebreaker ball’ that you can 
use for years to come.

• People take it in turns to throw the ball. The person who catches it has to answer the 
question touching their left thumb. They then say their name, answer the question and 
throw it to someone else. 

The following questions are simply suggestions. You can add more serious or in-depth 
questions, depending upon the level of icebreaker you want this to be:
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1.  What is your favourite movie? 

2.  Tell us your favourite joke. 

3. If your life was being turned into a feature length movie, who would play you and why? 

4.  Where is the worst place you’ve ever been stuck waiting? 

5.  What is your ‘15 minutes of fame’? 

6.  If you were invisible, where would you go? 

7.  What one object in your home are you most embarrassed about owning? 

8.  What is your greatest addiction? 

9.  Approximately how many books have you read in the past year (excluding schoolbooks)? 

10.  Who is the one person you would most like to meet? 

11.  What is your greatest phobia? 

12.  What celebrity irritates you the most? 

13.  What is your lifelong dream? 

14.  What have you tried in life and simply were not good at? 

15.  What is the scariest movie you’ve ever seen? 

16.  What’s the biggest advantage of being really tall? 

17.  How many minutes does it take you to get ready in the morning? 

18.  What hobby have you always wanted to pick up? 

19.  If you could be a member of a TV sitcom family, which would it be? 

20.  If you were any animal, what would you be? 

21.  What do you need more of right now? 

22.  If you were a nationality other than your own, which would you choose? Why? 

23.  What three adjectives best describe you? 

24.  If you were on a desert island, what two things would you want with you? 

25. What was your favourite book growing up? 

26. What is your favourite pet’s name? 
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27. What is the longest period of time you have spent in a car? 

28. What is the best costume you ever wore for Hallowe’en? 

29. If you were a teacher what subject would you teach? 

30. What are you most proud of? 

Confusion

Purpose: to help participants begin to feel more comfortable in a new group. 

Procedure:

• Give each participant a sheet with various tasks and ask them to complete and sign it 
when you say, ‘Go!’ Here are some sample tasks: 

– Do five push-ups.

– Stand on one foot with your arms outstretched for twenty seconds.

– Leap frog over someone five times.

– Play ‘Ring a Ring a Rosy’ with two other people.

– Recite a nursery rhyme.

– Shake hands with someone you do not know and continue holding hands while 
debating the merits of your favourite ice cream flavour.

– Have someone teach you a dance step (even if they make it up).

• The first person to complete the entire sheet wins. 

Truth, Truth, Lie

Purpose:

• to help students to get to know each other

• to develop communication skills.

Procedure:

• Give the group some time to write down two things about themselves that are true, and 
one thing that is a lie.
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• Each group member will then share these facts about themselves and the rest of the 
group has to figure out which fact is actually a lie.

Who Am I?

Purpose: to develop turn-taking and listening skills.

Procedure:

• In this exercise, group members will be asked to identify the name of famous person.

• The teacher asks for a volunteer and tapes the name of a famous person (fictional or real) 
on the forehead of the volunteer (e.g. Fred Flintstone, Marge Simpson, Mickey Mouse, 
etc.) 

• The volunteer cannot see what is taped to their forehead. Their task is to find out who 
they are. 

• The volunteer must ask others in the class yes/no questions to try to work out who they are. 

• If the volunteer receives a ‘Yes’ answer, they can continue to ask that individual questions 
until they receive a ‘No’ answer. Then they must move on to someone else. 

• This continues until the volunteer can determine who they are.

Surgeon’s Dilemma 

Purpose: to raise awareness of stereotypical thinking.

Procedure: the teacher reads the following scenario to the class.

A young man who had been badly injured in a car accident has been brought into a hospital’s 
accident and emergency department. The doctor determines that emergency brain surgery 
is required. Accordingly, the brain surgeon is paged. On seeing the patient, the surgeon 
exclaims, ‘My God, I can’t operate on that boy! He’s my son!’

That is so, but the surgeon is not the boy’s father. How can the apparent contradiction be 
explained? 

Solution: the answer, of course, is that the surgeon is the boy’s mother. Although there 
are many women doctors – and many of them are prominent specialists – our cultural 
stereotyping tells us that doctors are men and nurses are women. The story could have just 
as easily have been about a male nurse attending a patient.
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Change... 

Purpose: to make people aware of the impact of change and how they feel about it.

Procedure:

• Ask everyone to fold their arms. 

• Then ask them to fold their arms the other way round. Wait in silence for a few moments 
before asking them to unfold their arms.

• Debrief by asking: how difficult it was to fold their arms the other way; what it feels like 
with their arms folded the other way round; and whether they had the urge to unfold or 
re-fold their arms.

recall 

Purpose: to help people become aware of the strategies they use when trying to recall a 
sequence of numbers and letters.

Procedure:

• Display the following sequence of letters and ask the group to imagine that they are very 
important.

DnOSAJJMAMFJ
• Tell the group that they have thirty seconds to memorise the sequence. After thirty 

seconds, rub out the letters and ask the group to try to write down the sequence.

• Ask the group how well they did and point out that what’s important here is not how 
successful they were, but how they went about trying to remember it.

• Debrief by asking the group what strategies they used to remember the sequence.

Describe It! 

Purpose: to demonstrates the importance of feedback in communication. 

Procedure:

• Ask a volunteer to sit with their back to the class and to describe a drawing of their 
choice.
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• The class attempts to draw the picture without asking any questions or receiving any 
feedback. 

• Repeat the exercise, with the same person or volunteer and using another drawing. 
This time the class is allowed to ask questions and to give feedback. Discuss feelings, 
emotions, results and effects. 

Mumblers 

Purpose: to demonstrate the importance of non-verbal communication. It’s surprising to learn 
that as little as 7 per cent of a communication’s effectiveness can be attributed to words 
alone, with voice quality contributing 38 per cent and ‘non-verbals’ providing the remaining 
55 per cent.

Procedure:

• Divide the group into pairs and give one person in each pair a card with a simple task 
that they should communicate to their partner. For example, ‘Close the door,’ ‘Open the 
window,’ ‘Scratch my back,’ etc.

• They can communicate with each other in any way they like – gestures, sounds, tone of 
voice – but they can’t use recognisable words. The exercise finishes when the task has 
been completed.

Word Hunt 

Purpose: 

• to encourage communication

• to energise a group.

Procedure:

• The group is given a letter and asked to write down as many words that begin with that 
letter as they can think of in five minutes. Names and place names are allowed.
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Uses for a... 

Purpose: to warm up a group.

Procedure:

• This is the classic brainstorming exercise where the class is presented with an object – 
such as a brick or a plastic cup – and challenged to write down as many uses as they can 
think of for the object.

(Adapted from www.mwls.co.uk/icebreakers/; www.wilderdom.com/games/Icebreakers.html)

Communication Challenge

Purpose: to develop groupwork skills.

Procedure:

• Round 1 – Give everyone a number. They have to arrange themselves in numerical order, 
but they cannot communicate using speech or by holding up fingers. Students must 
make up their own sub-language or sign-language. 

• Round 2 – Have everyone arrange themselves in order of birth or in calendar months. 

Crash

Purpose: to energise a group.

Procedure:

• Everybody mingles, constantly moving, until the teacher calls out a number. 

• The students must then try to get into groups of that number; any group/s who don’t 
succeed are out.

Human Bingo

Purpose: 

• to develop group work skills

• to develop communication skills.

www.mwls.co.uk/icebreakers
www.wilderdom.com/games/Icebreakers.html
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Procedure:

• Create a bingo card grid with fairly large squares on a sheet of A4 paper.

• At the start of the class give each person a copy of the bingo card.

• Ask students to write in each box something that it would be interesting to know about 
someone, e.g. someone who has won a competition recently.

• Ask students now to move around the room and try to find someone who matches any of 
the details on the squares. If a player does match, they sign their name in that square/s.

• Players can only ask one question per person before moving on.

• The winner is the first person who gets a row of signatures or has the most names at the 
end of the game.

I Have Never...

Purpose: another good game for finding things out about other people.

Procedure:

• Have everyone sit in a circle except one person. The person in the middle says something 
that they have never done (e.g. ‘I have never worn a dress’). All the other people who 
have never done that have to get up and find an empty seat (from someone else who 
just got up).

• The person stuck without a seat is now in the middle. 

• This game has no time limit.

Paper Roll

Purpose: to help students get to know each other.

Procedure

• Don’t tell anybody what is going to happen.

• Get a roll of toilet paper and tell all those playing not to take to take too much but to take 
however much they want.

• When all the players have taken the number of sheets they want, each person has to say 
one thing about themselves for every sheet they have.
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Group Scavenger Hunt

Purpose: to develop group work skills.

Procedure:

• Divide students into small groups.

• Call out different items or activities for the groups to find or do. 

• The first group to come up to the front with the item or to complete the activity gets a 
point. 

• The group with the most points at the end wins. Suggested items and activities: 

– a red (or another colour) shoelace – to be removed from the shoe

– a pen with a chewed cap

– a non-Irish cent

– a paper clip

– a stamp

– a family picture

– two people with their shoelaces tied together

– a key chain with at least five keys

– a bookmark

– a receipt from a shop.

Shoe Pile

Purpose: 

• to help students to get to know each other

• to energise the group.

Procedure:

• Everyone takes off one shoe and throws it into a big pile. 

• Each person picks up a different shoe from the pile and finds the person it belongs to. 
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Spinning Pairs

Purpose: to energise the group.

Procedure:

• The group gets into pairs facing each other. 

• Each person places their palms on the other person’s palms at a little above shoulder 
height. 

• Both partners close their eyes and pull their palms apart (about twelve inches) while 
keeping their palms at the same height. 

• Both then turn around on their respective spot three times at the same time. 

• The goal is to reconnect palms after spinning while keeping your eyes closed.

Tell a Story

Purpose: 

• to warm up the group

• to develop communication skills.

Procedure:

• Tell the class they are going to create a story.

• Ask a volunteer to give one line to start the story. The next person adds another line to 
the story.

• Continue until the last person has contributed.

What Animal are You?

Purpose: to develop communication skills

Procedure: get everyone to stand in a circle. Ask each student to say what kind of animal 
they would be and why.

Visit www.scoilnet.ie for more games and energisers for SPHE class.

www.scoilnet.ie

