
 

 
 

Why do we drill? 

Language teachers often get their students to repeat phrases or to read out loud as a 

group. Let us remind ourselves why we do this. First, students need to hear a model to 

imitate. Then they need a chance to practise saying the language. They need to hear how 

it sounds in their own voice. Their English voice may sound funny to them. Repeating a 

phrase as a group provides shelter as they build up confidence so that what they are 

saying is as close to the model as possible before they are asked to say it individually. It 

also helps students memorise the target language (but only if they are cognitively engaged 

while they are doing it). 

 

Why does the drill become a drawl?  

 Drills can soon become a nasal monotonous drawl if the teacher lets it. When it gets slow 

and predictable there is very little value to drilling. First we have to acknowledge why this 

happens in order to make any changes. 

o It’s natural to drawl when there are large groups of people saying something together 

(think of school assemblies or church services) 

o If the students aren’t sure about what they are supposed to be saying they start to 

mumble to hide the fact. 

o Just like an orchestra there needs to be a  ‘conductor’- often teachers forget to ‘count in’ 

the students. Train your students to react to your gestures. 

o The energy in a drill  can drain away  

o The focus becomes on ‘getting it right’ rather than sounding natural in English, so the 

model may tend to have even stress such as They-are-play-ing-foot-ball rather than 

They’re playing football 

o Teachers often lack confidence and  comment, ‘I feel like I’m making a fool of myself’ 

 

What else can / should a drill provide?  

o Deeper cognitive engagement: when the students have to think about what they are 

saying. The more cognitive activity, the more likely they will remember. 

o Permanent sound-bites: those phrases and jingles that you can’t get out of your head. 

You want your students to take them away with them to keep the language alive. 

o Chunks of language to use later: even if the structure is beyond the syllabus if it’s 

useful, use it. They’ll be able to refer to it when they have to. 

o A context: the students need to be able to make connections with what they already 

know (in L1 or L2) without a context it’s just random vocabulary and meaningless. 

o A sense of accomplishment /development (within ZPD-zone of proximal development): 

if they are asked to repeat phrases that are too difficult it’s beyond their ZPD and 

therefore not achievable. Break it down into manageable chunks so the students can 

get a feeling that they have made progress. 

o A feeling of ownership of the language: students will only start to use language 

independently once they feel it belongs to them – this happens if they can contribute to 

what is being drilled. 
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Vocabulary Chants 

To make your own chant, write a list of the vocabulary you want to present and categorise 

according to the number of syllables (you can also get students as young as 6 or 7 to do 

this and it’s an additional way to get them to drill the language without realising).  

 
Choose a 2 syllable word (A), a 3 syllable word (B) and a 1 syllable word (C)  

Repeat in this order: (4/4 time)     Example:
A B C + 
A B C + 
A B A B  
A B C + 

apples, oranges, pears  
apples, oranges, pears  
apples, oranges, apples, oranges,  
apples, oranges, pears  

 
• Try using  3, 4, 2  syllable words but remember to keep the same 4/4 beat 
• Choose words with similar sounds to make tongue twisters Eg carrots, cauliflower, corn 
• Get your students to make up their own in groups  

(give them the language to play with and enjoy) 
 
Grammar Chants 
Chant by Caroline Graham:  

I like it. I like it a lot. 
I like it. I like it a lot. 
I like it. I like it a lot. 
I love it 

Do you like it? Yes, I do 
Do you like it? Yes I do 
Do you like it? Yes, I do 
I do too, I do too. 

 
(AB, AB, AB, C) 

This is an easy format to copy. 
 
Be creative. Put the vocabulary chant together with a structure 

He likes apples. He likes oranges. He loves pears. 
He likes apples. He likes oranges. He loves pears. 

He likes apples. He likes oranges. He likes apples. He likes oranges. 
He likes apples. He likes oranges. He loves pears. 

 
Story Chants 

 

Take the first line or two from a story / text  you are going to use in class and turn it into a 

chant to motivate and create interest. 

I shouldn’t have done it. I really shouldn’t. 
I shouldn’t have done it. I really shouldn’t. 
I shouldn’t have done it. I really shouldn’t. 

But it’s too late to be sorry now. 
 
Play hangman using the phrase. Repeat the phrase wiping a word off the board each 
time. See if students can write the whole phrase correctly without looking. Ask questions 
and get students to discuss in groups. 
What did he do? Why was it wrong? Why is it too late? What will happen now? 

 
Even if you don’t read the text this is a good title for a story. 

 



 

Context Chants 
 

Make sure the language presented is in a context. Make a chain, and get all the students 

involved in creating it and repeating it to keep them on task. 

What’s the time? Half past nine. 
Hang a jumper on the line! 

 
What’s the time? Half past nine. 

Hang a jumper and a T-shirt on the line! 
 

What’s the time? Half past nine. 
Hang a jumper and a T shirt and a pair of jeans  on the line! 

 
 

Verb Conjugation Chants 
 

Use chants to practise tenses and verb conjugations in a more meaningful context 

Yesterday I ate an apple, 
I’ve eaten an apple today. 

Tomorrow I’m going to eat an apple, 
I eat one everyday! 

(Emma Lopes-adapted) 

 

Get the students to choose an irregular verb each to make up their own chant, then make a 

poster using the different chants. If you don’t want to use the present perfect the present 

continuous works just as well. 

Yesterday I drove to work, 
I’m driving to work today. 

Tomorrow I’m going to drive to work, 
I drive there everyday! 

 

Use the format to revise professions: 

What am I? 
Yesterday I took picture, 

I’ve taken a picture today. 
Tomorrow I’m going to take a picture, 

I take one everyday! 
A photographer 

 

 
Coursebook Chants 
 

It’s possible to use exercises straight from course books and change them into chants. If 

necessary use either  AB,AB,AB,C sequence or ABC,ABC,ABAB,ABC. 



 

Classroom Language Chants 
  
It’s not always easy to get the students to use classroom language, but this is a fun way to 
do it. Just start with the da da da using the same stress pattern as the phrase you want to 
teach, getting the students to repeat after you, then work backwards, saying each line as 
many times as necessary. By working backwards the stress stays in the same place. Once 
they’ve got it change the word pencil for rubber, ruler etc and try sitting in a circle asking 
and passing items. To remind them to use the phrase in following lessons gets say da da da 
and you’ll trigger their memory. 
 
‘da da da da da da da da’  
 
‘da da da da da da da da’  
‘da da da da da da da please’  
‘da da da da da pen-cil please’ 
‘da da da da a pen-cil please’ 
‘da da bor-row a pen-cil please’ 
‘da I bor-row a pen-cil please’ 
‘Can I bor-row a pen-cil please’  
 
Fun  Chants 
 
Try this using really exaggerated emotions. Getting the students to work in 2 groups can be 
fun- there is more peer pressure for them to ‘perform’ and say things in time. 
 

A      B 
This is a knife.     A what? 
A knife.      A knife? 
A knife!!     Oh! A knife! 

 
 
 
Or have some fun writing conditional stories: 
 
If I get a part-time job, I’ll get some money  
If I get some money, I’ll buy a car  
If I buy a car, I’ll drive to work  
If I drive to work, I’ll spend lots of  money  
If I spend lots of  money, I’ll need another  job!  
 
A: What will happen if he doesn’t get a job? 
 B: If he doesn’t get a job, he won’t have any money. 
A: What will happen if he doesn’t have any money? 
 B: If he doesn’t have any money, he won’t buy a car.  
A: What will happen if he doesn’t buy a car?  
 B: If he doesn’t buy a car, he won’t drive to  work.  
A: What will happen if he doesn’t drive to  work?  
 B: If he doesn’t  drive to work, he won’t  spend lots of money.  
A: What will happen if he doesn’t spend lots of  money?  
 B: If he doesn’t spend lots of money, he won’t need a  job!  
 


