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Abstract
More than ever, building community in online, hybrid, and in-person classes 
is essential.  Icebreakers and brain break activities build relationships, 
reduce fatigue, and create engaging learning environments.  The presenter 
will share four interactive and adaptable techniques.  Since these activities 
require low-to-no preparation, they can be implemented immediately.
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Overview
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◦ Introduction

◦ Technique 1: Icebreakers

◦ Technique 2: Popcorn Method

◦ Technique 3: Show & Tell

◦ Technique 4: Scavenger Hunts

◦ Q&A and Idea Share



Introduction

The Nerdy Stuff



“For students to learn at their highest potential, their brains need to 
send signals efficiently from the sensory receptors (what they hear, 

see, touch, read, imagine, and experience) to memory storage 
regions in the brain. The most detrimental disruptions to traffic 

along these information pathways are stress and overload. Brain 
breaks are planed learning activity shifts that mobilize different 
networks of the brain. These shifts allow those regions that are 

blocked by stress and high-intensity work revitalize. Brain breaks, 
by switching the activity to different brain networks, all the resting 

pathways to restore their calm focus and foster optimal mood, 
attention, and memory.

(Willis, 2016)
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The Importance of Recess

1. Brain Health

2. Emotional Health

3. Academics

(Edutopia, 2018)
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Building 
Community
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Sense of 
Belonging 
to Become 
Engaged
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Interaction Sharing

Team 
Building

Community



1.
Icebreakers

Getting to Know Each Other 

& 

Not Just on the First Day



“They [Ice breakers] can…
1. help create a relaxed environment where students share ideas 

and participate more fully in class

2. encourage students to share ownership for the learning 
environment

3. build rapport among students and foster a productive learning 
environment

4. prepare students for collaborative group work”

(Cornell University’s Center for Teaching Innovation, n.d.) 14

Benefits:



Where is …?
1. "Where is [student] on 

your screen?”

2. Everyone points in the 
direction that student 
appears on their screen.

3. That student introduces 
self, shares a fun fact, 
and repeats step 1.

Doesn’t work if students are joining by phone.
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1. Ask students to take as 
many pieces of TP they 
would like or give 3 
squares to each.

2. For each square, have 
students write a 
personal fact they are 
comfortable sharing.

3. Redistribute and find 
the owner.

Spare a 
Square



2 Truths
&

a Lie
with a 
Twist
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Present
◦ What are some of 

your hobbies?
◦ Describe a person 

or animal that is 
important to you.
◦ What do you 

usually do after 
class?

Present Perfect
◦ Where have you 

traveled?
◦ What sports have 

you played?
◦ What interesting 

foods have you 
eaten?

Past
◦ What did you do 

last weekend?
◦ How did you 

celebrate your last 
birthday?

3rd Conditional:
◦ If you had a 

superpower, what 
would it be?
◦ If you could go 

anywhere, where 
would you go?
◦ Reductions: 

woulda, coulda, 
shoulda!

Future 
◦ What will you do 

during your next 
vacation?
◦ What are you 

going to do this 
weekend?

Present Progressive
◦ What TV shows 

are you currently 
watching?
◦ What projects or 

tasks are you 
working on this 
week?



2.
Popcorn Method

Rapid Sharing
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◦ Student Centered – Get other students engaged by calling on

◦ Quick Activities

◦ Tactile/Kinesthetic Learners

Benefits:



with

Wads of 
Paper

Scrap #1

◦ Have students write 
something that is 
causing them stress 
or frustration.

◦ Crumple it up.

◦ Throw it away.
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with

Wads of 
Paper

Scrap #2

◦ Have students write 
something positive.

◦ Crumple it up.

◦ Use it to throw at the 
device’s camera when 
calling on another 
student.

◦ Other student throws 
their ball in the air and 
catches it when they 
hear their name. 21



Toss It!

Recommendations

◦ Small and Soft 
Toys (inexpensive & 
cleanable!!)

◦ Paper (scraps!!)

◦ 2 Slightly Different

◦ Fun(class can give 
them names!!)
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Toss It!
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Uses
◦ Share Info: personal details, plans, 

favorites, etc. with explanation

◦ Use for building a story

◦ Use for idea or vocabulary building 
through Memory Recall (repeating 
previous and adding new)

◦ Use for Q&A

◦ Use for rapid vocabulary, spelling, 
pronunciation, or grammar practice

◦ Answer Questions: HW, textbook, 
class lecture, etc.
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What did you do over the weekend?
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Worldle
◦ Like Wordle but 

Geography

◦ Class or small groups

◦ Students share fun facts or 
personal information

◦ View on Google Maps or 
Google Earth
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1
Minute



27



3.
Show & Tell
Mindful Connections
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Benefits:
◦ Builds Confidence

◦ Fosters Public Speaking Skills

◦ Encourages Friend Making

◦ Can Boost Self-Esteem when Others Show Interest



Tips

ü Comfortable Sharing
ü Students Share Pictures

ü Practice Using LMS

ü Practice Email/Texting
ü If Interactive – Make COPIES!

ü Have folders
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Suggestions
◦ Favorites: Places,

Restaurants, Book, Room,
Toy, etc.

◦ Special: People, Animals, 
Holidays, Objects, etc.

◦ New Experiences: Food, 
Community, Customs, 
Vocabulary, etc.

◦ Their World: Desk Space, 
Hobbies, Interests, etc.  

31



32

Irregular Verbs & Past Tense



4.
Scavenger Hunts

Team Building
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Benefits:
◦ Promotes Team Work & Socialization Skills

◦ Strengthens Critical Thinking &  Problem Solving 
Skills

◦ Encourages Creativity

◦ Fun = Reduces Affective Filter



Think 
Outside 
the Box!

ü Make Connections

ü Use with Fiction & Non-Fiction

ü Place/Setting/Time

ü Themes , Characters, Plot
ü Vocabulary

ü Recycle Words
ü Context

ü Apply & Use
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Meaningful 
& 

Engaging

ü Activities

ü Worksheets

ü Interviews

ü Reflections
ü Selfies

ü Gamify – Points or Prizes
ü Project, Videos, Presentations, 

Posters
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Field Trips 
that 

Connect

ü Real World
ü Places in 

the 
Community

ü Free Days!

ü Natural
Context of 
Target

ü Permission
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ü Virtual Spaces

ü Google 
Apps
ü Expedition

ü Arts & 
Culture

ü Maps &
Earth

ü Museums

ü Webquests



Life Skills Class
◦ Cross-Culture 

Exploration

◦ Authentic Self
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American Art & Pop Culture
◦ Community

◦ Artistic Expression

◦ Perceptions 
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Vocabulary & Idioms Elective
◦ In Context

◦ Gamified

◦ Pictures
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Literature
◦ Interpretation of

Concepts & Themes

◦ Vocabulary
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Professional Bonding
◦ Fun

◦ Learning Something New
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Q&A and Idea Share

Let’s hear your thoughts!



THANKS!
Any questions?

kirstauff@gmail.com
www.kirstauff.com
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