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Karuta: Too Competitive for ESL/EFL?

Almogt any foreigner who's been
in Jgpan for more than afew daysis
familiar with the card dapping game
cdled karuta. It's easy and hasthe
advantage of being known to the stu-
dents snce there are severd Japanese
vaiations of it. One only needsto
spread afew cards on the floor, desk or
table and you' re ready. As this game
needs very little equipment and can be
adapted to work with amost any kind
of cards, picture, word or otherwisg, it
isavery atractive game. On the nega-
tive Sdeit seemsto reward the knowl-
edgeable and/or aggressive sudents,
and can become very competitive.

John Grant of Kagoshima shares
his journey of fine-tuning the game of
karuta to gear it for his classes:

One of the earliest variations | saw
was played at alanguage school over
20 years ago. The cards were seem-
ingly chosen at random—verbs,
nouns and adjectives were al mixed
together. The teacher caled out a card
and the students dapped at them until,
often by chance, someone hit the cor-
rect one and was praised by the
teacher. Scoring was done by count-
ing the number of cards each student
had, and the winner (of course) was
the one with the most cards.

Antonym ‘karuta’ .

Thisled to my firg refinement, the
“one hit” rule. The students are only
alowed to hit one card and, if that
guessisincorrect, they cannot contin-
ue to participate in that turn. Thisrule
turned out to have two mgjor disad-
vantages. The first was that only the
students who knew the card would
even try, and the second was that
those students tended to dap the cards
alittle emphatically. Some would lit-
eraly punch the cards. Or the hand
which had beaten them to it. Thisled
to tears and occasiond bloodshed.

Thus the “ soft hit” rule was made.
Over-enthusiagtic students aren’t
alowed to keep the cards they garner
through violence. In cases of extreme
over-enthusiasm (envision aviolent
piling on of hands) the guilty party (or
parties) hasto return a previousy won
card or stay out of the next round.

The problem of knowledgeis bd-
anced by the“dow hit” rule, whichis
enforced only when thereisan uneven
mix of grades or experiencein the group.
The gudentswho are older, more aggres
sive or more knowledgesble aretold, by
name, that they can't dgp the cardimme-
diately. They haveto extend their hand
dowly dlowing othersachance

In beginner groups the lack of
vocabulary led to prolonged inactivi-

ty. Thisled to the“count” rule. In this
Stuation | count down and the card is
revedled if no one guessesit within
that time. Then | have the choice of
either removing the card or replacing
it. In beginner groups, returning the
card seemsto work better.

The“no eye contact” rule was
invented for students who watch my
eyesfocusing on a certain card or
area. The “hands down” (usualy on
the knees) rule is for those endgame
Situations when few cards remain (oth-
ewise some students hands would be
hovering over those last cards). At the
very end of the game, when only one
to three cards remain, the “nonsensg’
rulekicksin. Here | cal out aword
that is obvioudy not there, like “pig”
when there are only fruit cards.

Variaions: 1) Cal similar sound-
ing words—"“pen” instead of “pan” or
“kick” ingtead of “cake’. 2) Stretch
the first sound of the word abit and
change the end. Instead of saying
“ran” say “rrr..un’. 3) Usefly swat-
ters and rubber squeaky hammers,
found at 100 yen shops everywhere—
put the students in teams or pairs and
let them hold the tools together. The
resulting tug 0’ war can be alot of fun
and usualy softens the game as well.
4) Weight the scoring by placing dif-
ferent values on cards so that com-
monly known words, like “banana’,
are rated at one point while more dif-
ficult words, like “kiwi”, are two
points and certain unknown words,
like“pear”, are three.

In an effort to make the activity
more student-oriented | have added a
few dementsto thisgame: 1) Let the
successful student be the one who
cdlsthe next card. This servesto curb
the more knowledgeable, faster stu-
dents. While they are caling out cards
they are not collecting them; 2) Use
the round-robin approach in which
students take turns caling out the
cards. Slower or beginner students
may have trouble once the known
cards have been cdlled, but itisa
good reinforcement activity.



A few ideas can help reduce, if not
eliminae, the overt competitiveness of
karuta. With young and beginner stu-
dents| often place the cards on aflat
surface and |et the students collect what
they know and usudly everybody has
about the same number (but we re not
going to count them anyway, are we?).
Also, | cdl out or havethe cards cdled
out turn by turn. Each sudent hasthe
chanceto collect a card without the oth-
ers interference. | dso weight the game
by caling out essy cardsfor some Stu-
dents and difficult onesfor others. |
place the cardsin such away asto give
an advantage. Sometimes, after remov-
ing an unknown card, | announceit and
then put it back in play.

A simple game can become com-
plex with afew extrarules (or many
rules, asin this case). The game does-
Nn't necessarily become better, howev-
er. For that to happen you and your
students must make it work and it
must work for you.

At leftisapicture of oneof John's
dasses Theverson of kerutathet they
areplaying goeslikethis He goreads
antorym cards on the teble and divides
thesx sudentsinto threeteams When he
cdlsateam’'sname, it'sthet team’'stumn
and then he callstwo cards (“Hot/ cold”,
for example). Therulesarethat only one
team at atime can go for the cardsand
they must find them within a.count of
five Each sudent hasto get one of each
par—one sudent cannot get both cards
Any midaken par isaforfeited turn.

Fumie Noguchi says.

| usualy use karuta after | have
introduced new |etters, sounds,
expressions, or words. Some exam-
plesare: | ask studentsto find the
lower case letter which matches the
capital letter | show (very early stage);
to find a phabet or word cards which
correspond to a certain sound; to find
the corresponding expression card to
the expression | say (“Thank you’—
"You are welcome” €etc.); to guessthe
correct card with three hints; to find
the correct cards while listening to
music or astory, etc.

AnneTakata of Male Eikawa

writesthat her sudentslovethisverson:

For my children’s classes | often
spread the flash cards on the table and
take away all the chairs. | divide the
children into two teams and they
write their team name on the board.
The children then walk (or skip, or
run) around the table to some upbeat
music. When the music stops | call
out asound or word, or write aletter
on the board (whatever the target skill
is) and the kids grab for the appropri-
ate card. The student who successful-
ly grabsthe card, placesit under his
or her team name on the whiteboard
ledge and then calls the next card.
(Sometimes | pull kids out of the cir-
cle to make sure everyone gets a
chanceto cal the cards))

When only afew cards are | eft, we
turn off the music and everyone
stands around the table with their

hands on their heads. | purposdly call
cards that are not on the table so they
have to listen carefully. If they touch a
card that wasn't caled, they return
one of their cardsto the table. The
team with the most cards at the end of
the game wins.

Most teachers who wrote in about
karuta said that because of its compet-
itive nature, many adjustments need
to be made, such as helping weaker
students build their confidence, con-
tralling the way in which the students
choose the cards, and giving each stu-
dent a chance to participate individu-
aly. Chris Hunt invites you to visit
his website for an aternate game he
cals“Touch” (photos below) at
http://www.wisehat.com/resources/games/
touch.htm .

Fingers up! Fingers down! in Chris Hunt's class.



