
Learning About Countries

The second year university classes that I teach in Kansai,
Japan, have the overall theme of “Me and the World”. The
course focuses on talking about countries and cultures in the
world, including Japan. Students are often intending to travel
abroad for study or sightseeing, and so are interested in what
they may encounter in various countries. However, I also
emphasize that students will need to be able to discuss aspects
of Japanese culture with people they meet on their travels.

Because this is the first unit tackled, there is often shy-
ness on the part of students to speak in front of the group.
This unit allows students to get to know each other over the
course of four class meetings, and to approach the subject
matter in an increasingly high-risk manner. The first activity
is cooperative, the second class is collaborative, the third les-
son period is a one-to-one presentation, and the final lesson
is cooperative or collaborative (depending on the working
style of groups), culminating in a group presentation.

Although this unit is useful in the university context, it
could also be adapted for use with high school students, or
older learners. 

This introductory unit 
• raises awareness of the names of countries in English 
• raises awareness of the patterns of intonation of country
names
• engages students in researching about basic facts about sever-
al countries and then teaching others in their groups about their
research, prior to engaging in a quiz to test their knowledge
• engages students in research about one particular country
prior to a presentation
• allows groups to plan a world trip, including which cities
and sites they will visit, the purpose and length of stay in
each place, and the souvenirs they will purchase in each
place, prior to presentation of their plans
• ask and answer questions about information presented by
classmates

1st class
Preparation Time: 20 minutes to copy the Country

Research Paper for the homework requirement of the unit.
Activity Time: 90 minutes
Materials: Students need a piece of paper and pen or pencil

each; Chalk and chalkboard/Whiteboard and marker/Overhead
projector and film; Country Research Paper (1 per group).

Method:
Step 1: Seat students in groups of 5. 
Step 2: Students write the letters A-Z down the left hand

side of a piece of paper. They draw a line through “X”,
because there is no country beginning with this letter.

Step 3: Groups work together to compile a list of coun-
tries beginning with each letter of the alphabet. Students
may not use dictionaries at this stage (approximately 30

minutes).
Step 4: Elicit & collate on board (give hints where nec-

essary e.g. Q _ _ _ _ ) (approximately 20 minutes).
Supplement as necessary.

Step 5: Students work together to write in intonation
(approximately 20 minutes)

Step 6: Check (approximately 10 minutes)
Step 7: Tell students that they will need to study the

country name intonation patterns in preparation for a small
quiz in the following class.

Step 8: Hand out Country Research Paper to be com-
pleted for homework in preparation for use in next class
(see Appendix 1). 

Step 9: Explain how to complete the Country Research
Paper. Students should divide the squares among themselves.
They should then choose one country beginning with each
of the letters to research, writing the country name in the top
of the square. Finally, they should write the following infor-
mation next to each of the following numbers:

1. Hemisphere
2. Capital
3. Land borders
4. Exports
5. Head of Government
6. Currency
A useful online resource for this is the CIA World

Factbook, available online at:.
<http://www.theodora.com/wfb/abc_world_fact_book.html>.

2nd class
Preparation Time: 5 minutes to write intonation quiz

(Appendix 3) on the board; 10 minutes to copy and cut out
a couple of copies of the completed Country Research Paper
(Appendix 2) in case one or more students are absent and
group information needs to be supplemented.

Activity Time: 90 minutes
Materials: Students need paper and pencil for the intona-

tion quiz, and their completed Country Research Papers.
Teacher needs intonation quiz items (10), prepared Country
Research papers cut into squares, dice (1 for each group),
and the letters A to Z (Appendix 4) on small, folded pieces
of paper for the Country Information Quiz.

Method: 
Step 1: Students prepare their paper and pencils for the

country name intonation quiz by writing their name and
student numbers, and the numbers 1-10. 

Step 2: Teacher writes the country intonation quiz items
(Appendix 3) on the board. 

Step 3: Students copy these, adding intonation marks.
Step 4: Collect papers for grading.(approximately 10

minutes for the test).
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Step 5: Seat students in same groups as previous week.
Step 6: If any students are absent, complement the Country

Information Papers prepared by the students in attendance with
those copied by teacher, to make a full set. These extra papers
should be shared equally amongst group members, or may be
given to a student who had missed the first lesson.

Step 7: Allow 35 minutes for students to share their
findings. Students should not write any information. They
should try and remember as much as possible. [N.B. For
high school students or older learners, you may wish to
allow students to take notes for the rest of the class in order
to build up content knowledge and focus more on vocabu-
lary associated with talking about countries, and the game
described below may be played in the next class period.]

Step 8: Give each group a die.
Step 9: Explain the how to play the “Country Information

Quiz”. In this quiz, the teacher randomly selects a letter from
the set of prepared letters A-Z, which have been cut up and
folded into small squares. The teacher says the letter out loud.
The student with the country information corresponding to
that letter is the quizmaster for that turn. The turn lasts for 2
minutes. The quizmaster rolls the die, and asks a question to
elicit the information corresponding to that number. For
example, if the teacher selects “A”, and the quiz master has
researched about Australia, and rolls a “1”, they may ask “In
which hemisphere is Australia located?” The student who

answers the question correctly gets one point. The quizmaster
asks as many questions as possible within the 2 minute time
limit. Then the teacher selects the next letter, and the student
with the corresponding letter assumes the role of quizmaster.

N.B. It may be necessary to elicit and write appropriate
questions on the board for lower level students prior to
playing the game.

Step 10: Students return die to the teacher.
Step 11: Teacher explains homework to be completed as

preparation for the following class. In that class, students will be
presenting in more detail about one country that they have
researched. They must tell the teacher, prior to leaving the class-
room, which country they wish to research about in depth. No
two students may research the same country. I do not allow stu-
dents to research about countries that they already know quite a
lot about (i.e. Japan, USA, Canada, Great Britain, Australia, and
New Zealand). They must prepare a 2 minute speech and a
poster representing their country by the next class period.

3rd class
Preparation Time: None
Activity Time: 90 minutes
Materials: Student-prepared posters.

Method: 
Step 1: Elicit from students what makes a good presen-
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tation. (5 minutes). 
Step 2: Explain to students that they will be practicing

their presentation skills, as well as working on their fluency.
Step 3: Outline scoring system, based on the points for a

good presentation elicited in Step 1. (each student will
award each other student a total of 10 points: 2 each for …)

Step 4: Explain to students that they will present to every
other student in the class (if the class has 20 or less students),
or to 20 students (if there are more in the class), individually.
When they have finished presenting to their partner, the part-
ner will ask two questions, and then write a score and their
signature on the back of their posters. I allow students to
read their presentations the first 10 times they do this activity,
but do not allow them to read after this. Allowing them to
read initially gives them confidence at the beginning (after
all, this is their first presentation in the class), and also offers
time for them to remember their speech, in effect showing
them how easy it is for them to remember short speeches.

Step 5: Once students have finished presenting, they
should tally their score, divide by 2, and give the result to
the teacher as the teacher calls the role.

4th class
Preparation Time: About 10 minutes to copy one world

map per group
Activity Time: 90 minutes
Materials: One world map per group

Method:
Step 1: Seat students in groups of about 3. 
Step 2: Write “Congratulations!” on the board.

Step 3: Tell the students that they have won a study grant to
travel the world for one year. They must plan their trip (marking
it on the map provided), deciding which countries to visit, which
cities or sites to go to in each of these countries, their purpose
for visiting these places, the amount of time that they will spend
in each place, what they will do in each place, and what they
will buy as souvenirs from each place. They only have 30 min-
utes to plan their trips prior to presenting them to the class.

Step 4: Decide on an order of presentations.
Step 5: The first group presents the first part of their

plan (first country to visit). 
Step 6: One person from each of the other groups asks

one question about the itinerary for the country.
Step 7: The next country is presented, and another

member from each of the other groups asks one question
about it. This is repeated until the first group is finished
presenting about their plans, and has finished answering
questions about it.

Step 8: Repeat until all groups have finished presenting
their plans.

This series of lessons has increased student awareness of
other countries, as well as encouraging students to work
together in the early stages of the year. I hope that this unit
plan gives some ideas for teaching about countries, and
shows some techniques that have worked well for encour-
aging student interaction and increasingly high-risk produc-
tion in a supportive environment.

The author can be reached at kim@bradford-
watts.freeservers.com
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