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Teaching English Through Riddles

CraThs mOCBfIllEHa 3arajkaM Kak OJHOMY W3 WHCTPYMEHTOB B OOYYEHHH aHTIUICKOMY
SI3BIKY. 3arajku TpeOyIOT OT yYalIuXcsl He TOJIBKO OTPaOOTKU Pa3IMYHBIX SI3LIKOBBIX HaBBIKOB ((ho-
HETHKa, JIEKCUKa, TPaMMaTHKa), HO U Pa3BUTHSI HABBIKOB KPUTHYECKOTO MBIIUICHUSA. PaccMOTpeHbI
OCHOBHBIE MTPEUMYIIIECTBA UCIIOJIb30BAHUS 3arafloK B O0YUCHHH.

Kniroueswie cnosa: 3arajka, O6yLICHI/IC, AHTJIMMCKUN SA3BIK, A3BIKOBBIC HABBIKHW, KPUTHUUCCKOC
MBINIJICHUE, Pa3BJICUCHUC

The article is devoted to riddles as one of the tools in teaching English. Riddles require stu-
dents not only to practise various language skills (phonetics, vocabulary, grammar), but also to de-
velop critical thinking skills. The main advantages of using riddles in education are considered.

Keywords: riddle, teaching, the English language, language skills, critical thinking, enter-
tainment

Teachers are always looking for new ways to keep students interested and en-

gaged during lessons and tuition sessions. Researchers assure us that riddles are an
effective tool for this. Why not use them in classes?
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Riddles seem to be a topic which has been already studied in full detail. They
have been studied from the structural point of view [2]; as a minor form of a play text
with textual categories of a specific character [3]; classifications and functions of rid-
dles [8]; cognitive semantics of riddles [11]; pragmatics of riddles [1] and a lot of
others. But there are still scientific articles being written on the benefits of using rid-
dles in teaching foreign languages [4], [7], [9], [10], [14].

Educators are sure that riddles are a wonderful way “to involve any student in a
topic: not only does this force a student to be an ‘active’ rather than ‘passive’ listener,
but also working with riddles can improve the effectiveness of the overall learning
environment, because these sorts of problems require a variety of skills and bring
new meaning to abstract concepts” [6].

What is a riddle?

There are several definitions of a riddle. A riddle is generally a trick question
or statement devised to require clever or unexpected thinking for its answer.

M. Zipke believes a riddle to be “a question that turns into a joke because rid-
dles have puzzling question and the answer is surprising and unpredictable”
[17, p. 131]. Sadie Nachtigal considers a riddle to be “an excellent ESL/EFL tool be-
cause it requires students to practice a variety of language skills in order to find a so-
lution™ [13].

Riddles are sometimes called brain teasers, but this term refers to a broader
category of thought-based games such as crosswords and Sudoku puzzles.

In addition to being fun, riddles can also be quite useful! That’s because solv-
ing them involves thinking hard about the words used, which strengthens the parts of
the brain that deal with language. “When presented with a riddle, the brain searches
through all the words and their various meanings, and solving the riddle depends on
locating the combination of meanings that will unlock the puzzle — sort of like a
combination lock. The more riddles you work on, the faster your brain gets at this
process, which means it is getting better at processing words and ideas” [16]. As rid-
dles are usually worded in a way that relates to real-life situations, they can help stu-
dents understand complex conceits. Besides, to solve puzzles, students are required to
develop their critical-thinking skills.

What are the key benefits of using riddles in teaching English?

In class children usually respond well to brain teasers as they seem to be famil-
lar with the concept of puzzles and riddles. Familiarity breeds comfort in learning.
Besides, being short riddles are accessible for young learners.

Riddles often make us laugh out loud. Scientists say that laughter is health-
giving, relaxing the brain and body, helping us release stress, encouraging positive
mental health.

Riddles improve metalinguistic awareness. The ability to manipulate language
using metaphors, incorporating multiple meanings, ambiguities makes students re-
flect on the nature of language. Looking for hidden meanings and interpreting a text,
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getting familiar with linguistic devices such as puns, homophones, spoonerisms,
comparisons will help students ‘read between the lines’, think about context. To de-
velop this ability, we can offer a range of either sophisticated or simple puzzles and
riddles to our learners. Word play, for example, is a key element of many riddles:

Why should a man never tell his secrets in a corn field? (Answer: Because it
has so many ears).

In this case the pun is based on playing on two meanings of the word ear:
1) one of the two organs on your head that you hear with; 2) the top part of some crop
plants, which produces grain.

Riddles expand vocabulary. Introducing riddles (comprising new and unusual
words) in education can enlarge a student’s vocabulary in an effortless way as they
are, as a rule, enjoyable and highly memorable. Young learners are likely to learn
new words and new ways to use them, subliminally learning rhythm and rhyming.

Riddles create a great bond between student and teacher. “Sharing and solv-
ing riddles together is a fantastic bonding experience: it’s both interactive and fun,
and the act of ‘thinking outside the box’ can also encourage children to break out of
their comfort zone. Incorporating riddles into a lesson is an excellent icebreaker and
can help create a solid foundation for a future learning relationship” [6].

What are the benefits teachers can get from using riddles in the class-
room?

1. Use them as warmers and icebreakers.

And it’s especially difficult early in the semester or year before your students
are comfortable with you and with one another. You can offer your students the fol-
lowing riddle:

How do you know that an elephant has been in the refrigerator? (Answer:
There are footprints in the butter dish) [15].

When introducing a riddle to your class, let groups of students talk for a few
minutes about what the answer might be. Then, have groups of students share their
ideas with each other. These so-called elephant jokes can function as
good conversation starters and get your students use language in the classroom with
each other. Younger students who are just beginning to explore the world find such
riddles funny and amusing. There are two contradictions involved: 1) how can an el-
ephant, the owner of a gigantic size, perch on a plate of butter? 2) how can you leave
marks on food if it is something that is always stored in specially designated places,
away from dust and dirt? The collision of these contradictory factors creates a comic
effect, which arises thanks to an unexpected answer, the purpose of which is to in-
volve you in a guessing game [3]. A long chain can be continued:

How do you know that two elephants have been in the refrigerator?

(Answer: There are two sets of footprints in the butter dish).

The chain can be continued:
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How do you know that a herd of elephants has been in the refrigerator? (An-
swer: There is a Volkswagen parked in front of your house and there are lots of foot-
prints in the butter dish) [15].

2. Use riddles as part of a lesson on a specific topic.

Using riddles, you can focus on different aspects of English. Teaching Degrees
of Comparison, for example, you may ask your students the following riddle:

What five-letter word becomes shorter when you add two letters to it? (An-
swer: Short (Short-er)) [5].

Such riddles can be used to review grammar rules, as well as exercise students’
knowledge of vocabulary. Students must think about spelling to solve this riddle.

Riddles can also be useful for practising pronunciation and rhyming:

When it’s time for me to come,

all the kids will run along,

back home to rest their heads,

on their pillows, in their soft beds.

(Answer: the night) [12].

After you have presented the riddle, you may ask your students to repeat it imi-
tating your or the speaker’s pronunciation and intonation.

Riddles can be used to teach English idioms. Idioms are a lot of fun to teach
and to learn, and they will make your students sound more like native speak-
ers and become better listeners, more in tune to colloquial English. It’s almost like a
code-breaking game, where students must learn that when certain words come to-
gether in a phrase, they can mean something very different.

When asking, “Why did the man throw the clock out the window?”

we are imagining a literal interpretation of events. We see the man taking his
alarm clock and throwing it out of the window, which we all might want to do on
Monday mornings. The key here, though, is the idiomatic expression that answers the
riddle: He wanted to see time fly. The man in the riddle is acting out a literal depic-
tion of an idiomatic expression. ESL students spend much time learning English’s id-
ioms. A fun way to review them is to use this type of riddle in your classroom.

3. Use riddles as your closing activity.

Having reviewed the words of time such as often, seldom, usually, never, once,
twice and others, you can ask your students the following riddle:

What occurs once in a minute, twice in a moment and never in one thousand
years? (Answer: The letter “M”) [5].

You may want to use puzzles and riddles to review vocabulary with your stu-
dents. For example, having studied the topic “My House. My favourite room”, you
may want to test your students’ knowledge and you ask them the following riddle:

| have four legs, a back, but no head. What am 1? (Answer: a chair).

In conclusion it should be noted that puzzles and riddles do have practical ap-
plications in the ESL classroom. When the students feel fun in learning, they will
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have strong motivation to learn. After learning and practising new grammar or vo-
cabulary in a non-stressful way, even the shiest student can use language and express
their idea. One more pleasant thing about riddles is that there are hundreds of them to
choose from. There are job riddles, animal, letters, number riddles, house, sports,
food riddles and many more. There are ready riddle worksheets which one can use in
their classes.
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YK 374.1
C. A. Ilyeauesa (Canxm-Ilemepbype, Poccus)
Canxkm-Ilemepoypeckuti ynusepcumem MB/] Poccuu

Hcnonb3oBanue nndpoBbIiX 00pa3oBaTeIbHbIX TEXHOJIOTHI
NPUA OPraHU3alUN CAMOCTOSITEILHOU PA00THI
o JucuuIuinie « MHOCTPaAHHBIN A3BIK»

B crarbe paccMaTpuBarOTCs NpEeUMYIIECTBA MCIOJIb30BaHUS LU(PPOBBIX TEXHOJIOTUI B 00-
pa3oBaTeNbHOM Ipoliecce Kak 3(()EeKTUBHBIX MHCTPYMEHTOB IPU OPraHU3aLUU CAMOCTOSTEIbHON
paboTHI 1LIeNeBO ayIUTOPHH NPUMEHHTEIBHO K IUCHUIUTMHE «HOCTpaHHBIN S3BIK». ABTOPOM
pacKpbIBaeTcsl NMOTEHLUAN MOJOOHBIX PECYpCOB Kak JJs MPENojaBaTells B paMKaX CO3JaHMs Iie-
JIOCTHOM pa3HO0Opa3HOil 0Opa3zoBaTenbHOM cpeibl, Tak U AJIs 00ydaroIuXxcs, HOCKOIbKY IIU(PPOBU-
3alusl MO3BOJISIET Pa3pelInTh BOIMPOC BAapUATUBHOCTH, M30BITOUHOCTH, YPOBHEBOW U INTyOMHHON
muddepeHIMaluy 3aJaHul, BBICTPAWBAaHUS WHIAUBUAYaIbHOM oOpa3oBaTeNbHON TpaekTtopuu. B
CTaThe MOJUEPKHUBAETCA, UTO HU(POBbIE 00pa30BaTENbHbIE TEXHOJIOTUH JOHKHBI pacCMaTPUBAThHCS
TOJILKO B KaYE€CTBE JIOMOJIHUTEIBHOI0 00yUaroIIero pecypea.

Knwueswie cnoea: nudposuzanus, npodeccuoHaibHoe o0pa3oBaHue, 1eieBas ayIuTopHs,
camoo0ydeHue, o0Opa3oBaTeNbHbII CTaHJIapT, MYJIbTUMEIWWHBIE TEXHOJOTUH, IeJenojaranue,
MHOCTPAHHBIN S3bIK, CYOBEKTHOCTb, aKTUBHAS MO3MIMS, WHUIUATUBHOCTh, MOTUBALUS, MPUHIUI
«HAYYUTh YUUTHCS»

B cucrteme Boicuiero npogeccuoHanbHOro 00pa30BaHUsl OBJIAJIEHUE HHOCTPAH-
HBIM SI3BIKOM KaK OJIHUM U3 CPEJICTB OOIICHUS W MO3HAHUS OKPY)KAIOIIEH J1eHCTBU-
TEIHLHOCTH 3aHUMAET 0c000€ MecTo. M3ydeHrne nHOCTpaHHOTO si3bIKa moMoraeT Ghop-
MHUPOBATh Y O0YUYaIOMIMXCA TBOPUYECKYIO CAMOCTOSITEIBHOCTh M YUYUT UX HCIOJH30-
BaTh SI3IKOBOM MaTepUall JJIsl BHICKA3bIBAHUSI CBOETO MHEHUS B IMAJIOTUYECKOW WIIN
MoHoJsiorudeckoi peuun [1]. HeobxomumocTh perreHus mpoOjaeMbl HEOCTATOYHOTO
YPOBHSI CaMOCTOSITEIIbHOCTH OOYYaIOIIUXCSl COCTABIISIET OCHOBHYIO 3aJlady COBpe-
MEHHOTO 00pa3oBaHus. B o0pa3oBaTebHOM MPOIECCE BBICIICH IIKOJIBI HA COBpE-
MEHHOM 3Tare K 00yJaronuMcs Ipu U3YYEeHUU HHOCTPAHHOTO S3BbIKA MPEIbSIBISIOT-
Csl IOCTaTOYHO BBICOKHE TpeOOBaHMS B paMKaxX pPa3BUTHSI KOMMYHHUKATHBHOM KOMIIe-
TEHIIMH, 3aKPEIUICHHOW B KaueCTBE OCHOBHOM B (heliepabHbIX TOCYAapCTBEHHBIX 00-
pa3oBaTeNbHBIX CTaHAapTax. B 00pa3oBaTeNbHBIX CTaHIAPTaX HOBOTO TOKOJICHHS
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