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Abstract

Speaking is the skill prioritized in teaching English to elementary school students. However,
English teachers frequently encounter problems in teaching speaking or in motivating them to
speak English. Therefore, teachers have to find an appropriate technique or media that can solve
such a problem. One of the techniques that can be used is using games, such as the hot potato
game. This paper aims at describing the use and the advantages of hot potato game in teaching
speaking to elementary school students. This study used a descriptive method taking the
elementary school teacher and students in Regaji Village of Karo Regency, North Sumatra, as
the participants. The data were the process of teaching and learning English using the hot potato
game as the technique. The data were collected using observations and interviews and were
analyzed qualitatively. The results of the analysis show that using the hot potato game in
teaching speaking to elementary school students provides several advantages: (i) creating a fun
learning atmosphere; (i1) improving the students’ motivation in learning English; (ii) generating
students’ competitiveness in learning English; (iii) helping students to improve their vocabulary
stock; and (iv) positively changing the students’ view of learning English. It is concluded that
using the hot potato game is a good technique in teaching speaking English to elementary school
students.

Keywords: elementary school students, hot potato game, teaching and learning English,
speaking skill

1. INTRODUCTION

As an international language, English becomes the first language used in global
business, technology, science, media, and education (Nunan, 2003; Englander, 2014; Foyewa,
2015; Rao, 2019). Due to such a dominant role of English, most Asian countries want to build
and strengthen their scientific and technological developments globally by developing their
learners’ English proficiency (Khamkhien, 2013), including Indonesia. This is particularly
intended to prepare the Indonesian young generation to compete in the global development of
science and technology.

Many studies have suggested that learning a foreign language (e.g. English) should start
as early as possible (Phillips, 2010; Shin, 2010; Gawi, 2012; de Bot, 2014; Yuliansyah &
Syafei, 2018; Sofyan, Sinar, Tarigan, & Zein, 2018; Sofyan & Tarigan, 2019) due to their
cognitive development (Piaget, 1962), socio-emotional development (Hedlund & Sternberg,
2000; Fraser, Thompson, Day, & Macy, 2014), and physical development (Llach & Gomez,
2007; Clark, 2014). Based on their physical development, young learners — referring to school
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children in the ages between 6 and 11 years old (Cameron, 2001; Fraser et al., 2014) — are
physically very active who like playing, running, or just moving (Llach & Gomez, 2007).
Besides, they are completely ready to learn more complex skills (Clark, 2014), such as learning
English skills.

In the context of education level in Indonesia, young learners are students of elementary
schools. Although eliminated from the local content suggested in the latest curriculum for
Indonesian elementary schools, English is reported to continue being taught as local content in
many elementary schools (Iskandar, 2015; Kaltsum, 2016). Borrowing the theory of first
language acquisition, where infants acquire language through listening and speaking (Clark,
2009; Rosa, 2013), oral skills should be treated as the first skills taught to young learners.
Teaching speaking is given more priority in teaching English to elementary school students
because the evaluation of their English proficiency is emphasized on their speaking skills.

Considering the characteristics of elementary school students, one of the methods that
can make learning speaking easier and more enjoyable is learning while playing, i.e. using
games. Games are popular among elementary school students because they like playing.
Through games, they can interact, discover, and adapt to their surroundings (Bakhsh, 2016).
The game can be a means by which students develop their skills and capabilities for effective
learning. The physical activities in a game can support learners’ physical development. In
addition, the game can serve as the means of provoking students’ emotions, especially
enjoyment. McGoninal (2011) argues that a game provides an opportunity for students to focus
their energy on something they are good at and enjoy.

Several studies on the use of games in teaching speaking to elementary school students
or young learners have been conducted in the previous studies, such as Scattergories game
(Yuliansyah & Syafei, 2018), traditional or conventional games (Rusiana & Nuraeningsih,
2016), guessing games (Hidayati, 2009; Syahara, 2010; Yuliani, 2017; Magfirah, Fitriani, &
Chairina, 2018), board games (Rohdiana, 2017; Sofyan et al., 2018), and language games
(Estrada & Ortega, 2016). Those previous studies have shown how games can be used as a
good technique in teaching speaking to elementary school students. Nevertheless, a teacher
should be able to choose a certain game that matches the learning objectives (targeted skill)
and the students’ characteristics (Suryani & Rosa, 2014), such as their ages and learning
characteristics, and English level.

One of the interesting games applicable to teaching speaking is the hot potato game. It
is a game intended to practice hand-eye coordination (https://www.playworks.org/game-
library/hot-potato/). This game is so flexible that makes it easy to be modified depending on
the users’ intended goal. In the context of foreign language learning, the modification of the
hot potato game can be used as the technique in teaching speaking. There have been at least
two previous studies discussing the use of hot potato game in teaching speaking: the study done
by Sari (2017) and Avrista (2018). Both of the studies focused on improving senior high school
students’ speaking ability. Those previous studies left the gap that can be filled in by this
present study, i.e. applying the hot potato game in teaching speaking to young learners or
students at elementary school. This is possibly done since hot potato is a flexible game that can
be modified in such a way to meet the speaking skill needed by elementary school students.

Based on the rationale and the gap left by the previous studies, this paper aims at
describing the use and advantages of the hot potato game in teaching speaking to elementary
school students in Regaji Village, Karo Regency, North Sumatra. It is expected that this paper
can enrich the teachers’ technique in teaching speaking to elementary school students and can
promote fun and enjoyable English learning at elementary schools.
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2. METHOD
This is a descriptive study taking learning speaking English at an elementary school as
a phenomenon. The participants were the sixth-year elementary school students living in Regaji
Village of Karo Regency, North Sumatra. The data were the process of teaching and learning
English using the hot potato game as the technique. The data were collected using observations
and interviews. The data were analyzed qualitatively to find out the advantages of using the
hot potato game in teaching speaking to elementary school students.

3. DISCUSSION

Before teaching speaking by using hot potato game to the sixth year elementary school
students of SD Swasta in Regaji Village, several materials need to be prepared. The first one
is preparing the music because playing this game needs musical accompaniment. The music
should have a long duration because it must always accompany the whole session of the game.
The second one is the “potato” itself. Although the potato can be replaced by another material,
the “real” potato is used in this study. The choice of potato is precise because it is
environmentally friendly and easy to find in this village. The third one is the number of
sessions. At least, two sessions need to be prepared: modeling session and practice session.

Before playing the game, the students are given the model including the explanation of
the rules of the game and how to play it. The students need to prepare as many sentences as

2 13

possible describing their daily activities, such as “I get up at 5 in the morning”, “I help my
father in the field”, “I have breakfast at 6 in the morning”, I take a bath twice a day”, “I go to
bed at 97, and so forth. These sentences are needed when they hold the “hot potato”. The
students are also explained that the whole game session will be accompanied by music. Once
the game starts, the music does too. At the beginning of the game, the teacher selects one of
the students to be given a “hot potato”. Once he holds it, he has to quickly say one sentence
about his daily activity. This is the reason why every student needs to prepare several sentences
before playing the game. After saying a sentence, he gives the “hot potato” to another student
that also needs the same thing. The music is stopped at every third minute, and the student who
holds the “hot potato” when the music is stopped will be given punishment. The same activity
continues until the end of the game session. The student that has never been given punishment
will become the winner and will be given a reward.

After the modeling session, the students are asked to practice the game in a group. They
are divided into 3 groups, and each group consists of 10 to 11 students. In this practice session,
the students are asked to prepare sentences describing their hobbies. In constructing the
sentences, the teacher provides them with examples of describing hobbies, such as “I like
cooking”, “My hobby is playing a kite”, “I love fishing”, “My hobby is swimming”, etc. The
students are asked to imitate the way the teacher says the sentences so that they can pronounce
them correctly. After that, the students are asked to modify the sentences by inserting their
hobbies. Before playing the game, the students are also asked to practice their sentences until
they can say them fluently. They can ask the teacher for any difficulties encountered in
pronouncing the sentences.

Although the game is played in a group, the music is controlled by the teacher. This
means that they have to start the game at the same time. They are given 30 minutes to play the
game. This time limit is set following the number of the students in each group (10-11 students)
so that it is expected that there will be only one student from each group that will become the
winner. Then, they practice the game exactly in the same way they did during the modeling
session. While they are playing the game, the teacher goes around the class to assist whenever
needed.
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Before ending the meeting, the teacher explains that the students can practice the hot
potato game outside the classroom by focusing on different topics. For example, they can
practice using fauna or flora-related ecolexicon (the term used in Tarigan & Sofyan, 2018) in
their sentences. In addition to the real experience obtained by the students from playing the hot
potato game, the teacher can also reinforce that to speak English is not a difficult task because
it only needs a lot of practice, or getting used to speaking English.

Based on the results of the observations, it was found that the students enjoyed learning
speaking English although many of them are still not fluent in saying their sentences. All of
the students look excited. While practicing speaking, they enjoy the music accompaniment.
They do not realize that while playing the game, they practice speaking English. Such a practice
makes them getting used to speaking in English, which is very good at building their English
fluency. This is in line with Harmer (2007) arguing that if the students keep practicing English,
they will be getting used to it. Also, this makes them more motivated in learning speaking
English. Some studies have found that motivation is one of the key success factors in learning
English (Alsayed, 2003; Oroujlou & Vahedi, 2011; Bellés-Fortufio & Ramirez, 2015; Alizadeh,
2016). Alsayed (2003) argues that motivation has the highest correlation with achievement in
a foreign language. The results of the observations are confirmed by the results of the
interviews with the students and the teacher. They say that the hot potato game makes the class
exciting and interesting. All of the students participate actively in the class without being
ashamed to speak English.

In addition, to make fun of learning, the hot potato game can generate the students’
competitiveness in learning. Students at the elementary school age psychologically like
competitiveness. As they want to become the winner, they actively participate in the game by
always trying to be more and more fluent in saying their sentences. This corresponds to
McGoninal’s (2011) statement that games can provoke students’ emotions.

Moreover, the use of the hot potato game can enrich the students’ vocabulary stock.
Vocabulary is the most determinant factor in speaking, without which none of the ideas can be
conveyed. During the game, they will listen to sentences uttered by their classmates, and they
might not know some of the words contained in those sentences. They can ask their classmates
or teacher to explain the meaning of the unknown words. Therefore, this activity becomes one
of the sources of vocabulary acquisition (Llach, & Gomez, 2007). This activity certainly
promotes the concept of cooperative learning where the students can improve their vocabulary
through cooperation with their classmates.

Furthermore, using the hot potato game also affects the students’ psychology in learning
speaking English. By playing the game, they can get experience by themselves that speaking
English is not difficult. One of the obstacles in learning English experienced by many students
is their stereotype of English as a difficult lesson. After learning speaking by using this game,
they find that English is not as scary as the one that used to exist in their mind. Hopefully,
through this psychological change, they start to love learning English.

The hot potato game is easy to use as it does not have complicated rules. The students
can practice the game easily once they have been exposed to game modeling. Besides, it is
cheap as it requires neither expensive materials nor sophisticated technology. Especially in
rural areas with their limitations in accessing sophisticated technology equipment, this game
can be a good alternative.

4. CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS
Based on the discussion on using the hot potato game in teaching speaking, it is
concluded that the game is applicable to be used in teaching speaking English to elementary
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school students. It is a flexible game that can be modified to be a teaching technique to any
level of students. It requires a teacher’s creativity to make it possible to be used at a certain
level of education. In this paper, the modification is made by asking the students to make
sentences describing their daily activities. The use of the hot potato game provides several
advantages: (i) it makes the learning process fun and improves the students’ motivation in
learning English; (ii) it generates students’ competitiveness in learning English; (iii) it helps
students to improve their vocabulary stock; and (iv) it positively changes the students’ view of
learning English.

Based on the easy implementation of the hot potato game in teaching speaking English
and its advantages, it is suggested to teachers at elementary schools to use it in teaching
speaking. They are suggested to adapt the materials corresponding to the targeted learning
objective. Although the results of observations show that the use of the hot potato game in
teaching English to elementary school provides several advantages, the effect of this game also
needs to be empirically tested. Therefore, other future studies are expected to explore the effect
of using the hot potato game on elementary school students in speaking English.
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