
How to use flashcards when teaching new 
vocabulary
Teaching with flashcards is my favorite way to teach new vocab. You should see the shoeboxes full 
of flashcards on my shelf! Whenever my husband comes into the office he points to my boxes and 
asks: “We throw them? We need more space!” :p. Don’t touch my boxes!
Anyway, even if flashcards are a great way to teach new vocabublary, do yourself and your 
students a favor, and switch from time to time. Teaching with flashcards all the time can get anyone 
bored out of their skin. I also use realia (real objects) or ppt presentations, for example, but there 
are tons of other ways. But let’s get back to the flashcards.

How I usually introduce the new words is by showing a flashcard, saying the word and have the 
kids repeat (yea, that’s the boring part .. but not for long). The same again with the second word.

Once I have 2 words, the fun can begin. 
I stick the cards to the board (the 2 that I taught so far), pointing to one card and saying the word, 
then pointing to the other one and switching constantly (for example. Happy – sad – happy – sad 
etc), always getting quicker until I get so quick that nobody can follow anymore. The kids are 
having so much fun with this that they usually start screaming or turning their heads as if they are 
dizzy ;).
Then I introduce the third word and I repeat the whole thing. And so on and so forth. If the students 
are not very strong I only use a few words and I only do the switching game between 2 cards. If the 
students are strong, I put up the entire set of cards and I do the game with all of them.
The good part about this is, that even shy students can engage, even if they are afraid to make 
pronunciation mistakes, because by the end when everything gets so quick, nobody understands 
what they were saying anymore anyways and everybody can have a try, without having to be 
scared to make a mistake. Where YOU, as a teacher make sure that they pronounce well is right at 
the beginning when it’s still slow and also during the follow up activities.

By the way, a common question that I get is: “how many words do I teach to the kids in one 
session?”
It really depends on the age of the kids and their personal capacities, so I don’t really want to tell 
you when they are 3 years old, only introduce 4 cards. You don’t want to introduce 10 new words in 
one lesson though, that’s for sure. At least not through flashcards. Keep in mind that the kids learn 
a lot of words through the interaction with you and the others (like: Hello, how are you, sit down, 
write your name on the paper …). So try how far you can go with your kids.

My experience is also that in some cases not all children retain all the words right away, even if 
they have the capacity. Some kids pick the ones whose sounds they like and focus on them for a 
while. So don’t get depressed if you find a girl that loves the colors pink, red and purple, not 
seeming to be able to retain the colors green and yellow. The others will follow eventually ;). You 
have to understand that kids are not in your class to learn. They couldn’t care less about learning 
another language. They are there to have fun and play. You would be surprised what they really 
retain in their little heads. It can be pretty amazing.

So, once they acquired the new words (more or less), let’s play some more games to make sure 
they will not forget them. Those are also great, when you are reviewing old topics let’s say at the 
beginning of the next session. 
There are so many different ways to do that, but here are some ideas:

1. I take a paper and cut a hole in the middle. I then hold the flashcard behind that paper and have 
the students guess what it could be. Sometimes I move the flashcard around if it’s too difficult to 
know the card just through that tiny hole.



2. Another way is to hold the flashcards facing you. And then showing the students the first card 
just in a flash (like not even a second) and have them say what they believe they saw.

3. You can also cover the flashcard with another one and then slide it back slowly, so that the 
flashcard is revealed little by little. The earlier they guess it, the better it is, of course ;).

4. You can take a flashcard, hide it from the students and try (… depending on your artistic talent) 
to draw it on the board and have the kids guess what it is and hold the flashcard next to it, after 
they guessed it (as a proof that THIS is really supposed to be a horse and not a dog!!)

5. The all time favorite of “my kids” is to hide the flashcards somewhere in the room. Then I shout 
out one card and they have run and search for the good one and bring it to you. What will probably 
happen is that some children are so excited that they bring any card they find to you. Then kindly 
remind them what word they are holding in their hands and what you are really looking for. 
(For example: you asked them to find the dog and a children brings you the flashcard with a horse. 
You ask them: Are you sure this is a dog? Hmm, I think it is a horse! Is it a horse or a dog? It’s a 
horse. But where is the dog?)

There are more ideas on games to play with flashcards: here

By the way – in case you are making your own flashcards and you are writing the words on them, 
not only using pictures. Make sure that you don’t use a fancy font. Even though they may be 
supercool or beautiful .. doesn’t mean children can read them, especially if they are just learning 
how to read. The best font I came across for kids’ reading is “comic sans”, because the letters look 
like how the children would write them (for example “a” versus “a” and “g” vs “g”.

And make sure you plastify the cards or they will not survive one week in your classroom. 
I usually print my flashcards, glue them on cardboard, cut, plastify and cut again with a 2 mm 
border to make sure they won’t fall apart. I have had them for many years now and never had to 
remake them. Takes quite a while at the beginning but you will be thankful for it later!

PS: Another advice. Always have 2 sets of the same flashcard topic. Let’s you play more games 
with them 😉



10 tips for circletime in the preschool classroom

Circletime Tip #1: Think of circletime as a way to foster a sense of community where everyone is 
a valued member of that community.
 A Community Experience
In my classroom, circletime is a time when our students come together as a community of learners. 
As a community, we share our thoughts, listen to one another, actively participate together, 
introduce new concepts and ideas, read together, sing together, and build a sense of respect and 
support for one another…

Circletime tip #2: Make circletime an interactive experience by seeking out ways to keep your 
students actively involved in the circletime experience rather than passively sitting while you do all 
the talking. An Interactive Experience

When planning for circletime, I am always thinking of ways I can invite the kids to actively 
participate in the experience and not just be passive observers of the experience. An interactive 
experience means that the children are being invited to actively get involved. Whether it is simply 
passing an object around the circle to take a closer look, singing a song together, playing a game, 
or retelling a story the children are constantly being invited to interact with me, with one another, 
and with the materials I bring to the circletime experience…

Circletime tip #3: Gather tools and materials for the children to physically touch and manipulate 
during circletime. Make circletime a hands-on-and-do experience rather than just a hands-in-your-
lap experience.
A Hands-On Experience

When planning for circletime, I also spend time gathering tools and materials that the children can 
physically touch and manipulate to further their understanding of a concept I hope to promote or 
introduce. By spending a few minutes working with simple tools and materials as a whole group, I 
am able to give guidance and insight to the children about the tools or materials and then 
confidently send them off to the centers later to work with the tools or materials in their own way…

Circletime tip #4: Keep circletime fun and engaging by adding movement into the mix of your 
experience. Focus on developing your own rich library of music and movement songs or action 
rhymes that you can pull out and use anytime you need to get the children up and moving…

A Movement Experience

Throughout my circletime experiences, I make sure to integrate time for physical movement as well 
as time for sitting. To get the children moving, I tend to rely on lots of music and movement which 
means I have spent a lot of time learning songs and action rhymes that I can whip out anytime I 
need them.  Some of the music and movement actions may fit along with a book I am reading or a 
theme we are exploring and some of them may just be something the children love. Don’t get stuck 
on the idea that every music and movement activity has to be related to a letter of the week or 



some kind of theme. The better you and your students know the movements to a familiar song or 
action rhyme, the more confident you will be and the more engaged your students will be…

Circletime tip #5: Be selective and purposeful in the books you choose to read aloud to your 
students during circletime. Make sure the books you choose are a right fit for the age of children 
you are reading to and will be a book your students will enjoy. Spend time getting to know each 
book before reading it – you should have a good grasp on each page of the book and what 
approach you will take to reading the book well before you sit down to read it with your students.  
A Read-Aloud Experience

The books we choose to read to our students is an absolute critical part of our circletime 
experience. Mrs. Courtney and I spend more time than I can express carefully reviewing the books 
we will share with our students. We are always considering whether the books will be engaging, 
interesting, age appropriate, and a bridge to other types of learning in our classroom. We also read 
the books on our own time and ahead of time so that we can be effective in how we read aloud to 
our students…
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A Touching Experience

For just about every book we read, I try to find a simple way to put the story into the hands of the 
children. In other words, I look for something that the children can touch or feel or smell that takes 
the story from the page and puts it into the hands of the children. My goal is to give the children 
something that will help them connect with the story or remember the story…

Circletime tip #6: Make the circletime story more meaningful by giving the children something they 
can touch and hold. Choose simple objects that will spark conversation and help the children draw 
connections between the story and real life.
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A Visual Experience

 Not only do I want to provide objects for my students to touch but I want to also create a visual 
experience so that my students have something they can look at as we build on concepts or hold 
group discussions. To create a visual experience, I pull from a variety of materials or tools like a 
large group graph, flannel board, magnetic board, big books, and charts on a wall. For every 
visual, I am also visualizing how my students can participate or interact with the visual rather than 
just look at it. Perhaps they will guide me through a process or perhaps my students will participate 
by adding something to the visual but in any case, the challenge is to make the visual more than 
just a poster on the wall but instead an engaging part of the circletime experience.

Circletime tip #7: Keep preschoolers engaged in circletime by having different kinds of visuals that 
promote conversation and invite interaction.
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A Responsive Experience



No matter what agenda I may have for circletime each day, I have to remain responsive to the 
needs and interests of my students. Taking a responsive approach to leading circletime can be 
challenging but it is by being responsive that I can tell when it is time to move on, slow down, do 
more, do less, get up an move, or sit down and listen. I try to be aware of how often I am telling my 
students to listen and wait versus how often I am reminding myself to be the one who needs to 
listen and wait. I try to balance what my own agenda actually is versus what my agenda should 
actually be…

Circletime tip #8: Be responsive to your students by being willing to modify your agenda to meet 
their needs and interests. 
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A Routine Experience

We have a circletime routine that we pretty much follow which gives our students an order of  the 
things we will do during circletime. However, within our routine – the books, materials, tools, 
games, and other experiences (as described above) change each day. An example of our typical 
morning circletime routine would be…

Hello Song
Helper of the Day
Weather
Action Letters (phonics)
Book (along with any additional materials or tools for extending the book)
Interactive graphing, story telling, music and movement, and other experiences as already 
mentioned above.
Circletime tip #9: Having a circletime routine that the children can become familiar with helps the 
children to know what to expect and to be a more confident participant in the process. However, 
within any routine it is important to be responsive to the needs and interests of the children. If a 
routine is not working well, then it will be necessary to adapt, change, shorten, rearrange, or 
somehow modify the routine.


