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Alea jacta est [The die is cast]
The game of chance based on the roll of dice was no stranger to the ancient Romans.  The phrase after which this article is named is what Julius Caesar is reported to have said on January 10, 49 BC as he led his army across the River Rubicon in northern Italy.  Sometimes the task of getting your students to practice and internalize the rules of good Italian grammar can be as daunting as one of Caesar’s many battles in Gaul.  We are going to show you how to use an old gambling tool to leverage your success in getting students to think on the spot and happily do otherwise tedious grammar drills.
Note:  Dice are easily acquired in many places.  We prefer the oversized, multi-colored type we found in packets of six at a local dollar store.  It will become clear later in this article why having dice of different colors is important.
Twelve-question lotto

Each week (or other specified time period) students are responsible for being able to ask and answer twelve questions targeted by the teacher for specific communicative functions.  The teacher can start with just six at the beginning of the week (or time period) and add the others later.  During the teaching/learning process each of the questions is assigned a number.  As a class warm up or as an evaluation technique a student is chosen to roll the dice.  That student is then asked to answer the question that corresponds to 
that number.  The teacher then evaluates the response for pronunciation, grammar and accuracy.  

It will be noted that it is impossible to roll a 1 when two dice are being used.  Therefore, 
question number one becomes the first fall-back question when a student rolls a number that has already been used.  It is up to the teacher thereafter if it is necessary to roll a second time if a used number turns up.  We usually allow a number to be used twice before we eliminate it.  Our classes are usually bigger than 12, so most (or all) of our students get a chance if there are 24 possible chances to roll the dice.
Grammar becomes a game

These activities work best if the two dice of each pair are different colors.  That is why we like the dice from our local dollar stores.  
It just so happens that there are six sides to a dice and six forms of a conjugated verb.  Using a pair of dice, assign the numbers 1 through 6 of the lighter colored die to the six possible variations of the subject pronouns (proper nouns may also be used). Choose six useful verbs to represent the numbers 1 through 6 on the darker colored dice.  For example:

Light - colored dice
Dark - colored dice 
1 – io


1 – parlare

2 – tu


2 – imparare
3 – lui/lei

3 – ascoltare

4 – voi


4 – studiare

5 – noi


5 – suonare

6 – loro


6 - giocare 
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A student rolls the dice and gets a 4 (light) and a 6 (dark), bringing together “voi” and “giocare”.  If the student can successfully say “Voi giocate” he/she has gained a point.

Have students work in groups of three; one to roll, one to check accuracy, and one to keep score.  The three can shift roles with each cast of the die or after a predetermined number of casts of the die.  This activity can be used any time a new verb tense is introduced or for drill on irregular verbs.

Expansion on the above activity

As students build their vocabularies and ability with the language, teachers may request that the two elements introduced by the dice be expanded upon by incorporating known vocabulary and structures to create more substantial sentences, hence, “Voi giocate” could become “Voi giocate a calcio con gli amici.”
Deductive activities

We have used the dice activity for inducing creativity among our students.  Chapter seven of Amici, Volume 1, introduces the months, seasons and weather.   Rather than verbs, we have assigned the faces of one of the dice to various dates during the year.  Students are then asked to create a series of sentences spinning off of the two bits of information that the dice provide.  For example: 

Light-colored dice 
Dark-colored dice

1 – il dieci aprile 

1 – io


2 – il sei gennaio

2 – tu


3 – l’otto luglio 

3 – Marco

4 – il venti settembre 
4 – noi



5 – il due febbraio 
5 – tu e Carlo

6 – il ventitrè agosto
6 – loro



Using the information gathered from the dice students are to create a short description/paragraph which states the date, the season, the weather and an appropriate activity for those conditions.  So, a 6 (light) and 3 (dark) could yield a paragraph something like the following:



È il ventitrè agosto.  È estate.  Fa caldo e c’è il sole.  Marco nuota in piscina con gli amici.
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The above exercise can be done using familiar holidays to correspond to the numbers on the dark-colored dice.  This would give an additional opportunity for students to deduce an appropriate date.

Dark-colored dice  
Light-colored dice 

1 – io


1 – la festa 



      dell’indipendenza 



       americana
2 – tu


2 – il capo d’anno
3 – Marco


3 – la festa del Halloween
4 – noi


4 – la festa di San 



      Valentino
5 – tu e Carlo

5 – la festa delle mamme
6 – loro


6 – il Natale
Such a selection would give rise to the possibility of the following with a roll of 5(dark) and 4(light).


La festa di San Valentino è il quattordici febbraio.  È inverno.  Fa freddo e nevica.  Tu e Carlo comprate i cioccolatini per le amiche.
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Dice for other parts of speech

Prepositions
This dice activity can be used to drill prepositional contractions.  The scenario is that your mom has just received a call for an unexpected visit by an important person.  The house is a mess.  Things have to be quickly hidden so the house seems more tidy.  Given the object (dark) and the room (light) tell where that object can be placed to tidy up the space.
Dark-colored dice
Light-colored dice

1 – libro


1 – cucina

2 – cappello

2 – sala da pranzo

3 – giornale

3 – studio

4 – pizza

4 – bagno

5 – pantaloni 

5 – camera

6 – aranciata

6 – soggiorno

Using the information gathered from the dice students are to create a short description/paragraph which states where the item is now and where it will be placed.  All activity is restricted to the room indicated by the dice.  If a student rolls a 4 (dark) and 5 (camera), he/she might produce.



La pizza è nella mia camera.  È sul comodino vicino al letto.  Metto la pizza nell’armadio prima dell’arrivo dell’ospite. 
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Sometimes the choices will be funny or ridiculous but the important thing is that the grammar is correct.

Possessives

In this exercise the numbers on the dark-colored dice correspond to people and the numbers on the light-colored dice represent various items that can be the property or familiars of those people.

Dark-colored dice
Light-colored dice

1 – Maria  

1 – zaino
2 – I ragazzi

2 – chitarra

3 – io


3 – amici 

4 – Franco ed io

4 – zie

5 – Tu


5 – cugino

6 – Voi


6 – soldi
Given the above information students must tell where their subjects (dark) bring their possessions/familiars (light).  For example, if a student rolls a 2(dark) and a 5(light), he/she would be able to say something like:

I ragazzi portano il loro cugino al cinema.
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We invite you to experiment with dice as a way of turning language learning into an enjoyable game.  Write to us at info@mvmpublishers.com and share your success with your other colleagues using the Amici series across the country.

Per le feste
It’s tough to come up with new ideas every year for Chrismas (letterina di Natale,” Tu scendi dalle stelle,” panettone ecc.ecc.)  so we have made it our mission to find some “new” and “different” activities for your students.

Il calendario di avvento

Go to http://www.filastrocche.it/auguridinatale/crea/calendario_avvento.asp to get a page on “Filastrocche” which will give you links to printable masters for creating an Advent Calendar with your students.  Once assembled, students will have a new vocabulary word each day as they open a new window closer to Christmas.  For those of you with computers at your students’ disposal there is also a link to an on-line Advent Calendar.
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Tombola natalizia
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Many Italian children pass the time on Christmas Eve playing Tombola while their parents prepare the evening feast.  At its site, Filastocche provides downloadable playing cards and a master board with which to play.  In their version students can win at different levels of play.  They don’t have to wait for a completed line of numbers (as in Bingo).  This is a great game to drill numbers.  You just need to provide the place keepers for the spaces on the playing cards (Filastocche suggests beans or buttons.  We have used small pieces of paper in our classrooms).  Go to: http://www.filastrocche.it/auguridinatale/crea/tombola.asp for the game.

Musica per i giovani

The holidays are a time for music.  For the last 51 years, about the same time that Americans begin their holiday season with Thanksgiving, Italians watch their TV screens for developments in the “Zecchino d’oro”, a sort of American Idol with children as contestants.  You can bring your students to the RAI site and watch videos of this year’s contestants.  Use this address:

http://www.junior.rai.it/dl/junior/junior.htm?page=kids/programmi/Page-13ef78ba-1514-4c31-b63c-db085b31a55c/scheda 

Click on the TV icon to see the selection of videos.  Now you can click on the pictures of the various children and after a short advertisement see and hear them perform.  Additionally, at the bottom of the screen you will be able to see the lyrics as they are sung.  

Many linguists affirm that music is one of the greatest tools for teaching language.  You can actually witness this as you watch the song, “Io più te fa noi”, performed by an eight-year-old Romanian born boy.  His diction is terrific.  This year’s crop of contestants utilize many upbeat tunes and genres of songs to compete.  We liked the songs “Il tortellino” about the pasta that looks like a belly button, “Ti faccio la foto”  a delightful rap, and song and the two five-year-olds who perform Tita e Tato are so cute you’ll want to squeeze their cheeks.
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Buone feste!

If you’d like to show your class a performance of “White Christmas” done by a chorus of Italian teenagers go to:

http://www.canzonidinatale.com/detail-iType-88-iPic-1115.htm
The same popular song can be seen performed by the younger children of the “Piccolo Coro Antonelliano” by going to:

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4yYcVfM_Gqk 
The lyrics for the Italian version of the poulr “White Christmas” can be found at:

http://www.gosta.it/parole-e-immagini/canzoni-di-natale.htm
MVM Publishers vi augra un buon Natale e un felicissimo anno nuovo!     
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