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Mystery Vocabulary Detectives is a cooperative learning and critical thinking game for reviewing 

vocabulary. During the game one player, the “Eyewitness,” secretly looks at a vocabulary card and 

provides clues about the word’s meaning to the “Detectives” who try to guess the word. It can be 

played as a whole class, or students can play it within cooperative learning teams. The game 

includes 7 sets of prepared vocabulary cards, and it can be adapted to any subject area by using 

the editable template to create your own cards.   

 

Materials Needed for Class Game  

 Class Directions  

 15-20 Mystery Vocabulary Cards  

 2 Suspect Cards per player 

 

Materials Needed for Team Game  

 Team Directions 

 15-20 Mystery Vocabulary Cards  

 5 Suspect Cards per player 

 Eyewitness and Detective Role Cards (optional)  

 

Advanced Preparation 

Before you print and prepare the materials, read the directions on pages 4 and 5 so you’ll have a 

complete understanding of how the game is played. Then choose one set of Mystery Vocabulary 

Cards from pages 11 - 17 or create your own. You’ll need 15 to 20 word cards that include key 

terms and phrases that students have previously studied. To create your own set, print the blank 

template on page 9 and write the words on it, or type your words on the editable Word template 

in the zip file you purchased. Laminate the cards and cut them apart. Alternatively, you can write 

the words on index cards. You’ll need enough Suspect Cards for each student to have five cards.   

 

Optional Team Role Cards - During the team version of the game, one person 

on each team is the Eyewitness and the other players are Detectives. Team 

members rotate roles after each round of the game. To avoid confusion about 

whose turn it is to play a given role, you may want to give each team one 

Eyewitness Role Card (page 7) and enough Detective Role Cards (page 8) for 

the other students on the team. Print the role cards on sturdy paper, cut them 

out, and fold them to form tents. After each round of play, the students pass 

their role tents one place to the left. The cards are not mentioned in the 

directions because they are optional.  
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Why the Suspect Cards Are Important 

During the game, the Eyewitness provides clues to help the Detectives guess 

the mystery word. Each time a Detective makes a guess, he or she must give a 

Suspect Card to the Eyewitness. Because the players have a limited number of 

Suspect Cards, they are motivated to make thoughtful guesses in order to 

avoid wasting any cards. Using the Suspect Cards also ensures that all students 

have an equal opportunity to participate. When the more assertive students 

run out of cards, they have to wait patiently for the less assertive students to 

become involved. During the class game, it’s probably enough to give each 

student 2 Suspect Cards because so there are so many players in the game. 

During the team game, there are fewer players, so each student will 

need more cards. The directions call for 5 cards, but if this seems to  

be too many, try giving each student just 3 or 4 cards.  

 

Detective Terms Used in the Game  

Mystery Vocabulary Detectives uses the following terms that deal with 

investigations and/or detectives: eyewitness, detective, evidence, clue, 

identity, and suspect. If your students are not familiar with these terms, 

explain the meanings of those words before you introduce the game.   

 

Whole Class or Team Play? 

You can play this game as a whole class or students can play each other 

within cooperative learning teams. I suggest starting off with the class 

directions to make sure your students understand the game. Display the directions (page 4) and 

have students follow along as you explain how the game works. After your students understand 

how to play the game, seat them in teams of four or five and introduce the team directions. Ask 

a team to model these directions while the other teams watch how the game is played.  

 

Teams Against Teams 

Another way to play is to combine elements of both games so that teams work together to 

compete against other teams. If you use this method, you will serve as the Eyewitness and give 

all the hints. Each TEAM is given two suspect cards. After you give a word clue, team members 

consult together quietly and decide as a team when to make a guess.  

 

Management Tips 

 If you use the prepared cards, remove any cards from the deck that your 

students have not previously studied.  

 If you use the Historical Figures cards, be sure that all students are familiar 

with those famous people. This works well when used in a culminating 

activity after students have previously studied the historical figures. 

 If the Eyewitness does not know the meaning of the word selected, the card 

should be placed at the bottom of the deck to be used later.  

 You may choose to let students refer to a dictionary or another reference 

source if they are having difficulty remembering what the words mean. 

 If you have a student whom you suspect will have difficulty with the words, 

have him or her play the game in a small group of students with similar 

abilities. This group should be led by a teacher, an assistant, a parent 

volunteer, or peer tutor. 

 Detective Words 

Used in Game 

 eyewitness  

 detective  

 evidence 

 clue  

 suspect 

 identity 
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Objective: To win the most Mystery Vocabulary  

Cards by correctly guessing the cards’ identities 

 

Directions: 

1. The teacher is the Eyewitness and the students 

are the Detectives. Each Detective is given two 

Suspect Cards at the start of each round. 

2. The Eyewitness shuffles the Mystery Vocabulary 

Cards and stacks them face down. He or she picks  

up the top vocabulary card and secretly looks at it.  

3. The Eyewitness gives one clue about the meaning 

of the word or phrase without saying any part of 

the phrase in the clue. (For example, if the term is “rain forest,” neither 

the word “rain,” nor the word “forest” can be used.) 

4. Any Detective who wants to guess the word holds up a Suspect Card as a 

signal. The Eyewitness takes the card, places it in a discard pile, and the 

Detective may make one guess. If the Detective is correct, he or she wins 

the Mystery Vocabulary card. If the Detective is not correct, other 

players may hold up a Suspect Card and make a guess if called upon.  

5. If none of the Detectives wants to make a guess, the Eyewitness gives 

one more clue about the word’s meaning.  

6. If a Detective runs out of Suspect Cards, he or she may not make another 

guess during that round of the game.  

7. Play continues until the word is guessed or until all Detectives run out of 

Suspect Cards or give up, at which time the word is revealed. 

8. After the Mystery Word is guessed or revealed, a new word is selected 

and a new round begins. Each Detective starts with two Suspect Cards. 

Follow steps 2 to 7 until time is up or the vocabulary cards run out.  

9. Who won the most Mystery Vocabulary Cards? He or she earns the rank 

of Top Dog for this game! 

Class Directions 

Mystery Vocabulary Detectives 
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Materials: 

 Mystery Vocabulary Cards 

 5 Suspect Cards per person 

 

Objective: To win the most Mystery 

Vocabulary Cards by correctly guessing  

the cards’ identities 

 

Directions: 

1. The person wearing the most brown is the first 

Eyewitness, and the other players are Detectives for 

this round. Each Detective takes five Suspect Cards. 

2. The Eyewitness shuffles the Mystery Vocabulary Cards 

and stacks them face down. He or she picks up the top 

vocabulary card and secretly looks at it. (If the Eyewitness doesn’t know the 

word, he or she puts it at the bottom of the deck and chooses another card.) 

3. The Eyewitness begins by giving one clue about the meaning of the word or 

phrase without saying any part of the phrase. (For example, if the term is “rain 

forest,” the Eyewitness may not say the word “rain” or the word “forest.”) 

4. Any Detective who wants to guess the word holds up a Suspect Card as a 

signal. The Eyewitness takes the card, places it in a discard pile, and the 

Detective is allowed to make one guess. If the Detective is correct, he or she 

wins the Mystery Vocabulary card. If the Detective is not correct, other players 

may hold up a Suspect Card and make a guess when called upon.  

5. If no one wants to make a guess, the Eyewitness gives one more 

clue about the mystery word’s meaning.  

6. If a Detective runs out of Suspect Cards, he or she may not make 

another guess until everyone is out of Suspect Cards. At that time, 

everyone takes five Suspect Cards from the discard pile. 

7. Play continues until the word is guessed or until all Detectives run 

out of Suspect Cards, at which time the mystery word is revealed. 

8. For the next round of the game, the role of Eyewitness rotates to 

the left. The new Detective takes 5 Suspect Cards, but all remaining 

Detectives start the game with the cards they had at the end of the 

previous round. Follow steps 2 through 7 until time is up or the 

vocabulary cards run out.  

9. Who won the most Mystery Vocabulary Cards? He or she earns  

the rank of Top Dog for this game! 

Mystery Vocabulary Detectives 
Team Directions 
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Copyright and Permission Info 

 

Mystery Vocabulary Detectives is protected by copyright. Unless 

your school has purchased multiple licenses, your single user purchase 

entitles you to make copies for your classroom only. You may not 

distribute this ebook in print or digital form without permission. 

Email me at contact@lauracandler.com with inquiries. Thanks for 

valuing my hard work by respecting the copyright on this book! ~ Laura Candler 
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