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Colour-coded language activities 
by Simon Mumford 

Introduction 

It is very easy to colour-code words with computers using the text highlight colour 
function. This button, between text effects and font colour in Microsoft Word 2010, can be 
used to create many visually appealing teaching activities. Font colour can also be used, and 
the two features can be used in combination. This technique will probably work best using a 
projector and screen, or working one to one with a laptop, so you can apply/change the 
colours mid-activity, and move words as necessary. Eight activities are given below. 

1 Colour word-class 

Show the students the sentence below, and check that they are familiar with word 
classes. 

Yesterday I went swimming in the sea and I got sunburned, I wish I hadn’t! 

Ask them to identify the connection between word class and colour, which is as 
follows: 

pronouns/nouns/gerunds 

auxillary/ main verbs 

prepositions 

articles 

conjunctions 

adjectives 

adverbs 

Give any explanations required, eg that gerunds are verbs which function as nouns. 
You may also want to discuss the difference between adverbs and adjectives. Then ask the 
students to colour the sentences below. 

1. John is going to play football tomorrow after school so may be late. 

2. John lost the football, so unfortunately we can’t play tomorrow. 

Solution: 

1. John is going to play football tomorrow after school, so he may be late. 

2. John lost the football, so unfortunately we can’t play tomorrow. 

Possible follow up: discuss which class of words are missing from each sentence. 
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2 Colourful sentence 

Students have to put words with the same colour together into blocks, and then put 
the blocks together to make a sentence. Colour-coding makes getting the correct order 
much easier, and allows students to work on longer, more complex sentences. 

I known your him If heI had spoken to wouldn‟t was have brother 

Solution 

If I had known he was your brother,I wouldn‟t have spoken to him. 

When you have finished, discuss the rationales for the chunking, eg 

auxillary verb+main verb 

auxillary verb+main verb 

possessive pronoun+noun 

pronoun+verb 

pronoun+ verb 

if +subject pronoun 

preposition+pronoun. 

However, you would not chunk was your or known he. 

3 Word snap (intensive listening) 

Put these rules on the board (without the colours): 

Say ‘snap!’ each time: 
a) a word ends with the first letter of the next word, or 
b) if consecutive words begin with the same letter, or 
c) if consecutive words contain the same three or more consecutive letters. 

Read the following story to the students, without showing them the text. This is the 
first ‘go’ and is to get the students used to the game and the rules. They can try to spot a 
few ‘snap’s. 

 

 

 

 

 

Last Tuesday I went to London. It was a delightful day! For forty minutes we took 

the train to Victoria, then, when we arrived, Donald suggested doing some 

sightseeing. First, we explored Victoria, and then we booked an hour‟s tour on the 

Thames. James took some pictures on the embankment. Men and women were 

strolling slowly in Hyde Park. Helen lent me a guidebook and I read about the history 

of the Tower of London. Donald then said that we were late, and we had to quickly 

pick up our things and catch the train home. 
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Now put the students into groups of three, one reader with a print copy of the text, 
and two listeners. These print copies should contain the colour coding, as above. The 
listeners compete to spot the ‘snaps’. The one with the most at the end wins. Give each 
student a chance to read aloud so the game is played three times. Each time round is easier, 
and as students become familiar with the text, competition should increase! Notice that red 
focuses on elision, where similar sounds tend to merge. 

4 Understanding complex language 

Look at this example of a difficult and complex authentic sentence. 

 

 

 

 

 

Text source: Blount, T. 1985, Introduction to David Copperfield 

by Charles Dickens, p. 13 Penguin Harmondsworth  

This sentence may be difficult even for advanced learners, because such complex 
language consists of many interacting aspects. However, by dividing the text up in various 
ways, students can be given a different focus each time and this may lead to clearer 
comprehension. I have suggested below seven ways to highlight the text. You may find 
others, depending on the text or on student priorities. 

1. Second part of sentence divided into clauses 

2. Time words highlighted 

3. Core meaning of second section highlighted 

4. Phrases related to Dickens highlighted 

5. Answer to the question „What is paradoxical?‟ highlighted 

6. Content words hightlighted 

7. Words contrasting past and present, amounts and degrees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

 

2 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his  enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

1 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 
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5 Reading from memory 

Take a short text, such as the one below, and write it in 4 colours: black, grey, purple 
and red. Project it onto the screen. Put students in groups of four and assign one colour to 
each student. Ask groups to read aloud the text with each student reading their colour. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his  enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

4 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his  enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

5 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his  enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

66 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his  enormous popularity has 

suggested all along. 

 

7 His readers have always been legion, and it is paradoxical 

that current analytical criticism has only fairly recently begun 

to pay proper respect to what his enormous popularity has 

suggested all along.  

 

Last week I had a strange experience. I was in a restaurant with a friend 

having a meal.. At the end of the meal, I asked for the bill.. The waiter told 

me it had already been paid. I asked who paid it, and the waiter said it was 

the man in the corner. He had already left. I asked who he was and the 

waiter said it was an eccentric millionaire who liked to give people surprises! 
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Now, use the text highlight colour button to change the background colour to be the 
same as the various text colours. When highlighted red, all the red words disappear, so the 
‘red’ student will have to do it from memory, as in version 2 below. Change the text 
highlight colour to black, purple and grey so that all students have a turn at remembering 
their words. Let the others help with prompting. Note: this exercise should also help 
students to read in blocks of 2/3 words rather than single words. 

 

 

 

 

 

6 Colourful errors 

Give students a text with errors. Each error is colour-coded, but do not tell them 
what the codes mean at this stage. Their task is to correct the mistakes and decide what 
words of the same colour have in common. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Colour-code key: 
unnecessary word 

wrong tense 

spelling- letter missing 

word in wrong place 

missing word 

wrong word 

 

Possible solution 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Last week I had a strange experience. I was in a restaurant with a friend 

having a meal. At the end of the meal, I asked for the bill. The waiter told 

me it had already been paid. I asked who paid it, and the waiter said it was 

the man in the corner. He had already left. I asked who he was and the 

waiter said it was an eccentric millionaire who liked to give people surprises! 

At last weekend I have a wonderful time. I went to --- best friend‟s party birthday. 

I bought some polite new clothes specially for the ocasion. There was a wonderful 

food, and we have fun dancing. I met a one great guy called Jim. He is a 

profesional athlete. He was inviting --- to watch him in a game next week. We  

were listened to some great music by „The Potatoes‟. I‟m going to by their new 

CD tomorrow. I also meet --- old frend from school which I didn‟t see for years. 

Gess what? She --- married now, and she is works me near. We are going to meet 

for a coffee week next. It was the funniest party I had been ever to. 

Last weekend I had a wonderful time. I went to  my best friend‟s birthday party. I 

bought some smart new clothes specially for the occasion. There was  wonderful 

food, and we had fun dancing. I met a great guy called Jim. He is a professional 

athlete. He  invited me to watch him in a competition next week. We listened to 

some great music by „The Potatoes‟. I‟m going to buy their new CD tomorrow. I 

also met an old friend from school who I hadn‟t seen for years. Guess what? She 

is  married now, and she  works near  me. We are going to meet for a coffee next 

week. It was the most enjoyable party I had ever been to. 
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7 Highlighting language 

Use colour to highlight text for language study in any text. Focus on the features 
exemplified in the particular text you have chosen. Collocation and idioms are a focus of the 
following highlights and the associated exercise questions below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Slashed, refused, and have are followed by to.Which is different, grammatically? 

2. What do the phrases in red have in common? 

3. What do the phrases in green mean? Are they negative or positive? What does this 

say about the author‟s view of the leaders? 

4. What is the difference between in and on with dates? 

5. Which words can be used with percentages? What is the difference in meaning? 

6. These are idioms. Which is negative and which is positive? Which one is the 

author‟s view? How does he compare them? 

7. What do these verb+preposition phrases mean? Can you see any others? 

Solutions 

1. slashed to = adjective+preposition 

2. present continuous+comparative for a change in state 

3. All negative: capacity for self delusion = the ability to fool yourself; fall short on = 

not completely succeed; Do little to help = did almost nothing; Bear the blame = 

take responsibility for; fail to win support = get no support. 

Author‟s view: Leaders have been unsuccessful 

4. on+date, in+year 

5. at = used to show exact percentage,  over/above = more than 

It is a measure of European politicians‟ capacity for self-delusion that Angela 

Merkel, Germany‟s chancellor, called the euro-zone summit on March 24th-

25th “a “big step forward” in solving the region‟s debt crisis. Something 

between a fudge and a failure would be more accurate. The leaders fell short on 

almost every task they set themselves. They agreed on a “permanent” rescue 

mechanism to be introduced in 2013, but couldn‟t fund it properly, because Mrs 

Merkel refused to put up money her finance minister had pledged. The Brussels 

gathering did little to help Greece, Ireland and Portugal, the zone‟s most 

troubled economies. Their situation is getting worse—and Europe‟s leaders bear 

much of the blame. 

Portugal‟s prime minister resigned on March 23rd after failing to win support 

for the fourth austerity package in a year. The country‟s credit rating was 

slashed to near-junk status on March 29th, while ten-year bond yields have risen 

above 8% as investors fear Portugal will have to turn to the European Union and 

the IMF for loans. The economies of both Greece and Ireland, Europe‟s two 

“rescued” countries, are shrinking faster than expected, and bond yields, at 

almost 13% for Greece and over 10% for Ireland, remain stubbornly high. 

Investors plainly don‟t believe the rescues will work. 

extract from: http://www.economist.com/node/18485985 
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6. A big step forward is positive, something between a fudge and a failure is negative. 

something between a fudge and a failure is more accurate i.e. this is the author‟s 

view. 

7. Put up = give, contribute; turn to = seek help from.  Other = agreed on 

8 Colour clues 

In the following story, students fill in the blanks with a word. Words of the same 
colour start with the same letter, so each correct word provides an important clue to two 
other words. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Solution: first letters  v f s t h a b 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

A simple function such as the text highlight can be used in many language learning activities. 
There may be many other possibilities for using coloured text, and it is easy to save material 
and reuse it many times. Noticing is especially important in language education, and we can 
easily draw attention to any aspect of language simply with the click of a mouse. 

Simon Mumford 

Biodata Simon Mumford teaches EAP at Izmir University of Economics, Turkey. He has 
written on using stories, visuals, drilling, reading aloud, vocabulary and is especially 
interested in the creative teaching of grammar. E-mail: simon.mumford@ieu.edu.tr 

Yesterday I went to ___ a _____ in hospital. He was _____ ill, ___ I took 

him some ___ to cheer him up. He ____ me that I was ___ only visitor and 

he ____ very lonely. After half ___ hour, ___ nurse told me _______ time 

was over, ______ I had ____ go. Fred ____ me to come next week, and I 

_____ I would bring him some books and magazines. ___ looked a ___ sad 

when I said goodbye, ___ when I promised to phone ___, he ____ and said, 

„You‟re my ____ friend.‟ 

Yesterday I went to visit a friend in hospital. He was very ill, so I took him 

some fruit to cheer him up. He told me that I was his only visitor and he felt 

very lonely. After half an hour, the nurse told me visiting time was over, and 

I had to go. Fred asked me to come next week, and I said I would bring him 

some books and magazines. He looked a bit sad when I said goodbye, but 

when I promised to phone him, he smiled and said, „you‟re my best friend.‟ 


