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     Ideas for Managing Instruction:    Colorful Word Sort 

 
 

 

Colorful Word Sort (CWS) provides students an opportunity to categorize content specific terms, the 

academic language of a specific content or unit.  CWS is a great way to introduce students to the 

academic language of a specific content area at the beginning of a school year or semester or the specific 

content terms essential to understanding the concepts of a specific unit.  It helps teachers gage the 

background knowledge of students and can be used as a pretest/posttest activity. 
 

Grade Level Appropriateness 

Grades 5-12+ 

 

Set-Up and Materials 
 CWS Packets that contain five different shades of colored paper. 

 15-25 content specific terms, each written on a card, allowing students to move terms around the 

colored paper. 

 Use a standard index card, cut into thirds and write one term on each card. Or, create a simple 

table, two columns wide.  Type one term in each cell, copy and cut into a term card. 

 Group student in groups of three to five students. 

 Provide a CWS Packet for each student group. 

 

Student Directions 
 Categorize all terms by color. 

 Use every color. 

 Categorize every term. 

 No writing. 

 Be ready to share your group’s rationale for each color category and the way in which you 

categorized the terms. 

 

Example 

 

lake 

 

mountain 

 

 

mesa 

 

 

                river 
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Pretest Activity 
 

 With iPads or digital cameras, photograph completed CWSs, or clip terms to each colored sheet 

of paper. 

 Save CWS Packets labeled with student group names. 

 Analyze categories and students to determine student background knowledge. 

 

Posttest Activity 
 Repeat activity—same student groups and CWS Packets 

 Compare Pretest (first CWS) and Posttest (second CWS)  

 Invite individual students to reflect/write about the differences they see between the two sorts 

 

  

 

Best Practice 
 

“Novelty is an innate attention-getter” (Wolfe, 2001, p. 82). 

 

Effective teachers vary not only their own instructional strategies but also the types of assignments and 

activities given to students to support increased student engagement (Stronge, 2007, p. 77). 

 

Student engagement is maximized when students engage in authentic activities related to the content 

under study (Stronge, 2007, p. 77). 
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