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What is colourful semantics?

Colourful semantics is a language support tool created by a speech and language therapist named
Alison Bryan.

It uses colour coding to help children understand the key parts of a sentence and how to put them together in
the right order. Colourful semantics can also support children with communication and language needs.

Colourful semantics aims to develop and consolidate the understanding of ‘wh-’ questions such as ‘who?’,
‘what?’ and ‘where?’.

How to Use Colourful Semantics

There are three elements to a colourful semantics activity:
A picture or photograph: These are used for your child to describe.

« A sentence strip: This shows the structure needed to describe the sentence. Here are some examples:

Colour-coded word cards: These are for your child to use to build their sentence.
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Colourful semantics uses specific colours and shapes for different elements of a sentence.

Sentence Element Colour/ Shape

Who? ~—~—rrr———P

What are they doing? —~—~—-~9>
What? ~—~—~~———~————P green
Where? ~—~—~—~———~—~—~—9 blue

Towho(m)? ~—~——-~—P
When? ~—~—~—~~—~—~—~———9 brown
How? ~—~~—~~—~~—~~—~—~—~—9 black

O
What is it like? —~—~———9 cloud shape{ N

r
-

p N N -

s
Whose? ~—~—~—~——~9 star shape E_W/Aé

auxiliary (helping) and _
copula (linking) verbs —~—> diamond
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A colourful semantics example:

Using this sentence structure we can describe this picture.

is rolling the ball

We could also use this sentence structure:
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0, What?

_7 ‘What?’ words are mostly objects, but they can also be animals that are not named or
characters.

Who?

‘Who?' words can be:

. animals
occupations

people character names We only use who for animals

when they are characters or
named pets, or when they are
carrying out a human activity

L
yé

If it's a picture of an animal carrying out a human activity, it would be a
| ‘who’ word. For example, in the silly sentence below:

m is eating a burger.

If it's a picture of a real animal, it would be a ‘what’.
For example, in this sentence:

The horse is eating “

?
&
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doctor, dentist

€.g. man, woman,
girl, boy, baby
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Goldilocks, Little
Red Riding Hood
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! "words can be:

e.g. run, sit, read e.g. paint,
e.g. wash (hair), painted, painting e.g. is and was
brush (hair)

For example:

The boy is jumping.

Depending on your child’s age and where they are in their learning journey, they might be ready to add in
copula and auxiliary verbs.

A copula verb, also called a linking verb, connects the subject of a sentence to a noun or adjective that
describes it. For example ‘The sky is blue." In this sentence, the word ‘is’ connects the word ‘sky’ to the

word ‘blue’.

An auxiliary verb, also called a helping verb, is a verb that helps the main verb in a sentence to express
tense, aspect, voice or mood.

Some words are examples of copula or auxiliary verbs depending on the context. These verbs are shown in
and can be referred to as

So for the example above the sentence could look like

The boy jumping.

But remember to only move on to this step if your child is ready.
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Where?

prepositions

‘Where? words can be:

prepositional phrases

e.g. under the table

v‘nu&a

L] :

- | -

Notice how ‘the wall’ is not a ‘what’ word. This is because the function in the sentence has changed.

e.g. on, in, over

For example:

To help your child understand you can ask, “Where did John kick the ball?”
The answer is ‘over the wall’, which means ‘the wall’ is part of the ‘where’.

If your child is learning about prepositions (a word that tells you where or when something is in relation to
something else) you can introduce the use of little blue words.

So in the example below, the preposition (under) is identified in a little blue rectangle.
But the words ‘the table’ are also in blue as they are part of the where.

? The teddy <> | _under | | the table.
@
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To who(m)?

‘To who(m)?’ words are the indirect object that is affected by an action.

For example:

The dog is the one being affected by the action so ‘to the dog’ is pink.

When?

‘When?’ words are about the time something happened e.g. today, tomorrow, yesterday, at the weekend, on
Friday, once upon a time or a long time ago.

'When?’ words can be at the start or end of the sentence.

For example:

Yesterday Maddie ate an ice cream.
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e

What Iike?} words can be:

PN

adjectives feelings and emotions

e.g. old, tall, pretty, blue e.g. angry, excited, hungry

These words are shown in cloud shapes because they can float around the sentence like real clouds.

For example:

red
Benny is wearing trainers.
The clouds can also be in the sentence
Benny is wearing red trainers.
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Whose? C_words are possessive pronouns e.qg. his, hers, our, my, your and their.

R

For example:

The boy is washing face.
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How?

‘How?’ words show how an action is performed.

For example:

le-’“m.

The cat ran quickly.
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Helpful Tips for Using Colourful Semantics at Home

Prepare
Make sure you have everything you need ready before you start. It can be tricky to keep things flowing if you're
missing an important word or card (like the ‘Who?’ or ‘Doing what?’ word).

Start Simple

Begin with short, two-part sentences like ‘The cat is sleeping.’ Focus on just the ‘Who?’ and ‘Doing what?’ parts
then gradually add more elements as your child becomes comfortable with using colourful semantics. When
introducing a new colour to represent a new element (e.g. ‘When?' words), focus on them in isolation before
adding them to the sentence strip.

You don't have to colour code everything — you are in control of what is coded, so only do what your child is
ready for.

Use Questions
Find the verb and ask the right question to get the right answer. Then ask your child to choose the colour/
shape that goes with that question/word.

For example, in the sentence:
The boy kicked the ball in the garden.
Find the verb — kicked —

Then ask the following questions:

Who kicked? the boy
What was kicked? the ball
Where was it kicked? |in the garden
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Use Favourite Topics
You can use the pictures included in this resource, or use your own. Make sure to choose pictures or themes
your child enjoys, for example animals, vehicles or family photos. It makes learning more meaningful and fun.

v

Keep It Visual
Use coloured cards, sentence strips or even toys to build sentences. Hands-on activities can be
especially helpful for young or visual learners. The more your child understands and feels comfortable,
the more you can alter the activities.

Y

Short, regular sessions (5 - 10 minutes) are more effective than long ones.
Make it part of your daily routine if possible.

Y

Model the Sentence First
Show your child how to build and say the sentence before asking them to try.
Repeat it a few times together.

Y

Praise Every Effort
Celebrate small steps — whether your child points to the right card, says a word or builds a full sentence.

Encouragement builds confidence.

Y

Be Patient and Flexible
Every child learns at their own pace.
If a certain step is tricky, go back and practise or maybe try a different way to explain it.

Y

Ask for Help
If you're unsure of anything, reach out to your child’s teacher or speech and language therapist to ask for help.
Working together with all the people in your child’s life will help keep everything consistent.

We hope you find the information on our website and resources useful. As far as possible, the contents of this resource are reflective of current professional research.
However, please be aware that every child is different and information can quickly become out of date. The information given here is intended for general guidance purposes
only and may not apply to your specific situation.

w Page 12 of 12 visit twinkl.com @
Quality Standard
Approved J


https://www.twinkl.co.uk/resources/parents

