
Nonsense words 

 

 

 

Level: A2.1, A2.2, B1.1, B1.2 

Age: 10-12 

Organization: whole class, pairs 

Aims: To infer the meaning of words from the context; to develop awareness of strategies to use when 

deducing the meaning of unfamiliar words. 

Language focus: any language or vocabulary 

Materials: Essential: none / Optional: photocopies of sentences containing nonsense words (one for 

each child) 

 

 

Procedure   

1. Write a sentence on the board including familiar language and a nonsense word, e.g. The 

glooper has got short legs and a long tail.  

2. Ask the children what they think a glooper is.  They will probably say an animal, possibly a bird. 

Ask how they know, and listen to their response, e.g. it’s got a tail. Point put that looking at 

other words in the same sentence (or paragraph) is a good strategy to use when working out the 

meaning of unfamiliar words. Elicit or point out that looking at the form of words can help too, 

for example we know that a glooper is a thing (or a noun) because of the word the in front of it 

and also because of - er at the end (as in singer or robber)   

3. Divide the class into pairs.  

4. Either write 6-8 sentences with nonsense words on the board or give a photocopy to each pair.  

5. Ask the children to work out the meaning of all the nonsense words. If children are familiar with 

metalanguage, you can also ask them to identify the parts of speech of each nonsense word. 

Some examples of the kinds of sentences you can use are: I was so pillatch that I went to sleep. 

(tired or exhausted, adjective) / She didn’t hear the alarm clock and glicked very late. (got up or 

arrived – need to read more to confirm – past simple verb) / I didn’t want to go to school so I 

walked very zibly. (slowly or reluctantly,  adverb) / She was very rich but not very jaffrey. (clever 

or happy or beautiful – need to read more to find out – adjective).  

6.  As a follow-up, encourage children to apply strategies for guessing the meanings of words in 

context when you next use a shared reading text in class. 

 

 

 

 



Comments and Suggestions  

 Children generally enjoy the puzzle element in deducing the meaning of nonsense words from 

the context. The activity also raises children’s awareness that just because they haven’t come 

across a word before, it doesn’t automatically mean that they can’t understand it. This is 

important for boosting confidence and self-esteem. It is also useful training for children’s own 

independent reading and will help them if they are required to do exams. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


