
 

 

Logical thinking in language practice exercises 
 

Abstract 
The popularity of using logic to solve problems can be seen in many leisure activities, this article  
therefore suggests that language exercises with a puzzle element could increase student motivation. It 
gives a number of examples,  both adaptations of traditional  exercises, and  more innovative ones. 

 
 
1 Introduction 
People seem to enjoy solving problems. This is seen in many popular activities, such as 
crosswords, cards games, chess, logic problems, sudokus, and word searches. The 
popularity of detective novels and series on television is another indication of the 
popularity of problem solving as a leisure activity. 
 
This type of logical thinking is also needed for language practice activities. Many 
exercise types are essentially logic problems: gap-filling, putting words in order, and 
hangman. These need logic, the application of linguistic rules, to find the right word, the 
correct order of words or the correct spelling. Yet compared to the many types of  logic 
puzzles used as entertainment, language exercise types seem relatively few in number, 
with fill-in-the-blanks type exercises dominating. It may be that by offering a greater 
variety of exercises, and making exercises more closely resemble puzzles, we could 
make learning more motivating. 
 
While designing puzzles, a brief analysis of one popular type, crosswords, may be 
helpful. These involve finding synonyms, but there is much more involved. Choices of 
words are limited by the number of letters, which narrows down the possibilities. As the 
puzzle unfolds, more letter clues are revealed and knowledge of possible letter 
permutations comes into play, giving a greater chance of finding the words, and thus 
maintaining the motivation to finish. In the light of this, we can say that three important 
principles of puzzles are support, dependency, and satisfaction. Support is given by 
limiting the choice of answers, giving the puzzler a better chance of finding the answer. 
Answers are dependent on each other, giving a sense of progression. Finally, puzzles 
ideally lead to a satisfying solution and a sense of achievement.  
 
The rest of this article sets out to illustrate language practice exercises in which these 
principles are applied. The exercises are in two sections. Firstly, there are those that are 
adaptations of exercises already in use: gap filling and putting words and/or sentences in 
order. The second main section describes some more innovative exercises. 
 
2 Variations on traditional exercises 
 
2.1 Double Cloze 
Students fill in the missing words in the story and the last line. The missing words in the 
story are the same as those that are visible in the last line and the missing words in the 
last line are all in the main story, so although there is a high proportion of blanks, the 
possibilities are limited.  
 
Story 
 I  had been shopping and was walking home for dinner.  1) __________,  I saw a man I 
2)________. I asked 3)_______about his wife. The man looked confused. Before  



 

 

4)________could ask 5)__________ question, he said ‘ You are  6)________, I’m not 
married!’. 
 
Last line  
Then 7)_______  knew that I 8)  _______ mistaken him 9)  _______ another 
10)_________! 
 
Solution: 1) Then,  2) knew,  3) him,   4) I,   5) another,    6) mistaken,  7) I ,     8) had,   
9)  for, 10) man. 
 
2.2 Word shapes 
This is word ordering exercise based on join-the-dots puzzles. In this version, students 
draw lines between dots which represent words in order to make a sentence.  When 
completed correctly, the lines make a shape. Some dots represent two words; these are 
visited twice. This activity will probably work better with younger or older students, but 
may be considered ‘childish’ by teenagers and young adults. 
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Solutions 
1. I wish he had told me. (a five point star) 
2. If I were you, I would not go out. (a house with a cross inside) 
3. Can you give me change for 50 Euros, please? (a fish) 
4. Next week I will have much more free time. (a kite with tail) 
 
2.3 Vocabulary story 
Students put the sentences in order to make a story. Each sentence except the last one 
contains a word that is less likely to be known by students. A definition or description 
of this word is given in the following sentence, and this is a clue to the order. As well as 
teaching new words, this can encourage students to look for contextual clues to the 
meanings of unknown words while reading. 
 
 Start at a) 
 

a) Jimmy had a lovely cat called Kitty, with a big white blob on her head. 
b) Kitty rushed to Jimmy, the man who looked after her and fed her. He was 

overjoyed to see her again. 
c) This sad sound of Kitty crying was heard by a hiker who was passing nearby.  
d) The hiker carried Kitty to the area where he lived, and then  released her. 
e) As the hiker let Kitty free, he said, ‘I’m sure you can find your master from 

here!’ 
f) The man with boots, a walking stick and a pack on his back saw that Kitty had a 

tag. 
g) Looking at this round metal disc giving her owner’s name and address, the hiker 

saw Kitty lived very near to his own neighbourhood. 
h) One day, this friendly animal with a mark on her fur got lost on a moor. 
i) Kitty was frightened being alone in this large flat area with no trees, and began 

to miou loudly. 
j) ‘Where have you been?’, Jimmy said with happiness, smiles and laughter.   

 
Solution: a, h, i, c, f, g, d, e, b, j. 
 
2.4  Ordering words and sentences  
In this exercise, students work on four sentences at the same time. Each box has four 
words. In pairs, students make four five-word sentences, choosing one word from 
consecutive boxes for each sentence, then put the sentences in order to make a short 
dialogue. To make this more challenging, ask students to do it without writing anything 
down. Check all have the right answers, and then ask them to practise the dialogue. 
 

Can 
Of 
Yes 
It’s 

course 
a 

I’m 
I 

going 
come 
lovely 
you 

day 
with 
can 
to 
 

you 
John 
swim 
today 

 
 
Solution 
A. It’s a lovely day today. 



 

 

B. Yes, I’m going to swim. 
A. Can I come with you? 
B. Of course you can, John. 
 
3  Innovative exercises 
 
3.1 All change 
In this exercise, students have to move every action (in bold) to a different position. 
However, the new paragraph must make perfect sense, so students will have to think 
carefully about the possibilities. As a follow-up, students can compare their answers. 
 
Yesterday I was very busy. First, I went to the library to 1) get some information. Then, 
I went to cafe to 2) have some coffee. Then, I walked to the supermarket to 3) get a 
newspaper. Next, I went to the hospital to 4) see a friend, and later, I went to a chemist 
to 5) get some medicine. Then, I called in at the bank to 6) get a job application form. 
Following that, I went to the dentist to 7) make an appointment. I invited John to a 
restaurant to 8) have a meal. He said he had just been to his neighbour’s to 9) borrow 
some money. On the way home we stopped at a petrol station to 10) ask for directions. 
 
A solution: many others possible 
Yesterday I was very busy. First, I went to the library to 1) get a job application form. 
Then, I went to cafe to 2) see a friend. Then, I walked to the supermarket to 3) get some 
medicine. Next, I went to the hospital to 4) make an appointment, and later, I went to a 
chemist to 5) ask for directions. Then, I called in at the bank to 6) borrow some money. 
Following that, I went to the dentist to 7) get some information. I invited John to a 
restaurant to 8) have some coffee. He said he had just been to his neighbour’s to 9) 
have a meal. On the way home we stopped at a petrol station to 10) get a newspaper. 
 
3.2 Words in the wrong place 
Create a short text on the computer, such as the one in version 1. Just before the lesson, 
swap the positions of pairs of nouns, so it appears as in version 2. The repositioned 
words are underlined here to show the changes, but should not be for the actual 
exercise, because finding these is the students’ task. Project version 2 onto a screen and 
establish that some words are wrongly positioned. Then click the back (undo typing) 
button, so that one word returns to its original place. Ask students to predict how other 
words will move each time before clicking the back button. Then click the forward 
(repeat typing) button until you have version 2 again, and repeat the process.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

Version 1 
Last night I saw a ghost! I was going to bed about twelve 
o’clock when I heard strange noises from the library.  
It sounded like someone crying. I slowly opened the library 
door, and there was a beautiful woman wearing a blue dress, 
but I could see through her! 
 

Version 2 
Last woman I saw a bed! I was going to ghost about twelve 
o’clock when I heard strange someone from the dress.  
It sounded like noises crying. I slowly opened the library 
door, and there was a beautiful night wearing a blue library, 
but I could see through her! 
 



 

 

3.3Association grid 
 part of 

body 
drink animal/ 

bird 
fruit jewellery hobby furniture 

colour blonde 
(hair) 

red wine  raven 
(black) 

orange gold (singing) 
the blues 

coffee 
table 

sport 
 

foot(ball) energy 
drink 

(cricket) 
bat 

 lucky 
charm 

skiing table 
(tennis) 

transport 
 

legs water 
 tanker 

donkey banana 
boat 

jewellery  
case 

bicycle removal 
van 

computers 
 

lap(top) Java 
coffee 

mouse Apple  games desk (top) 

medical all! medicine vet 
 

grapes   bed 

leadership head 
 

champagne lion  gold chain  throne 

weapon fist/hand 
 

poison Cobra 
(helicopter) 

 sword archery guncase 

 
Draw the grid on the board, with the title of each row and column. Write in a few 
example answers, e.g. orange is a fruit and colour, a sword is a weapon and can also be 
jewellery, i.e. made of gold and jewels, a raven is a bird and a colour. Ask students to 
fill in the other squares. They may find their own associations, so encourage them to be 
creative. Then call out the words for any unfilled spaces, giving vocabulary 
explanations as necessary, and ask for suggestions as to their place on the grid. Finally, 
ask students to test each other in pairs, with one student facing away from the board. 
 
S1:  Transport, animal. 
S2:  Donkey.  
S1:  Computer, part of the body. 
S2:  Lap. etc.  
 
3.4 Process maze 
In this exercise, students link words on a grid in time order to make a story or real life 
process. They can move left and right, and up and down, but not diagonally. An 
example is given below. The challenge can be increased by not revealing the start and 
finish points. 
 

woman→ 
(start) 

bus stop→ street↓ 

↓knife 
 

←letter ←key 

glasses→ 
 

chair→ phone  
(finish) 

 
Solution: A woman got off the bus at the bus stop, walked along the street to her house, 
opened the door with her key, picked up a letter, opened it with a knife, put on her 
glasses and sat down to read it, then phoned a friend to tell her the news she had  just 
read. 
 
When students have found the route, ask them to describe the event. Of course, students 
may find different but equally valid routes and solutions. Two more examples are given 
below. 



 

 

 
 
saucepan 
(start) 

 water egg 

 sink 
 

dishcloth 
(finish) 

plate 

Tap 
 

tissue spoon 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Conclusion 
These activities will appeal to those who enjoy puzzles in their own language. Yet this 
does not mean they should be solved in the way people normally do puzzles, with 
students racking their brains in silence. These activities can easily be set up as 
competitive games, with teams racing to complete the puzzle first. Alternatively, you 
can emphasise the collaborative element, and encourage groups to communicate in 
English as they try to solve the puzzle together. Puzzles are also suitable for Task-based 
Teaching (Willis & Willis, 2007: 98), for example, in activity 3.4, group-work could be 
followed by a report stage, where groups present their versions to the class, and then 
compare these with the solution given.  With thought, logic puzzles can appeal to a wide 
range of learner types. 
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tea 
(start) 

detective witness 

unconscious 
 

poison raid 

hospital 
 

tests arrest 
(finish) 

Solution: A man took a saucepan, put water in it 
and boiled an egg. Then he put the egg on a 
plate and ate it with a spoon. After wiping his 
mouth with a tissue, he turned on the tap, 
washed the plate in the sink and dried it with a 
dishcloth. 

Solution: A woman drank some tea and became 
unconscious. She was taken to hospital, where 
tests showed she had been poisoned. Detectives 
questioned a witness, raided a house and arrested 
a man for attempted murder. 


