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Sensational Synonyms 

Introduction: 
In this lesson, students analyze Figley’s New Favorite Food to generate a list of all 
the synonyms for “said” in the story.  They then generate a class list of synonyms 
for other commonly used words like “good” and “bad,” and they use this list to 
expand their vocabulary in a writing piece of their choice.  
  
Total Time: 
1.  Day 1: 65 minutes 
2.  Day 2: 45 minutes  

Social/Emotional Concept: 
Communication 
 
Academic Standard: 
Demonstrate understanding of word relationships and nuances in word meaning (L 
3.5)  
 
Teaching the Standard: 
1.  Gather students at the rug or other meeting area, seated beside a partner.  

Have a student pass out writing materials and a copy of the Sensational 
Synonyms rubric for each pair.  Tell students that as you read Figley’s New 
Favorite Food, they should listen for the words that mean the same thing as 
“said.”  (Remind them that words that mean the same thing are “synonyms.”)  
Read a few pages of the book starting on page 6, emphasizing the synonyms 
for said: “announced,” “gasped,” “asked,” “mumbled,” etc.  Write a list of the 
words, and point out that they don’t mean exactly the same thing.  Pick a 
common word like “Hello,” and have students “announce,” ‘gasp,” “ask,” and 
“mumble” the word to illustrate the different shades of meaning.  8 minutes 

2.  Now, have students help you brainstorm synonyms for “good,” “bad,” and any 
other words you think would be useful to them.  Words for emotions work well, 
too—for example, encouraging students to discuss the difference between 
“glum” and “heartbroken,” or “cheerful” and “ecstatic.”  For each word you 
select, give a couple of synonyms, then have students do a think-pair-share to 
generate more synonyms.  After completing each list, model using the words in 
context, then have students do another think-pair-share where they take turns 
using the words in a sentence.  You can have students copy down the words to 
keep as a reference in their writing folders or binders, or you can give them a 
list of the words the following day, while keeping the list of words on the 
whiteboard or interactive whiteboard for today’s writing session.  10 minutes 
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Practice the Process: 
1.  Tell students they can write anything they want today—a fictional story, a story 

of something that happened to them, a nonfiction piece on a topic they know a 
lot about, or any other genre, but they must use at least three words from each 
list you generated today.  Do a quick shared writing activity where you have the 
students help you think of an idea for a written piece, then tell you what to 
write, using at least one word from the lists in each sentence.  For the first 
sentence, do a think-aloud where you ponder which word captures exactly 
what you mean—for example, “Since I’m writing a fantasy story about a 
Squonk whose mom gets eaten by a monster, I don’t think the word ‘glum’ is 
sad enough for how the baby Squonk would feel.  I’ll use the word ‘devastated’ 
instead.” 5 minutes     

2.  Have the pairs do a think-pair-share on what they will write about today and 
which words from the list they might use.  Have a few students share, then let 
them go sit down and get started.  2 minutes 

3.  Circle around while students work, choosing a couple of pairs who can share 
during “Author’s Chair.”  After a pair is done, have them check the rubric to see 
what they would score themselves; they can then make changes if they need 
to.  You may want to have them read their piece to another pair and see if 
those students can identify three words from the list and whether the shade of 
meaning is right for the context of that sentence.  Students who finish early can 
illustrate their piece.  30 minutes 

4.  Bring students back to the rug; pairs who are going to share should bring their 
piece.  Ask the “audience” to pay attention as they listen for three words from 
the list.  After each pair reads, have the listeners do a think-pair-share on the 
synonyms they heard.  Finally, put up the rubric and ask students to show with 
their fingers what score they would give the piece, and ask a couple of 
students to explain why they would give that score.  10 minutes 

5.  Independent work: You can have students do the exact same sequence the 
following day, after passing out a copy of the lists of synonyms you generated 
in today’s lesson.  This time they will write their pieces independently rather 
than working with a partner.  Remind them of the process they did today and 
revisit the rubric (5 minutes) while a student distributes materials, let them 
complete the piece (30 minutes), and have two or three students share at 
Author’s Chair, having the other students rate each story on the rubric (10 
minutes).   
Teacher’s Note: A possible extension is to have students act out and possibly 
film three of the words in context—for example, they could mime someone who 
is cheerful and someone who is ecstatic, then have other students guess which 
word is being expressed in each skit.  If you wish to film the skits, you can use 
iPads, iPhones, FLIP cameras, or other technology for the filming.  
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Assessment: 
Pay attention as you circle to the whether students are using the words correctly in 
context to show the exact shade of meaning expressed by the word.  Pay 
attention, too, to examples of pairs working well together to point out and praise 
after the lesson,  along with examples of problems that pairs had; you can 
brainstorm solutions to these problems (like disagreeing about which words to 
use).  
  
Celebrations of Achievement: 
You may want to make a copy of the Super Synonym Selector certificate for each 
child to receive at the lesson’s conclusion.  
 
Ancillary Items: 
1.  Synonyms chart 
2.  Student and teacher rubric 
3.  Super Synonym Selector certificate  

Supply List: 
1.  A copy of the book Figley’s New Favorite Food 
2.  Synonyms chart 
3.  Student and teacher rubric 
4.  Super Synonym Selector certificate 
5.  Writing and/or art materials: laptops/tablets, paper and pencil, colored pencils, 

markers, crayons, paint, etc.  
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2 (Fine) 3 (Great) 4 (Outstanding) 

Uses 3 words 
but 1 of the 
words doesn’t 
have quite the 
right meaning 
for the sentence  

Uses 3 words 
with the right 
meaning for the 
sentences 
they’re in  

Uses 4 or more 
words with the 
right meaning 
for the 
sentences 
they’re in 

Student Rubric: 



Teacher Rubric: 

Standard Partially 
Meets (2) 

Meets (3) Masters 
(4) 

Score 

Demonstrate 
understanding 
of word 
relationships 
and nuances in 
word meaning 
(L 3.5)	  

2 words used 
correctly in 
context for 
approximate 
meaning (i.e. 
may used 
“overjoyed” 
where 
“cheerful” 
would be a 
better word) 

3 words 
used 
correctly in 
context for 
precise 
shade of 
meaning  

4 or more 
words used 
correctly for 
precise 
shade of 
meaning 

Teacher’s Note: Pay attention to oral language as students converse 
in addition to writing samples to determine mastery of this standard. 
 




