A Lesson in Word Choice for Elementary Students

1. Warm up: Create your own saying. Have students think of their own words to fill in for the two opposites in the old saying “If March comes in like a lion, it will go out like a lamb.”

If March comes in like a                 , it will go out like a                 . 

Share a few examples of words students have come up with in the past: In like burlap and out like brocade



Metallica                  Mozart



a pinto                      a Porsche


         a tornado                  a tickle

Let them share their ideas.

2. Introductory literature:


Storm on the Desert by Carolyn Lesser

As you read Lesser’s book and share the pictures, ask students to write down or remember words that catch their attention- words that make them see, feel, hear or taste something in their imaginations, words/phrases that are used in different ways from normal, words that catch their attention. Have a transparency of great words from the first page to show them what you mean. 

3. Hands-on activities

Use transparencies of tired words, appeal to the senses, dress it up/dress it down, to be or not to be and words used in new ways and have students help you fill in the blanks from their ideas (with your help).

Mouthwatering menus: Share some sample menus from local restaurants and comparing the word choice from menu to menu using the terminology of the Six-trait rubric. Ask about differences such as “Why does one restaurant describe an entrée as medallions of pork while another calls the same meat hunks of hog?” 

Have students work in groups to make their own menus of three or four entrees. They can decide what kind of restaurant it is (expensive or cheap) French food down town, a truck stop out on the highway, a sports club near the stadium, a barbecue joint, a breakfast place? They should try to describe the food accordingly. Will it be Eggs Benedict or Grandma’s skillet scramble?

Students can even use construction paper and pictures clipped from magazines to create their menus, or they can just write the entrees down and share their ideas with the class.

4. Anonymous sample papers:

Students will need their rubrics for this.

Choose a strong paper and a weak one (in word choice) and give every student a copy. Read the papers out loud- both of them, so that they can hear the contrast. Have students work in groups first to discuss the papers arrive at a rating number in the trait of word choice. When they seem ready, ask a representative from each group to share the rating they arrived at, one of the descriptors they from the rubric that fit the paper and an example from the paper.

5. Give them a writing assignment that targets word choice. Some variety of choices is always good. You might have them write a paper describing their favorite place or favorite person. Remind them to use words that appeal to the senses and to avoid tired words like nice and very. 

6. Use the checklist for the trait of word choice to have students peer assess and conference. A simulation between you and a student will help them to see what this should look like. Remind them to try to use PQP (praise, question, polish) by pointing out the strengths in the paper before questioning or making suggestions for improvement.

7. Grade the paper using a rubric they received with the assignment sheet. The rubric should graph out the points available for steps in the writing process as well as for performance in the target trait(s). 

