


55 research-based lessons 
that cross the curriculum and 
have extended days of use:

- 39 teacher led lessons
- 16 independent lessons



Man does not live by words alone, 
despite the fact that sometimes he has 

to eat them.

~ Adlai E. Stevenson



A storyteller who paints with a palette of splendid words

Words are . . .
the shyness of a fawn’s breath,
the sobbing at a pet’s death,
the last cracker in the box,
the gloriously tailed fox,
the sweet fullness of cantaloupe,
the faith it takes to have hope,
the bridge that crosses every sea,
the stepping stones to you from me.

David L. Harrison



Help students (and teachers) dig into the language. How can we spark love and 
curiosity of English words? 

Acronyms: 
EPCOT = Experimental Prototype Community of Tomorrow

Idiom Origins: 
Be in the limelight - early 1800s, Thomas Drummond discovered when calcium 
oxide (lime) is heated it gives off a glaring white light. So, this was used in 
lighthouses and later in theaters.

Word Origins: 
zero - Arabic sifr - “empty” and Middle Latin zephirum - “empty place”

school - Greek skhole - “leisure”

Mary Jo Fresch



Empowering Vocabulary = empowering students
● Critical for building background knowledge 

● Manipulating language builds confidence and independence

● Knowledge of vocabulary creates fluency in reading - thus improving 

comprehension (mediated versus immediate recognition)



The “nyms” - match them!

1. Acronym (high)

2. Antonym (opposite)

3. Eponym (upon)

4. Homonym (same)

a. Homophone (same sound)

b. Homograph (same writing)

5. Retronym (back)

6. Synonym (same)

A. Entrance - exit

B. ZIP code

C. Ask - inquire

D. Sandwich

E. Dove

F. Landline

G. Which - witch



The “nyms” - match them!

1. Acronym (high)

2. Antonym (opposite)

3. Eponym (upon)

4. Homonym (same)

a. Homophone (same sound)

b. Homograph (same writing)

5. Retronym (back)

6. Synonym (same)

A. Entrance - exit

B. ZIP code (Zone Improvement Plan)

C. Ask - inquire

D. Sandwich

E. Dove

F. Landline

G. Which - witch



Antonym fun
Jack and Jill went up the hill

To fetch a pail of water
Jack fell down and broke his crown

And Jill came tumbling after.

Jack and Jill went down the valley
To take a pail of dirt.

Jack jumped up and fixed his crown
And Jill went tumbling first.



You try it! 
Substitute words using antonyms

Mary had a little lamb

Its fleece was white as snow

And everywhere that Mary went

The lamb was sure to go!



Homonym fun



Similes and metaphors
Content books often use these to “clarify” new ideas:

Simile: Spiral galaxies have arms that spiral outward, like pinwheels

(compares two unlike things using “like” or “as”…galaxies and pinwheels)

Metaphor: Cells are cities buzzing with activity

(compares two unlike things with connectors…A is B…cells are cities)



Similes and metaphors





Similes and metaphors



Idioms

Greek idioma meaning “peculiarity, peculiar phraseology.”

Two categories:
Decomposable are easier to figure out - steal the show, play with 

fire, button your lip, miss the boat
Nondecomposable are more difficult to discern - elephant in the 

room, shoot the breeze, chew the fat



Idioms

Researchers found that children as young as five could easily understand 
decomposable idioms (e.g., play with fire), whereas students needed to be “6 
or 7 years old to start to understand nondecomposable idioms” (e.g., kick the 
bucket) (Caillies & Le Sourn-Bissaoui, 2008, p. 709).

Drawing attention to idioms in context allows students to more accurately 
predict and understand their meanings, thus improving comprehension.



Aesop’s Fables provide context to many idioms

Don’t cry wolf — From “The Boy Who Cried Wolf” 

Sour grapes — From “The Fox and the Grapes”

Don’t count your chickens before they are hatched — From “The 

Milkmaid and Her Pail”

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush —From “The Hawk and the 

Nightingale”

Slow and steady wins the race — From “The Hare and the Tortoise”



Idioms

Writers are sensitized to the use of idioms.
Not only confusing, but they change over time.

E.B. White: use clear language, don’t confuse readers.  

In particular, idioms are difficult for ELL students. Many are culturally 
bound (in the ballpark).



Idioms

Student research of 
idioms



Shades of meaning

Taps into vocabulary knowledge when students are asked to consider shades of 
meaning:

Which do you feel: mad…angry…irate…furious?

Not all work…you can be funny or hilarious, but milk can only smell funny.

And…the thesaurus is not always our friend….



Shades of meaning

Joey on Friends wrote a letter of support shows the folly of “over-thesaurusizing”:

They’re humid prepossessing homo sapiens with full-sized aortic pumps.

(They’re warm, nice people with big hearts.)



Shades of meaning



Shades of meaning

A witch was flying through a terrible storms. It was nighttime. 

She wasn’t afraid. She was laughing.



Shades of meaning



David’s example of 
Shades of Meaning



David’s Shades of Meaning



David’s Shades of Meaning



Shades of meaning

We challenged students to jazz up these sentences:

I rode the bus to school. It was Tuesday. We will have gym today. It might rain.



Shades of 
meaning



Word origins

❖ often provide explanations of why words are spelled as they are
❖ stirs curiosity in students and makes words memorable (rather than 

uselessly memorized)
❖ is a word study technique that can cross the curriculum



Word origins

What is the relationship?

Album, albatross, albumin, albino



Word origins

What is the relationship - albus (white)
album (white pages)
albatross (white bird) 
albumen (egg whites)

albino (white hair, feathers, scales)

Albus Dumbledore 
(white beard…dumbledore archaic word of bumblebee)

[www.etymonline.com]



Word origins

Authors sometime think about the word (and name) origins:

E.B. White: Charlotte’s Web
Arable (farmable) family
Charlotte (little woman)

Wilbur (wild boar)

[see https://www.behindthename.com/]

https://www.behindthename.com/


Word 
origin 
lessons



Nikki Grimes: 
“The challenge is to tell our story painting mental 

pictures but using as few words as possible. Each word 
counts.”



Obert Skye’s parents didn’t say 
“How was school?” or “Our son broke his arm.” 

They said, “Did you solve any mysteries today?” and, 
“His bones were just trying to be creative.”



In Owl Moon, Jane Yolen stuck two words together 
to describe the moon she saw one night. 

Ballooning and hullaballoo became 
“hullaballooning.” 
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We wrote this book because, as David Crystal states:

“Vocabulary is a matter of word-building as well as word-using.”

To contact us:

Mary Jo Fresch fresch.1@osu.edu; https://maryjofresch.com

David L. Harrison davidlharrison1@att.net; http://www.davidlharrison.com; 
@DavidLHarrison1

Available at 
https://store.ncte.org/book/empowering-students-knowledge-vocabulary-learning-how-language-works-grades-3-5 
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