
 
 
 
 
 
 
Title of lesson: Words That Stick:  Using Precise Language in Writing   
        
Suggested grade/age:    Adaptable for K-12 
 
Approximate time needed to complete lesson:   45 minutes for each part 
  
Learning objective(s) and significance of lesson: 
 

Students need to be able to write in a variety of modes to express meaning, 
including pieces that are narrative, informative, persuasive and functional.  One 
skill of good writing is that of word choice:  selecting interesting, precise and 
descriptive words that illustrate the meaning intended by the writer.   Effective 
word choice expresses an emotion, clarifies a point and paints a picture for the 
reader.   An extensive vocabulary is the foundation for creative word choice in 
writing.   

  
This lesson is the beginning of a yearlong focus on the use of precise 

vocabulary to communicate ideas to an audience.  The initial objective is for 
students to notice the difference between dusty or common words and juicy or 
descriptive words.  This lesson speaks to all of the senses through hands-on 
learning opportunities that use the concrete to illustrate the abstract.    
 
Brief summary/outline of lesson: 

Part I: 
 

 This lesson works well when introduced after writing routines have been 
established.   Begin by reading aloud from a descriptive picture book.**  Tell 
students to listen carefully for the descriptive language as you read.   “Think aloud” 
to highlight interesting words or phrases.  For example, say that “the words really 
paint a picture in my mind” or that “they sound like what they mean”.  This read 
aloud and the related think alouds are important in that they set the tone for the 
rest of the lesson.   
 
** Suggestion: The first time you read the book aloud you can have students close 
their eyes so that they can picture what is being read.  The second time through 
you can show the students the illustrations. 
 
 After reading the book, discuss their favorite words or pictures from the 
story and why they remembered them.  At this point post a list of dusty words.  I 
usually work backward and pull descriptive words from the text and find common 
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words that are similar in meaning.   For example, if saunter was in the text, then I 
would list walk on the Dusty Word list. 
 
 Discuss these dusty words:  how they are functional, but are often overused 
and rather dull and common.   Then give each student a saltine cracker & a paper 
plate.  Have the students crumble the cracker until it is only dust.  Have them rub 
their hands together and talk about what is left:  JUST DUST.  Dusty words are like 
those saltine crackers, they disappear quickly from our hands and our minds. 
 
 Now create a list of juicy words across from the dusty words list.  (i.e. walk - 
saunter, yellow – golden, talk – discuss, etc.)  Discuss these juicy words in that they 
are interesting, they are exact and they paint a picture in your mind:  You know 
exactly what the author is trying to say.  Pass out an orange slice to each student 
and have them squeeze the juice out onto their hands.  Have the students rub their 
hands together and talk about what is left:  sticky juice and a lingering fragrance.  
The more they rub their hands, the stickier it becomes.  Juicy words are like those 
oranges, they stick on our hands and in our minds.  We remember the feel, the smell, 
the sound, the sight of those words. 
 

Part II: 
 

 Pass out a picture book to each child and have the students work as pairs (or 
individually) to list the juicy words they find from their books onto their 
taxonomies.  As they work, have students add their words to the class taxonomy.  
Walk among the students while they write.   Check for understanding and clarify 
meaning as needed.   If there is time, students can use the words they found in 
sentences and create illustrations for those sentences.   At the end of the lesson, 
have students share their favorite words and/or sentences.  
 
Related Resources: 
 
Reference Writing as Learning: A Content Based Approach by Andrew Rothstein, Evelyn 
Rothstein and Gerald Lauber for further uses and explanations of taxonomies and 
synonym triplets.  A taxonomy is essentially an ABC list of words with a title, i.e. J”uicy 
Words”. 
 

*An Activboard/Smartboard works well for posting dusty and juicy words, synonym 
triplets and taxonomies. 
 

 

Materials Needed for the Lesson: 
 
*One orange slice per student. 
 

*One saltine cracker per student. 
 

*Paper plates and hand wipes are helpful! 
 



*A taxonomy (essentially an ABC list of words with a title, i.e. J”uicy Words”) for each 
student. 
 

*Class taxonomy. 
 

*A selection of picture books with descriptive language, such as: 
 

Brooks, E. The Practically Perfect Pajamas  *  Cherry, L. The Great  

Kapok Tree  *  Cowcher, H. Antarctica 

Frasier, D.  Miss Alaineus:  A Vocabulary Disaster  *  Jenkins, S. What 

Do You Do With a Tail Like This? 

Katz, K. The Colors of Us  *  Levenson, G. Pumpkin Circle  *  McKee, D. 

Elmer  *  Maass, R. Garden 

Muth, J. The Three Questions  *  O’Connor,  J. and Glasser, R. Fancy 

Nancy’s Favorite Fancy Words 

O’Neill, M. Hailstones and Halibut Bones  *  Paolilli, P. and Brewer, D. 

Silver Seeds  *  Pilkey, D. The Paperboy 

Ryder, J. Earthdance  *  Sandved, K. The Butterfly Alphabet  *  Sierra, 

J. Antarctic Antics:  A Book of Penguin Poems 

Van Allsburg, C. The Polar Express  *  Ward, H. The Tin Forest  *  Watt, 

M. Scaredy Squirrel 

Wiesner, D. June 29, 1999  *  Wiesner, D. Hurricane  *  Yolen, J. Owl 

Moon 

 
 
Possible extensions or adaptations for different purposes/student needs: 
 
*Have students create specific taxonomies for different content areas and topics. 
 
*Have students organize “synonym triplets”:  group together words that mean the same so 
they learn three words at a time.  
 
*Have students create synonym posters to post around the classroom or school. 
 
*Have students write “Juicy Word” books:  Students must use the juicy word correctly in a 
sentence to illustrate its meaning.   This will help students to internalize the meaning of 
the words.   It could also be used in content areas to help students learn new vocabulary.  
 
*Send students with clipboards and taxonomies on a juicy word hunt around the school. 
 
*Have students use a thesaurus for revision. 
 



*Create a class “Juicy Word Tree” and have students post juicy words when they find them 
in their reading.  You could also organize the words by parts of speech. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For additional information, contact: 
    Anne Moening                                                              anne.moening@hopkinsschools.org 
 


