
Vocabulary: Why not make it fun? 

Create a large master list.  Choose words that are relevant. Do not choose words that they will see ONLY in 
the text you are reading, or that are not relatively useful words. Use academic words, tone words, roots.  
 
Then, ask students to highlight using three colors--words they know, words they think they know, words they 
have never seen/heard. Focus on the collective list of words they think they know. These will be the words 
they have the best chance of owning. You can also just make this a diagnostic test so you can see where they 
need to go. The targeted list should be no more than 300 words. Imagine how pleased you would be if 300 
words were OWNED by your students at the end of the year. Also remember the important part is that they 
will be learning PLENTY of words on their own IF they are engaged with these activities. 
 
Next, post the list of vocabulary words prominently in the classroom. All the words. All year long. You can add 
or replace with the visuals (see ideas below) as the year progresses.  Perhaps you can string a border across at 
the top of the wall around the room. Leave them there all year as a reminder to you and the students to use 
the word as often as possible in speech and writing. No more weekly tests. Fill the time with engaging 
activities.  
 
Share your objectives: we want you to have fun with words and learn them, too. A mid and final test will be 
your assessments but these words are expected to start showing up in your writing and communication.  
 
Then, use the following ideas throughout the year to keep the learning fresh and fun. Show your students 
that it is not about passing a test of vocabulary words that is most important to you; it is that they learn to 
recognize words they don’t know and begin using them in speech and writing. And if they learn to love words 
in the process, that’s a wonderful side effect.  
 
Try a different one each week and repeat those that work best.  

1. Create your own class version of Balderdash using difficult words (but not terribly uncommon words like 

Balderdash uses). A few students try to create the real definition or fake it (must be convincing) if they don’t know it. 

Others vote on the best choice.  

2. Acrostic Vocab (see page ) This can be used in pairs with one or two words at a time and doubles as a creative 
writing assignment. It is important to NOT make it a regular acrostic where each letter represents a word that is a 
synonym, but to create a sentence or two, lines of poetry, that define the word.  

3. Create vocabulary flashcards (with images) on Quizlet.com Or better yet, search to find ones already created. 

This site is incredible and allows you to mix and match flashcards already created. Check out this link on Monsters of 
Greek Myths. Once you create a list, the students can play several games with the word list, print the flashcards or 
download to other formats. 

4. Create word walls on select words each week and add images, examples from text outside of class, and student 
writing. Use Wordle.net  

5. Use a continuum and a thesaurus to teach connotations and denotations of words. 

emaciated              bony                   skinny               THIN                      slender             lean                slim                      
    

     Negative Connotation  Positive Connotation   

http://quizlet.com/
http://quizlet.com/1890589/monsters-of-greek-myths-flash-cards/
http://quizlet.com/1890589/monsters-of-greek-myths-flash-cards/


6.  Create a comic for new vocabulary words. Use Make Beliefs Comix, an incredible free site for creating really cool 

comics. 

7. Pictionary – Make teams and compete. Who can draw the word and get their group to guess it first? 

8.  Create Visuals for the words. Use a really cool site like Big Huge Labs  HUGE collection of ideas for photo editing 

and visual creations. Make your own Wanted Posters, magazine covers, motivational posters.FREE!!! 

9. Use the Hot Word Blog at dictionary.com as a reference on your site or to share in class. What I like about this is 

the connection to words and phrases being used in current trends.  

10. Free Rice – end world hunger and learn new words at the same time. Caution: VERY ADDICTIVE  

11. Play Word Games on Dictionary.com 

12. Arizona K-12 Center has a great page with lots of links to other fun sites for creating visual and audio samples. 

13. Word stories tell students about the origins of words IF they are interesting.  

14. Real examples. Give extra credit when students bring in examples of those words used outside of the classroom. 

15. Create a school scavenger hunt to find the words in a way that relates to their definition. Ex. They have to ask an 

administrator for the word “authoritative” or see the librarian for “bibliophile.” Etc.  

16.  Word charades – create teams to compete for acting out the words.  

17.  25 Words or Less. Based on the boxed game. Students work in teams. One representative (the speaker) goes up 
from each team.  The speakers are given one card with the vocabulary word on top and 4-5 CANNOT SAY words below. 
They will have to try to get their team to guess it in 25 words or less without using the words on the list. To determine 
who goes first the Speakers bid and the lowest bidder goes first and gets to try.  So, team A speaker might say, “I think I 
can get them to guess this is 22 words.” Team B Speaker returns with “Go ahead and try,” or “I can do it in 18.” If he 
underbids him and tries but does not make it, the other team wins the points. The timer is set for one minute. It is very 
challenging and very fun. They will beg to play this again.  

 
18.  Use one word as a writing prompt. Make it clear that they are not to write the word or the definition in the 
writing, but to write a story, essay, poem, etc. about what they word makes them think about.  

 
19. Role play – These can be quick five minute fun activities for reinforcement throughout the year. You know those 
last moments before the bell rings when kids want to pack up early. Try this instead. Ask for two volunteers who want 
extra credit. They have a time limit (2 minutes) to use as many of the vocabulary words as they can in a dialogue 
between two characters that the class determines. They earn a point for each word used properly in context. 
Remember, the words are all around them so it is easy for them to pull words, harder to use them in context under 
pressure. Do this several times and see improvement each time.  

 
20. Wear the Words: Ask each student to bring in a blank t-shirt (can usually purchase for $3). They draw vocabulary 
words from a box and then have to design a t-shirt reflecting that word. Can use the computer to create an iron on, or 
use fabric markers, sharpies, etc. Give extra credit for those who wear the shirt on a given day. Get other teachers 
involved and make a vocabulary DAY.  

http://www.makebeliefscomix.com/Comix
http://bighugelabs.com/
http://hotword.dictionary.com/
http://www.freerice.com/
http://dictionary.reference.com/fun
http://www.azk12.org/blog/archives/34-Fun-Educational-Manipulating-Digital-Images.html















