
2: Formal Language Bingo

Encouraging pupils to extend their vocabulary

Suitable for Key Stages 2-5

Summary

Pupils are given a large selection of informal
vocabulary from which they choose words to
put on to their bingo cards (see image below
for examples). The teacher reads to the class
more formal synonyms of the words that the
pupils have chosen; and the students mark off
the words on their cards which match. Pupils
play for a line and a full house.

What’s the point? 

This is a good way of either encouraging pupils to avoid mundane and overused vocabulary; or 
introducing them to more sophisticated language. Pupils interact with more complex vocabulary 
and this allows them to understand and appreciate the power and potential of synonyms. It also 
facilitates the acquisition of new vocabulary and encourages the use of dictionaries and 
thesauruses.

In the classroom

In preparing the collection of informal words and synonyms, the teacher needs to consider how 
long the game should last. Clearly, the more words prepared, the longer the game is likely to go 
on, and the greater interaction the pupils will have with more sophisticated vocabulary. At the start 
of the activity, the teacher could display the informal words on a PowerPoint slide or large sheet of 
paper. It sometimes works better if the pupils are not told why they are choosing the words, as they
may try to choose those for which they already know plenty of synonyms. The pupils could then 
slot words into prepared bingo cards, or, more simply, copy the words into tables in their books. 
The teacher should then read synonyms aloud as the students cross out the matches on their 
cards. 

And also... 

Pupils could make their own versions of ‘Formal Language Bingo’ for their classmates. They would 
be in charge of the selection of everyday words as well as finding out more complex synonyms to 
read to the bingo players. This again encourages them to search for new vocabulary to test their 
classmates. 

Tips and techniques 

Ensure dictionaries and thesauruses are available as the pupils will enjoy using them during the 
bingo game. Keep the original word slide up on the board. Students will then try to find the match 
even if it is not on their cards and so extend their word knowledge.
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