
  2016  Volume 35, Issue 3    53

The right word: Roget 
and his thesaurus 

Using quality literature springboard

English

Stage 4
Years 7–8

Review:

The right word: Roget  
and his thesaurus
BRYANT, Jennifer Fisher
Eerdmans Books for Young 
Readers, USA, 2014
ISBN 9780802853851 
[423.092]
 

USER LEVEL: Stage 4

KLA: English

SYLLABUS: English K–10

SCIS 1699942 $32.95

What is it about?
This picture book reveals the life of Peter Roget, explaining how he discovered the power of words and chose to 
share it with the world. It uses images and words to convey the way Roget saw the world in lists. The thesaurus 
evolves across the pages as life and world events steer him in different directions, culminating with his 1000  
word list on the endpapers. The illustrations capture the essence of the period and Roget’s observations as  
he develops from a child to a man.

This biography could support multiple language based activities, from discussions around the power of language, 
synonyms, connotation and denotation, to the etymology of language. It also represents a nonfiction text  
form which is aesthetically pleasing, informative and authoritative. K. Hodkinson

Why is this important? Why does it matter?
This text demonstrates the importance of words and the way language can be classified and grouped in different 
ways. Written in third person, it combines both written and visual detail to convey biographical information. 
The multiple lists included on each page add strength to the validity of the information presented whilst also 
expanding on it, as does the use of dates and names, chronological order and historically inspired art. The list of 
principal events, coupled with a bibliography, sources, and notes from both author and illustrator, along with the 
award stickers on the front cover, also make it a text readily understood by students learning about the concept 
of authority and literary value. 

As students begin high school they are exposed to more subject specific vocabulary and are expected to write 
with increased sophistication of language. The book supports this development through exploration of word 
classifications, nuances of meaning, organisation of words, and links to science and maths. All of these could 
be related to activities associated with using a thesaurus, subtleties of meaning, spelling rules, etymology, and 
influences and changes in the English language. The representation of different groups in society can be seen in 
the images and words linked to the worlds of the academic and the worker which supports discussions around 
access to language and societal values. The text provides an opportunity to learn about and explore many codes 
and conventions. 

Related texts:
•  The boy who loved math: the improbable 

life of Paul Erdos by Deborah Heiligman  
& LeUyen Pham

•  Dear Malala, we stand with you by 
Rosemary McCarney with Plan International 

•  Out of the woods: a true story of an 
unforgettable event by Rebecca Bond 

Resources:
•  Biographical information from various 

sources about Peter Roget. e.g. BBC  
and Encyclopaedia Britannica 

• Roget’s thesaurus (different versions) 

Learning and teaching activities in this 
springboard are centred on outcomes and 
content from the NSW English K–10 syllabus  
and the English Textual Concepts resource.

See next page for teaching ideas.
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http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/literary-value
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/code-and-convention
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/code-and-convention
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/roget_peter_mark.shtml
http://www.britannica.com/biography/Peter-Mark-Roget
http://syllabus.bostes.nsw.edu.au/english/english-k10/
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/
http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY
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Value of texts activity
After providing students with time to explore this rich text independently, ask the class whether 
they believe it deserves the award stickers displayed on the front cover. Can they articulate what 
has influenced their decision? Discuss the ways texts are valued in our society for their aesthetic 
qualities and social significance. Brainstorm features of the book that could support the assertion 
that this book has literary value. Have students complete the table with examples from their 
examination of the book and write a paragraph asserting the view that this book has literary value. 
(Understanding and engaging critically.)
EN4–1A
•  explore and appreciate the aesthetic qualities in their own and other texts and the power  

of language to communicate information, ideas, feelings and viewpoints
EN4–5C
•  discuss aspects of texts, for example their aesthetic and social value, using relevant and  

appropriate metalanguage

Analysing authority activity
Students’ responses from the previous activity can readily be linked to their ability to assert 
authority over a text in terms of their judgements and reading of texts as an introduction to  
the concept of authority. In discussing the authority of a biography, students will develop an 
understanding that elements of a text contribute to its overall authority and that many people  
may have authority over a text as they are constructed collaboratively. Ask students to consider  
the features of this text and how they add or detract from the authority of a biographical text  
(see table examples). What aspects can be attributed to the author and which to the illustrator?  
Is there a sense of shared authority over the work or is one contribution stronger than another?  
Do both author and illustrator have the same views about Roget? Do others have authority over the 
construction of this text and if so, to what effect and extent? To add further depth to their views, 
small groups of students can investigate and research elements of the text such as biographical 
details and dates, historical imagery, world events listed, legitimacy of sources, thesaurus lists, 
names and titles used etc. to check for accuracy and provide further validity. (Understanding, 
connecting and engaging critically.)
EN4–1A
•  understand how language is used to evaluate texts and how evaluations about a text can be 

substantiated by reference to the text and other sources

Literary value
(Attributing worth to a text in terms of its value to civilisation,  

a culture, a society, or a particular group of people.)

Aesthetic qualities Example from book

• Beauty of book • Historically inspired art

• Arrangement of ideas and information • Lists akin to thesaurus

• Simplicity of lists/language supporting understanding for audience

• Successful interplay of written and visual texts

• Evocative imagery

Social significance Example from book

• Historical detail • List of principal events

• Language and origins • Of the weather – Latin English

• Biographical nature

• English language development

• Roget’s work and thesaurus

Adds to authority of the text Detracts from authority of the text

• Dates/chronilogical order • Picture book genre

• Lists of words/Latin roots • Subjective language

• Bibliography/resources etc • Collage style images

• Historial/botancial images

• Award sticker on cover

• Blurb

How do I use the text to teach the textual concepts of authority, literary value and code and convention? 
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http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/literary-value
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/literary-value
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-critically
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/connecting
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-critically
http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY
http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY
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Page annotation and information organisation activity
Students can further evaluate the text in terms of authority and literary value by investigating  
the codes and conventions employed in its construction. They could consider their ability to 
understand the text and the ways in which they are positioned as responders by considering 
the codes and conventions used in relation to the purpose, effects, audience, context and media. 
Analyse a page as a group, modelling appropriate annotations (see example). Students can then  
be asked to annotate another page in the book. Ask students to reflect on the success of the  
codes and conventions used to achieve the text’s purpose. (Understanding and engaging critically.)

Students can look at the different examples of the lists that Roget created during his life and 
discuss the ways we organise information. Look at a modern thesaurus and discuss changes and 
possible reasons. Provide students with a text on a specific topic and ask them to create a new  
text organising this information into a new form. Reflect on the success and difficulties associated 
with the task and link to Roget’s work. (Understanding, experimenting and reflecting.)

Further activities could involve students deciding how they would redesign this book for another 
audience or purpose, or ask students to research a person of their choice and create an annotated 
one page spread as a proposal for a book. (Engaging personally and experimenting.)

EN4–2A
•  use a range of effective strategies for organising information, ideas and arguments, e.g. clustering, 

listing, compare and contrast, semantic chains, graphic and diagram outlines, and mind maps
EN4–3B
•  analyse and evaluate the ways that text structures and language features vary according to the 

purpose of the text and the ways that referenced sources add authority to a text.

Framing of images 
visually depicts 
Peter’s life changes. 
It is also symbolically 
represented through 
colour gradation. The 
larger framing device 
shows the connection 
between images 

The textures and sepia 
colours evoke warmth 
and suggest history

The large parenthesis 
draws the connection 
between the images and 
the name and the dates

Dates represent the 
biographical nature 
of the book and link 
to the first and last 
words on list

The word list 
represents the stages 
of development in 
life, linking to the 
biographical nature 
of the book while 
alluding to Roget’s 
thesaurus work

The pronunciation 
adds formality of 
tone and links to 
understanding of 
language
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http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/authority
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/literary-value
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/code-and-convention
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/code-and-convention
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/code-and-convention
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-critically
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/understanding-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/experimenting-0
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/reflecting
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/engaging-personally
http://www.englishtextualconcepts.nsw.edu.au/content/experimenting-0
http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY
http://youtu.be/6Z8VGJ0s3RY

