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Standards Focus: Denotation and Connotation

Denotation is the literal dictionary definition of a word. Many words can have the same denotation, or definition, but words also have a connotation: an emotional feeling attached to the word. For example the words thin, skinny, trim, shapely, slender, lanky and slim all have the same basic dictionary definition: of limited size; of slight consistency. However, would you rather be referred to as slender or slim, or skinny and lanky? The words slender and slim have a positive connotation; the words skinny and lanky have a negative connotation. In other words, we would probably want to be referred to as slender, slim, trim, or even thin. 

Our goal as writers is to explore the use of connotation to enhance our writing. For example, rather than stating, “Jan walked throughout the room, talking to her guests,” we can improve the sentence with words with the same denotative meaning, but more accurate or illustrative connotative meaning, such as “Jan sauntered throughout the room, gossiping to her guests.” Clearly, the second sentence gives the reader a more accurate and detailed description of Jan’s actions. 

Directions: In each sentence below, a vocabulary word from Night has been underlined. Below the sentence are four choices, each with the same denotation as the vocabulary word. Using the context of the sentence and a dictionary to help you, choose the word that best matches the connotation of the vocabulary word in its context. Write the letter of the correct answer on the line provided. An example has been done for you. (Be prepared to justify your answers.)

     b      (Ex.) The silhouette of an emaciated figure stood illuminated in the moonlight.

a. slender 
b. gaunt 

c. tiny 


d. reedy

_______1. The Jews expected their captors to pillage their belongings as they moved to the ghettos.

a. steal 

b. encroach 

c. plunder 

d. ransack

_______2. The situation was a farce, as the Sonder-Kommando herded the prisoners inside the gates.

a. joke 

b. hypocrisy 

c. travesty 

d. laughingstock

_______3. The pestilential stench in the air indicated to the prisoners that death was imminent.

a. pernicious 
b. destructive 
c. harmful 

d. noxious

_______4. While some sat telling anecdotes of their former lives, others burned in the crematoria.

a. stories 
b. tales 

c. fables 

d. narratives

_______5. Knowing that friends and relatives were dying made the situation even more oppressive.

a. severe 
b. onerous 

c. troublesome 
d. burdensome

_______6. Each day, in every imaginable situation, the prisoners were relentlessly harangued.

a. berated 
b. heckled 

c. lectured 

d. criticized

_______7. The prisoners never saw the guards show any remorse for what they were doing to them.

a. sorrow 
b. penitence 

c. regret 

d. rue

_______8. A wizened old man approached, asking of the whereabouts of his son.

a. diminished 
b. wrinkled 

c. shriveled

 d. withdrawn

_______9. The Jews’ meager rations and the terrible weather conditions hastened their demise.

a. limited 
b. exiguous 

c. insufficient 

d. small

_______10. The race towards death seemed interminable as each Jew struggled through his day.

a. incessant 
b. endless

c. unending 

d. continuous
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