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Words Time Twisted 

This handout accompanies the 

blog post  “Words that Time 

Twisted.” Check it out here for 

even more ideas. 

https://bookunitsteacher.com/wp/?p=8514
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Vocabulary Game: Twist Words into Play 

This Scrabble-inspired vocabulary game adds a twist 

that is perfect for practicing “Words Time Twisted” or 

any custom word list you choose. Instead of starting 

with a secret set of seven letters, students can use any 

letter from the board to build their words. Large stacks 

of draggable letters make setup easy and gameplay 

smooth. 

Teachers provide the word list, whether it’s vocabulary 

from your novel study, essential terms from science or 

history, or time-twisted words like broadcast, villain, 

and fantastic. Students build words on the board and 

use the embedded video spinner to determine what 

they must share before placing a word: 

• definition 

• synonym 

• antonym 

• syllable count 

• sentence use 

This free Google Slides activity works beautifully for 

upper elementary and middle school students, 

whether they’re playing in the classroom or remotely. 

It’s a playful way to reinforce vocabulary, deepen 

understanding, and spark curiosity about how words 

evolve. 

Want to try it with your own vocabulary list? Just sign 

up using this link and the game’s yours! 

https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr
https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr
https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr
https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr
https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr
https://hidden-thunder-859.myflodesk.com/r1jhjeqmyr


 9 Ways to Use Vocabulary Cards 

Students can research original meanings, compare tone shifts, or write short stories using both old and new 

definitions. It’s a great way to blend history, language, and creativity. 

Then & Now Sort 

Create word cards with the old meaning on one side and the modern meaning on the other. 

Students sort them into two columns: “Past Meaning” and “Modern Meaning.” 

Extension: Challenge them to connect the old meaning to how it shifted. 

Context Clue Time Travel 

Provide short sentences using the “old” meaning in historical-style passages. 

Students guess what the word means in that context, then compare with today’s meaning. 

Example: “The farmer broadcast seeds in the field.” → not about TV! 

Debate or Discussion 

Pick words like egregious, artificial, brave, nice, silly. 

Have small groups discuss: “Which meaning is more powerful or useful — the old or the new?” 

This builds argumentation skills and vocabulary ownership. 

Rewrite a Sentence Challenge 

Give students a modern sentence with one of the words. 

Their task: rewrite it so it makes sense with the old meaning. 

Example: Modern: “He is a brave firefighter.” → Old: “He wore a brave, glittering suit.” 

Mini Skits 

In pairs, students act out one meaning of a word. 

The class guesses: “Old meaning or modern meaning?” 

Works especially well with awful, broadcast, clue, villain, spinster, silly. 
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Word Histories Journal 

Students pick one word each week and research how its meaning shifted. 

They write a short entry: definition, example, why the shift might have happened. 

You can scaffold with a chart or sentence stems. 

Vocabulary Game: “Back in My Day…” 

Teacher calls out a word (e.g., nice). 

One student gives the modern definition, another student gives the historical one. 

If they can both explain correctly, their team gets a point. 

Etymology Detective 

Give students clues about a word’s origin (e.g., Latin root, historical usage, cultural shift). 

They research and present a mini “word biography.” 

Flip-a-Word Bulletin Board 

Display a rotating “Word That Changed” with its old and new meanings, student sentences, and illustrations. 

Encourage students to nominate new words each week. 
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Words Time Twisted 

Each word below includes a definition, a classroom-friendly example, and a quick origin story to keep things 

authentic and engaging. 

awful 

Then: full of awe; inspiring wonder or reverence 

Now: very bad or unpleasant 

Example: “The awful majesty of the mountains” once meant something breathtaking. 

nice 

Then: foolish or ignorant (from Latin nescius) 

Now: pleasant, kind, agreeable 

Example: Calling someone “nice” used to be an insult. 

silly 

Then: worthy or blessed 

Now: foolish or goofy 

Example: “Silly” once described someone spiritually pure. 

villain 

Then: a farmhand or peasant 

Now: a wicked or criminal character 

Example: The word shifted as upper classes began using it pejoratively. 

fizzle 

Then: to quietly pass gas (yes, really!) 

Now: to fail or end weakly 

Example: A college slang shift turned this into a metaphor for flopping. 
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clue 

Then: a ball of yarn (clew) used to navigate a maze 

Now: a hint or piece of evidence 

Example: Think of Theseus in the labyrinth—his “clue” was literal thread. 

spinster 

Then: a woman who spins thread 

Now: an unmarried older woman 

Example: The shift reflects changing social roles and stereotypes. 

naughty 

Then: having naught (nothing) 

Now: mischievous or badly behaved 

Example: “Naughty” once meant poor or lacking. 

eerie 

Then: feeling faint or fearful 

Now: causing fear or creepiness 

Example: The emotion flipped from internal to external. 

myriad 

Then: exactly 10,000 

Now: a countless or large number 

Example: The numeric precision faded into general abundance. 

girl 

Then: any young person, regardless of gender 

Now: a female child 

Example: In Middle English, a “girl” could be either a boy or a girl. 
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meat 

Then: any kind of food 

Now: flesh of animals used as food 

Example: The Bible phrase “meat and drink” once meant all nourishment. 

broadcast 

Then: to scatter seeds widely by hand 

Now: to transmit information by radio, TV, or online 

Example: Farmers once “broadcast” grain into the fields. 

bachelor 

Then: a young knight-in-training 

Now: an unmarried man 

Example: The term shifted from chivalry to relationship status. 

egregious 

Then: remarkably good, standing out in a positive way 

Now: shockingly bad 

Example: “Egregious talent” once praised someone; today it criticizes. 

manufacture 

Then: to make something by hand (manus = hand + facere = to make) 

Now: to produce goods, usually on a large scale by machine 

Example: What once meant hand-crafted now suggests factory-made. 
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brave 

Then: showy, gaudy, finely dressed 

Now: courageous 

Example: A “brave” knight was once admired for his clothes, not his guts. 

fantastic 

Then: existing only in the imagination, unreal 

Now: excellent, wonderful 

Example: The word shifted from “too strange to be real” to “really great.” 
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awful nice 

silly villain 

fizzle clue 
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spinster naughty 

eerie myriad 

girl meat 
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broadcast bachelor 

egregious manufacture 

brave fantastic 
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Words Time Twisted: Teacher Instructions 

The following pages introduce students to words whose meanings have changed over time. Each mini-story provides 

historical context, followed by comprehension and critical thinking questions. 

How to Use These Pages: 

Introduce the concept – Explain that some English words once had very different meanings. 

Read aloud or independently – Students may read each short story on their own or follow along as you read aloud. 

Discuss vocabulary shifts – Pause to highlight the “then” vs. “now” meaning of the featured word. 

Answer the questions – Students can respond in writing or through class discussion. Encourage them to support their 

answers with details from the text. 

Extend learning – Ask students to think of modern words that might change meanings in the future, or challenge 

them to research another example of a time-twisted word. 

These activities are designed to build vocabulary, comprehension, and critical thinking in a fun, story-based format. 
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Questions 

1.In the story, what was a clew? 

a) a monster 

b) a ball of yarn 

c) a sword 

d) a passageway 

2.How did Theseus use the clew to escape the Labyrinth? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.What does the word clue mean today? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4.Why do you think people started using clue to mean a hint or piece of evidence instead of just a ball of yarn? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5.Imagine you are lost in a maze. What modern “clue” would you want to help you escape? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Words Time Twisted: Clue 

Long ago, in ancient Greece… 

A hero named Theseus stood at the dark entrance of a twisting maze called the 

Labyrinth. Inside lurked the terrible Minotaur, a monster with the body of a man 

and the head of a bull. 

Before Theseus entered, Princess Ariadne handed him a ball of yarn called a 

clew. “Tie one end to the door,” she whispered, “and unwind it as you go. The 

thread will guide you back out.” 

Theseus crept through the winding passages, fighting off fear with every step. 

After a fierce battle, he defeated the Minotaur. Thanks to his clew, he followed 

the string safely back to the entrance. 

That little ball of yarn became more than just thread. Over time, the word clew 

shifted into clue. Instead of helping people out of a maze, a clue became 

something that helps people out of confusion - a hint or piece of evidence that 

leads you to the answer. 



Words Time Twisted: Villain 

Hundreds of years ago in Europe… 

A young farmhand bent over in the fields, pulling weeds and tending crops. He 

worked from sunrise to sunset, living a simple life close to the soil. His job title? 

Villain. 

Back then, villain came from the word villa, which meant “farm.” A villain was 

simply a person who lived or worked on an estate. 

But over time, wealthy nobles began to look down on peasants. They sneered 

at them as dirty, uneducated, or bad-mannered. Eventually, the word villain 

shifted from meaning “farm worker” to meaning “someone wicked or criminal.” 

So the next time you read about a sneaky comic-book villain, remember: once 

upon a time, the word just meant a hardworking farm kid. 

Questions 

1. Long ago, what job did a villain have? 

a) knight 

b) king 

c) farmhand 

d) teacher 

2.How did the meaning of villain change over time? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

3.Why might nobles have used the word in a negative way? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

4.Today, what kind of person do we call a villain? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

5.Do you think the new meaning is fair to the old farm workers? Why or why not? 

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Words Time Twisted: Broadcast 

Imagine a farmer in the 1600s… 

He reaches into a sack of seeds, steps into his field, and tosses them widely 

into the air. The seeds scatter across the soil like raindrops. This method of 

planting was called broadcasting. The word comes from “broad” (wide) 

and “cast” (to throw). 

Centuries later, the word jumped from farming into the world of 

communication. Instead of scattering seeds, people began broadcasting 

news, music, and stories across radio waves and later on television and the 

internet. 

So whether it’s wheat sprouting in a field or a song playing on the radio, 

“broadcast” is still about spreading something widely. 

Questions 

1. What did broadcast originally mean? 

a) to throw seeds widely in a field 

b) to shout loudly 

c) to spread rumors 

d) to write a newspaper 

2. How is the old meaning of broadcast similar to the new one? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

What do we mean when we say a TV station “broadcasts” the news? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Which meaning of broadcast do you think feels “bigger”—the farming one or the modern one? Why? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Imagine you could broadcast one message to the whole world. What would it be? 

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Questions 

1.In the story, what was a clew? 

a) a monster 

b) a ball of yarn 

c) a sword 

d) a passageway 

2.How did Theseus use the clew to escape the Labyrinth? 

He tied one end at the entrance and unrolled the yarn as he went through the maze, then followed it back 

out after defeating the Minotaur. 

3.What does the word clue mean today? 

a hint or piece of evidence that helps solve a problem or mystery 

4.Why do you think people started using clue to mean a hint or piece of evidence instead of just a ball of yarn? 

Because just like the yarn helped Theseus find his way out of the maze, a clue helps people find the answer 

when they’re confused. 

5.Imagine you are lost in a maze. What modern “clue” would you want to help you escape? 

(Answers will vary—students might say a map, GPS, flashlight, arrows on the walls, a trail of crumbs, etc.) 
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Words Time Twisted: Clue (Answer Key) 

Long ago, in ancient Greece… 

A hero named Theseus stood at the dark entrance of a twisting maze called the 

Labyrinth. Inside lurked the terrible Minotaur, a monster with the body of a man 

and the head of a bull. 

Before Theseus entered, Princess Ariadne handed him a ball of yarn called a 

clew. “Tie one end to the door,” she whispered, “and unwind it as you go. The 

thread will guide you back out.” 

Theseus crept through the winding passages, fighting off fear with every step. 

After a fierce battle, he defeated the Minotaur. Thanks to his clew, he followed 

the string safely back to the entrance. 

That little ball of yarn became more than just thread. Over time, the word clew 

shifted into clue. Instead of helping people out of a maze, a clue became 

something that helps people out of confusion - a hint or piece of evidence that 

leads you to the answer. 
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Words Time Twisted: Villain (Answer Key) 

Hundreds of years ago in Europe… 

A young farmhand bent over in the fields, pulling weeds and tending 

crops. He worked from sunrise to sunset, living a simple life close to the 

soil. His job title? Villain. 

Back then, villain came from the word villa, which meant “farm.” A 

villain was simply a person who lived or worked on an estate. 

But over time, wealthy nobles began to look down on peasants. They 

sneered at them as dirty, uneducated, or bad-mannered. Eventually, 

the word villain shifted from meaning “farm worker” to meaning 

“someone wicked or criminal.” 

So the next time you read about a sneaky comic-book villain, 

remember: once upon a time, the word just meant a hardworking 

farm kid. 

Questions 

1. Long ago, what job did a villain have? 

a) knight 

b) king 

c) farmhand 

d) teacher 

2.How did the meaning of villain change over time? 

It changed from “farm worker” to “a wicked or criminal person.” 

 

3.Why might nobles have used the word in a negative way? 

They looked down on peasants and used the word as an insult. 

 

4.Today, what kind of person do we call a villain? 

Someone evil, sneaky, or a criminal (like a storybook or movie villain). 

 

5.Do you think the new meaning is fair to the old farm workers? Why or why not? 

Answers will vary; students may argue it’s unfair because farm workers weren’t evil. 
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Words Time Twisted: Broadcast (Answer Key) 

Imagine a farmer in the 1600s… 

He reaches into a sack of seeds, steps into his field, and tosses them 

widely into the air. The seeds scatter across the soil like raindrops. This 

method of planting was called broadcasting. The word comes from 

“broad” (wide) and “cast” (to throw). 

Centuries later, the word jumped from farming into the world of 

communication. Instead of scattering seeds, people began 

broadcasting news, music, and stories across radio waves and later on 

television and the internet. 

So whether it’s wheat sprouting in a field or a song playing on the 

radio, “broadcast” is still about spreading something widely. 

Questions 

1. What did broadcast originally mean? 

a) to throw seeds widely in a field 

b) to shout loudly 

c) to spread rumors 

d) to write a newspaper 

2. How is the old meaning of broadcast similar to the new one? 

Both mean “spreading something widely” (seeds in the past, information today). 

3. What do we mean when we say a TV station “broadcasts” the news? 

It means they send the news out to many people at once. 

4. Which meaning of broadcast do you think feels “bigger”—the farming one or the modern one? Why? 

Answers will vary—some may say modern because it reaches millions; others may say farming because it’s 

real and physical. 

5. Imagine you could broadcast one message to the whole world. What would it be? 

Answers will vary (creative/personal responses). 
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Ready to build a stronger vocabulary toolkit? 
 

Whether you're teaching word meaning, structure, or usage, the Beyond the Dictionary and 
Root Prefix Suffixes series offer skill-rich, teacher-friendly resources that make learning stick. 
Be sure to download the free sample weeks for each. Your next favorite vocabulary activity 
might be waiting inside! 

Beyond the Dictionary 
Sample Week 

Greek and Latin Roots & Affixes  
Sample Week 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Free-Vocabulary-Practice-Week-Printable-Digital-Activities-for-Grades-46-14197843
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Free-Vocabulary-Practice-Week-Printable-Digital-Activities-for-Grades-46-14197843
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Free-Vocabulary-Practice-Week-Printable-Digital-Activities-for-Grades-46-14197843
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Free-Vocabulary-Practice-Week-Printable-Digital-Activities-for-Grades-46-14197843
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Prefixes-Suffixes-and-Root-Words-Sample-8041012
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Prefixes-Suffixes-and-Root-Words-Sample-8041012
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Prefixes-Suffixes-and-Root-Words-Sample-8041012
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Prefixes-Suffixes-and-Root-Words-Sample-8041012
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THE BEST DEAL 

https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Vocabulary-Activities-Bundle-Grades-46-Games-Word-Work-Roots-Monthly-Theme-14211732
https://www.teacherspayteachers.com/Product/Vocabulary-Activities-Bundle-Grades-46-Games-Word-Work-Roots-Monthly-Theme-14211732
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