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Language 
Verbal Irony and Figures of Speech 

Grades 6-8 
 

Rationale 
   Without an understanding of figurative language and its effects, readers risk 

misunderstanding texts and even conversations. Strong readers and thinkers 

learn to identify statements that are not meant to be taken literally. 
 

Goal 
   To identify and analyze the purpose for verbal irony such as sarcasm, 

overstatement, and understatement 
 

Standards 
  L.8.5a Interpret figures of speech (e.g. verbal irony, puns) in context. 

 
Objectives 

   Students will analyze language to determine whether or not it is figurative. 

   Students will make inferences about figures of speech using evidence in the 

text. 

 

Materials 

          Copies of “The Cask of Amontillado” by Edgar Allan Poe (or other story) 

         Copies of Verbal Irony sheets 

Procedures 
   Begin class by using the three types of verbal irony: sarcasm, overstatement, 

and understatement. For example: 

► Use sarcasm gently. If it's a lovely day, say, "Wow, what crummy 

weather outside!" 

► Overstate something good about them. "Bright smiles everywhere in this 

room, though!" 

► Then use understatement, "We've got just a tiny bit of work for you 

today…" 

   Write (or have written) your statements on a T-chart. On the left, write, “What 

I Said” and on the right, write “What I Meant.” 

   Complete the chart with students, and label the three types of verbal irony: 

sarcasm, overstatement, and understatement. 

   Explain to students that understanding figures of speech is a key part of 

understanding the meaning of a text. Misinterpreting figurative language, 
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for example, can prevent the reader from identifying the correct tone or 

even from understanding correct plot elements. It is important to take 

your time when you are reading. If something does not make sense, go 

back and reread and ask yourself if it is meant to be taken literally. 

Tell students that today they will be reading "The Cask of Amontillado" by 

Edgar Allan Poe. Point out that "This story is about one man's revenge 

against another for reasons unknown. As we read, we'll pay attention to 

the verbal irony from the narrator." 

Distribute the stories and Verbal Irony sheets. Explain that during reading, 

students will be noting any examples of verbal irony they find. After the 

record the examples, they will reflect on them. 

Read the story as a group, pausing to add examples of verbal irony to the 

handouts. Have students discuss the irony and what Fortunato is missing out 

on. Ask students what the consequences are for Fortunato’s failure to 

understand. 

Closing: Discuss the power of verbal irony. Sarcasm can be biting and 

overstatement and understatement can be cruel. Ask how it was used in the 

text you read together. Challenge students to think of how verbal irony can be 

a positive force in literature. 
 

Teacher Tips 
If you are playful with your students, you may want to keep up with the initial game 

of speaking only using irony. Try to get students to make their own ironic statements 

without telling them specifically to do so. Let them explore irony, and use the results 

during the concluding discussion. 

Consider reviewing key vocabulary with students before beginning "The Cask of 

Amontillado." Poe's elevated language can shut some students down if they are not 

prepared. 

Consider playing a tape or mp3 version of the story to engage struggling readers. 

Alternatively, consider assigning readers parts for a read aloud of the story. Have a 

narrator read everything that is not in quotations, and assign a Montresor and 

Fortunato for the quoted dialogue. 

Another suggestion for struggling readers is to accompany the reading of the text with 

video. For instance, http://www.flocabulary.com/poe_cask.html offers a free video 

version of the story performed hip hop style. 

Consider providing students with a rubric for their poems or stories to ensure that 

they meet your requirements. 

 

Extension Activities 
Ask students to complete a dialectical journal for one of the stories they have read 

this semester. The left side of the dialectical journal should be "What the Text Says" 

and the right side should be "What I Say." Encourage students to focus on figures of 

speech in the text. 

Use cartoons to teach verbal irony. The New Yorker is a great repository of examples. 

Select several examples of each and have students sort them into the different types of 
 

http://www.flocabulary.com/poe_cask.html
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verbal irony. 

Review figurative language by dividing students into small groups and assigning each 

a figure of speech (e.g. allusions, puns, metaphors, etc.). Tell groups that they will be 

the teachers today. Their jobs are to present the information to the class in an 

interesting way. Encourage students to make a PowerPoint presentation or create 

some other visual. Require each group to provide one poem or story that contains 

examples of their figure of speech. Tell groups that they must present this text to the 

class during their lessons. 

Have students perform skits. Divide students into small groups and charge them with 

the task of creating a skit that is about misunderstandings related to figures of speech. 

Tell students that the main conflict in their skits must stem from this 

misunderstanding. The goal will be for students to teach a lesson about figures of 

speech through the conflict and resolutions of their skits. 
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Verbal Irony 

Record examples of verbal irony (sarcasm, overstatement, and understatement) from 

“The Cask of Amontillado.” Then on the right side of the chart, explain the verbal irony 

and how it is misunderstood in the text. 

 

What he says What he means 

 

“Come,” I said with decision, “we will go back; 

your health is precious…You are a man to be 

missed.” 

 

  

  

  

  

  

 

 

 

 

 


