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Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes

Figurative language such as Metaphors, Analogies, and Similes is used purposefully to distort language to make the reader think about what the writer is trying to tell them. Figurative language is not intended to be interpreted in a literal sense. Appealing to the imagination, it provides new ways of looking at the world. Figurative language compares two things that are different in enough ways so that their similarities, when pointed out, are interesting, unique, and/or surprising.

Marcia Tate states that metaphors, analogies, and similes are powerful instructional strategies because they require the brain to make meaning or to look for patterns and connections between the new and the known.  

Metaphor -  figure of speech that implies comparison between two unlike entities,

- drowning in money


- boiling mad


- beat to a pulp


- music to my ears
Analogy -  A form of logical inference or an instance of it, based on the assumption that if two things are known to be alike in some respects, then they must be alike in other respects.
The pattern a is to b :: (as) c is to d


- breakfast : morning :: lunch : to noon


- human heart : pump :: brain : computer


- fir : fur :: air : heir


- hippocampus : long-term memory :: Amygdala : emotion

Simile -  figure of speech comparing two unlike things. In the simile, unlike the metaphor, the resemblance is explicitly indicated by the words “like” or “as"

- eats like a bird 

- smart as a whip

- cheeks like roses


- fast as the wind
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Actual metaphors, analogies, and similes found in high school essays

1. Her face was a perfect oval, like a circle that had its two sides gently compressed by a Thigh Master.

2. His thoughts tumbled in his head, making and breaking alliances like underpants in a dryer without Cling Free.

3. He spoke with the wisdom that can only come from experience, like a guy who went blind because he looked at a solar eclipse without one of those boxes with a pinhole in it and now goes around the country speaking at high schools about the dangers of looking at a solar eclipse without one of those boxes with a pinhole in it.

4. She grew on him like a colony of E. coli on room temperature beef.

5. She had a deep, throaty, genuine laugh, like that sound a dog makes just before it throws up.
6. Her vocabulary was as bad as, like, whatever.

7. He was as tall as a six-foot-three-inch tree.

8. The revelation that his marriage of 3 years had disintegrated because of his wife's infidelity came as a rude shock, like a surcharge at a formerly surcharge free ATM.

9. The little boat gently drifted across the pond exactly the way a bowling ball wouldn't.

10. McBride fell 12 stories, hitting the pavement like a Hefty bag filled with vegetable soup.

11. From the attic came an unearthly howl. The whole scene had an eerie, surreal quality, like when you're on vacation in another city and Jeopardy comes on at 7:00 p.m. instead of 7:30.

14. Long separated by cruel fate, the star-crossed lovers raced across the grassy field toward each other like two freight trains, one having left Cleveland at 6:36 p.m. traveling at 55 mph, the other from Topeka at 4:19 p.m. at a speed of 35 mph.

16. John and Mary had never met. They were like two hummingbirds who had also never met.

17. He fell for her like his heart was a mob informant and she was the East River.

18. Even in his last years, Grandpappy had a mind like a steel trap, only one that had been left out so long, it had rusted shut.

19. The plan was simple, like my brother-in-law Phil. But unlike Phil, this plan just might work.

21. The young fighter had a hungry look, the kind you get from not eating for a while.
22. He was as lame as a duck. Not the metaphorical lame duck, either, but a real duck that was actually lame, maybe from stepping on a land mine or something.

23. The ballerina rose gracefully en pointe and extended  one slender leg
behind her, like a dog at a fire hydrant.

24. It was an American tradition, like fathers chasing kids around with power tools.

25. He was deeply in love. When she spoke, he thought he heard bells, as if she were a garbage truck backing up.

26. Her eyes were like limpid pools, only they had forgotten to put in any pH cleanser.

27. She walked into my office like a centipede with 98 missing legs.
Source: Unknown
PRACTICE: Figurative Language

Directions:  Discuss with the class the concepts of metaphors, analogies, and similes.  Give the students a series of possible comparisons and ask them individually to choose which they think most appropriate and why.  Then, ask them to compare and talk about their suggestions with partners or in a class discussion.
Choose one of the following metaphors and explain why

1. A teacher:  film director,  book, counselor, police officer, car, manager, signpost, artist, key, walking stick
2. A lesson: variety show, telephone conversation, wedding, mountain climb, menu, game of football, song, painting a picture

3. A student: flower, artist, climber, hunter, puppet, lump of clay, soldier, philosopher

4. A family:  house, octopus, fire, garden, bed, hand, river, chain

5. New Teacher Academy:  opening a door, jumping into cold water, turning on a light, planting a seed, setting out on a journey, signing a contract, joining a club, sitting down to a meal
Source: Five-Minute Activities – A Resource Book of Short Activities by Penny Ur and Andrew Wright; Cambridge University Press1992
