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Explanation of Strategy:  
Synectics (from the Greek, meaning, "understanding together what is 
apparently different,") was developed by William Gordon in the 1960s as a 
process strategy to aid creative thinking. Synectics is meant to provide fresh 
insights into familiar topics by deliberately manipulating a series of metaphors 
to link seemingly unrelated concepts. Synectics helps students see familiar 
subject matter in a new way, promoting deeper understanding of significant 
concepts.  
 
Synectics can be used effectively in a variety of content areas. It can provide a 
rich source of images for writing in English classes. In other disciplines, it is 
especially helpful in exploring and "grounding" abstract concepts.  

 

Overview:  
 1. Announce the topic. 
2. Brainstorm words that come to mind about the topic. 
3. Create direct analogies for the topic in an unrelated category. 
4. Chose one analogy as a group to explore further. 
5. Make personal analogies for the new item. (How does it feel?) 
6. Pair contrasting words used to describe the item. 
7. Create new direct analogies in a second unrelated category that fit the 
contrasts. 
8. Chose one new analogy to explore further. 
9. Explore the new analogy in terms of the original. 
Discuss new insights provided. 
10. Discuss the process. 
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Materials:  
Chalk and chalkboard OR overhead projector, markers, and transparencies  

  
Examples of Use:  
The following example is used to have students re-examine their concepts of 
"learning" in a foreign language class.  
 
A class discussion about the different kinds of learning was held the first week 
of class to prepare students for keeping learning logs. A month or so later, the 
teacher notices that most students are recording factual information. She 
decides a synectics lesson would provide new insights about the varied forms 
learning may take. 
 
1. The teacher describes the concept, purpose and process of synectics, 
emphasizing that it is a strategy used by professionals to produce new ideas. 
She announces the topic: learning. 
2. Students brainstorm synonyms for learning. For example: studying, 
memorizing, recognizing, understanding, being able to do, practicing, 
discovering. 
(Hint: If students have difficulty getting beyond "study" and "memorize," prompt 
them by asking, "How do you learn outside of school? How did you learn as a 
child?") 
3. Create direct analogies in an unrelated category and explain the reason. 
For example, "Give me a phenomena of nature that is like learning: 
A tree because it grows and branches. 
Water because drops accumulate to fill a container.  
Water is also able, over time, to erode rock. 
Lightening is like an "Aha!" discovery. 
Shale lays down layers and is metamorphosed over time 
Snowflakes because each crystallizes differently; no one learns in exactly the 
same way. 
4. The group chooses one analogy to explore further.  
The group decides to explore snowflake. 
5. The teacher then asks students to make personal analogies as if they were 
a snowflake, explaining their reasoning: 
I'd feel alert in the chilly air. 
I'd feel unique because I was the only one like me. 
I'd feel free and playful drifting toward the ground 
I'd feel nervous, wondering what would become of me. 
I'd be happy to be part of a group covering the ground. 
6. Now pair contrasting (or near-contrasting) words: 
Unique vs. part of a group 
Playful vs. nervous 
7. Chose one pair as a class to work with. Create a new direct analogy in a 
second unrelated category.  



For example, "What machine seems both playful and nervous? 
A computer 
A coffeemaker 
8. Chose one of these direct analogies to work with further. Explore how this 
item is like learning: 
Learning is like a coffeemaker because: 
Both go through a filter 
Both percolate, either literally or figuratively 
What collects in the pot is richer than what came in 
The result energizes the recipient 
People take in the result in different ways. 
9. Discuss and evaluate the process. What images were particularly useful or 
powerful? What insights or suggestions do students have? 
 
Practical Hints for Implementation:  
 1. This process may be most effective if teachers practice it with students a 
few steps at a time. For example, one might just go as far as the first direct 
analogies for the first few times. 
 
2. Other categories that can be used for analogies: plants, animals, cars, food, 
machines, games. 

 Related Web Sites:  
http://members.ozemail.com.au/~caveman/Creative/Techniques/synectics.htm.
http://www.nexus.edu.au/teachstud/gat/forster2.htm 
http://home.hiwaay.net/~kenth/diane/column/p_010798.htm 
http://www.sjc.uq.edu.au/jea/papers/conley.doc 
 

Supplemental Resources:  
  
Gordon. W.J.(1961). Synectics: The development of creative capacity. New 
York: Harper. 
 
Gunter, M.A., Estes, T.H., and Schwab, J. (1995) Instruction: A models 
approach. Boston: Allyn & Bacon, pp 135-157. 
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