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Context Clue

Pat | Context Clues

You have probably learned the saying “unable to see the forest
for the trees”. It refers to a time when a person gets so caught up in
looking at the details of a situation ( “the trees” ) that he misses the
sense of the whole picture ( “the forest” ). Similarly, in reading, the
reader may let a few unfamiliar words in a passage act as “trees” that
keep him from seeing “the forest” —the meaning of the passage as a
whole, and he is possibly not aware that to see the trees well, he has
to look at the forest.

Context is a group of words—a phrase, a sentence, or a para-
graph—in which a word is located. In using the context to determine
the meaning of a new word you have to use your knowledge of grammar
and your understanding of the author’s ideas; in other words, you
should look at what part of speech the new word is and what the sen-
tence or paragraph talks about. Here is an example:

The car was making a funny noise, so I got out, opened the

bonnet, and took out the dipstick to check the oil level.

If you are a driver or an observant passenger, you may guess
immediately from your experience what the italicized word means. For
an ordinary reader, this sentence provides two clues. First, “dip-
stick” is a noun. Second, this sentence talks about checking or meas-
uring; the words “car” and “bonnet” and the phrase “to check the

e1-
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oil level” help you get this idea. From these clues you can figure out
that a dipstick is some kind of tool, or rather, a stick or rod, that is
used for measuring the oil level in a car engine.

Guessing the meaning of an unfamiliar word from its context is a
very useful skill in reading. It reduces dependence on a dictionary,
saves time, and promotes reading efficiency. Although you cannot
always expect to use it to discover the exact meanings of all the
unknown words you will encounter in a passage or a text, you can
often get a vague idea of some of the new words. And this is enough to
understand the passage as a whole in many reading situations.

Ways to look at the forest (the context) when you want to see the
trees (unfamiliar words) can be classified into seven clues; inference
clues, experience clues, cause and effect clues, example clues, syno-

nym clues, antonym clues, and definition and explanation clues.
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Lesson 1 Inference Clues

Getting meaning from inference means that you infer, or guess,
meaning from the clues provided by the context—the sentence or pas-
sage in which the word appears. There are four steps. First, decide
what part of speech the unfamiliar word is. Next, make out what the
sentence or passage is about. Then, find out the words or phrases that

help you get the idea. Finally, use these clues to guess the meaning of
the word.

Example 1

The soldiers were ordered to fire at the, enemy.
Questions;
1. What part of speech is “fire” ?

2. Does the sentence talk about war, business, or a blaze?

3. What words in the sentence helped you answer Question 27

and

4. Fire means
a) to let someone go from a job
b) to shoot
¢) red-hot flames
The sentence contains two clues to the meaning of “fire”. First,
“fire” is a verb. Second, the sentence talks about war; the words
. 3.
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“soldiers” and “enemy” help you understand this. You can immedi-
ately eliminate the choice “red-hot flames” , since it is a noun answer
that refers to a blaze. Although the choice “to let someone go from a
job” is a verb answer, it refers to business and should be eliminated.
The choice “to shoot” is a verb answer that talks about fighting; it is

the correct answer.
Example 2

They lit a fire using only flint and wood.
Questions ;
1. What part of speech is “fire” ?

2. Does the sentence talk about war, business, or a blaze?

3. What words helped you answer Question 2 2

and

4. Fire means
a) to let someone go from a job
b) to shoot
¢) red-hot flames
In this example “fire” is a noun in a sentence that talks about a
blaze. You can immediately eliminate choices a) and b), verb
answers that talk about business and fighting. Choice ¢), “red-hot
flames” , is a noun answer that refers to a blaze; it is the correct
answer.
Here is another example selected from a letter of congratulation.
What does the word “criteria” mean?
I was very impressed to hear that Knitwear Industries had won the
e 4.



