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Pat Qne  Skills of Academic Reading, Translating, and Whiting

Unit One Skills of Reading

1 Using Definition and Restatement to Find Out
the Meanings of Words

When you read a passage and come to a word you don’t know, you probably will look it up
in a dictionary. However, looking up a word in a dictionary should not be the first thing you do.
When one encounters a new word or expression, in fact, a dictionary should be your last choice,
something to turn to when all else fails. Instead, it is best to try to figure out the meaning of the
word from the words around it in the sentence, paragraph, or passage that you already know.
Very often, among these surrounding words are various clues that allow you to figure out the
meaning of the unknown word. These clues are called context clues. The most direct context
clues are definition and restatement.

When definition @) is used, the meaning of a word is stated directly.
When restatement (2 is used, the meaning of a word is usually signaled by key words, such
as: “like”, “or”, “is called”, “that is”, “which is”, or “in other words”. Sometimes the meaning

of the unfamiliar word is signaled by a comma or a pair of commas. See two examples below:

Examples:

(D The sheets were made of muslin. Muslin is a strong cotton cloth. (Definition)
1 just want a morsel, a thin piece, of that delicious cake. (Definition)

@ New England has some of the most fickle, or changeable, weather in the couniry.
(Restatement)

When you read, look for a definition or a restatement of an unfamiliar word. These clues

help you to learn words more easily.
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2 Using Comparison and Contrast to Find Out
' the Meanings of Words

Comparison and contrast are two other types of context clues that you can use to understand
the meaning of an unfamiliar word by learning what it is like or not like.
When comparison@ is used, a word is compared with another word or a phrase that you

already know. Try to discover the meaning of the word “crimson” from the following context.
Examples:

(DHer crimson dress was like the red of brilliant sunset. (Comparison)

The word like signals that crimson is being compared to the red sunset. From this
comparison, you know that crimson is a red color. Key words used to signal comparisons include
as, like, in the same way, and similar to.

When contrast® is used, a word is contrasted with another word or phrase which is
opposite in meaning to the word and familiar to you. If you know the opposite of an unfamiliar
word, you can often understand the meaning of the word you do not know. Read this example.

@Dad found the trip enthralling, even though Uncle Tom thought it was boring. (Contrast)

Enthralling is contrasted with boring. The phrase even though suggests that the bored Uncle
Tom did not find the trip enthralling. Enthralling must mean the opposite of boring. Some key
words that signal contrast as a context clue include though, but, unlike, while, on the conirary,

and on the other hand.

3 Using Word Parts to Find Out
the Meanings of Words

One way to add new words to your vocabulary is to learn about root words and word parts.
A root word is a word on which other words are based. Trust, for example, is a root word.

Sometimes word parts are added to the beginning of a root word; these are called prefixes.
When mis-is added to trust, the new word mistrust is formed. The new word has a different
meaning from the root word. Other word parts can be added at the end of a root word. They are
called suffixes. Add- ful to trust, and the new word trustful is formed. Sometimes, more than one
word part is added to a root word. Both “mis- "and “- ful” can be added to “trust” to make

“mistrustful”.
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This knowledge will help you expand your vocabulary. If you can add the meaning of the
word part to the meaning of the base word, that will give you the meaning of a new word. For
example, let’s suppose you bought a nontaxable item. We know, non- means “not”, and -able

means “can”. The root word is tax. Thus nontaxable means “cannot be taxed”.

4 Using Examples to Find Out
the Meanings of Words

Sometimes you may be able to understand the meaning of a word through examples. By
studying these examples, you can often determine what the unfamiliar word means.

In this type of context clue, a general term is given along with specific examples.
Sometimes the general term may be unfamiliar to you. At other times, one of the specific
examples might be unfamiliar. In either case, you can use the whole sentence to find out the

meaning of the word you don’t know.
Read these sentences:

DI wrote a report on the lynx and other wildcats.

@A mphibians, such as frogs and snakes, are cold-blooded.

You may not know exactly what a lynx looks like. However, the word “other” signals that a
lynx is kind of wildcat. Similarly, you may not know exactly what an “amphibian” is, but the
phrase “such as” signals that frogs and snakes are amphibians. Many key words and phrases
signal the use of examples, including: especially, like, other, this, these, for example, for

instance, and such as.

5 Using the Logic of a Passage to Find Out
the Meanings of Words

One of the most common ways in which context provides clues about the meaning of an
unknown word is through logic, or general reasoning, about the context of a sentence, or about

the relationship between ideas within a sentence.

Suppose that before you read the sentence, you did not know the meaning of the word
“empirical”.

Examples:

(DSome of the questions before us now are empirical issues that require evidence directly

related to the question.
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From the way “empirical” is used in the sentence, you know that an empirical issue is one
that requires direct evidence. From that information, you can infer or reason that “empirical”
has something to do with proof or supporting facts.

Now, suppose that you did not know the meaning of the term “cul-de-sac” before reading
the following sentence:

QA group of animals hunting together can sometimes drive their prey into a cul-de -sac; out
onto a peak of high land, into a swamp or river, or into a gully from which it cannot escape.

From the list of the places into which a prey can be driven — a peak, river, or swamp — you
realize that the hunters have trapped the animal. Therefore, “cul-de-sac” must mean a place

from which there is no escape.

6 Expanding Your Vocabulary

A strong vocabulary can be a valuable asset, both in college and later in your career. To
improve your vocabulary, you must be willing to work at it, spending both time and effort
learning new words and meanings. Keep in mind that intending to remember is one of the
principles of learning. Your attitude toward reading will also influence the extent to which your
vocabulary develops. The following suggestions will give you some help.

1. Read widely

One of the best ways to improve your vocabulary is to read widely, and diversely, including
different subjects and styles of writing. Through reading, you can discover new words and new
uses for familiar words. You also see words used in contexts that you have not previously
encountered. College is one of the best places to begin reading widely. As you take elective and
required courses, you are exposed to new ideas, as well as the words that express them clearly.

II. Look for five-dollar words to replace one-dollar words

Some words in your vocabulary are general and unclear; the meanings they convey are not
precise, exact, or expressive. Try to replace these general and vague words with ones that convey
your meaning more directly. For example, in the sentence the movie was so good, words such as
exciting, moving, thrilling, scary and heart-breaking can replace the word “good”. Notice how
each of them gives more information than the word “good”. These are the types of words you
should try to use in your speech and writing.

I11. Build your word awareness

Get in the habit of noticing new or unusual words when reading and listening. Learn to pay

attention to words and notice those that seem useful. One of the first steps in expanding your
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vocabulary is to develop word awareness. At the college level, many new words you learn do not
represent new concepts or ideas. Instead, they are more accurate or more descriptive
replacements for simpler words and expressions that you already know and use. Once you begin
to notice words, you will find that many of them automatically become part of your vocabulary.

Your instructors are a good source for new words. Both in formal classroom lectures and in
more casual discussions and conversations, many instructors use words that students understand
but seldom use. You may hear new words and technical terms for a particular field.

Other good sources are textbooks, reading assignments, and reference materials. Like most
students, you probably understand many more words than you use in your own speech and
writing. When you become aware of these words, you will find that many of them become part of

your vocabulary.

7 Using a Dictionary

Most students are familiar with the common uses of a dictionary: (1) to look up the
meanings of words you do not know, and (2) to check the spelling of words. A dictionary can be
useful in many other ways because it contains much more than just definitions. For most entries,
you will find a pronunciation key, word origin, pari(s) of speech, variant spellings, and synonyms.
At the beginning or end of many desk dictionaries, you can find information on language history
and manuscript form, lists of symbols, and tables of weights and measures.

A dictionary is the basic tool for expanding your vocabulary. Get in the habit of consulting
your dictionary whenever you see or hear a somewhat familiar word that you do not use and can
not define precisely. Locate the word, read each meaning, and find the definition that fits the
way the word was used when you read or heard it.

A thesaurus, or dictionary of synonyms, is a valuable reference for locating a precise,
accurate, or descriptive word to fit a particular situation. There are many words that have similar
meanings, and you should choose the word from the entry that most closely suggests the meaning
you want to convey. The easiest way to do this is to substitute various choices in your sentence
to see which one is most appropriate. Check the dictionary if you are not sure of a word’s exact
meaning. Remember, a misused word is often a more serious error than a wordy or imprecise
expression.

A common question students ask is which dictionary they should buy. There are several
types of dictionaries, each with its own purpose and use. A pocket or paperback dictionary is a
shortened version of a standard desk dictionary. It is small enough to carry with you to your

classes and is relatively inexpensive, A desk dictionary is a more complete, thorough dictionary.
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Although a pocket dictionary is convenient, it is also limited. A pocket edition lists about 55,000
words, whereas a standard desk edition lists up to 150,000 words. The desk edition provides
much more information about each word.

Another type is the unabridged dictionary, which can be found in the reference section of
any library. The unabridged edition provides the most complete information on each word
currently in the English language.

Deciding whether to buy a desk dictionary or pocket dictionary will depend on your needs
as well as what you can afford. It would be ideal to have both. A pocket dictionary is sufficient
for checking spelling and for looking up common meanings of unfamiliar words, but, to expand
your vocabulary, learn additional meanings of words, or to do any serious word study, you need a

desk dictionary.

8 Prereading

Do you look both ways before crossing a street? Do you check the depth of a pool before
diving into it? What do you do to an article or a chapter before you read it? In this passage,
you will become acquainted with the technique of prereading — a useful way of checking any
written material before you read it. Just as most people watch out before crossing a street,
efficient readers check printed materials before reading to become generally familiar with the
outline and organization.

L. Read the title and subtitle

The title provides the general topic of the article or chapter; the subtitle suggests the
specific focus, aspect, or approach toward the topic.

IL. Read the introduction or the first paragraph

The introduction, or the first paragraph, if there is no introduction, serves as a lead -in to
the chapter. It gives you an idea of where the material is starting and where it is leading.

I11. Read each major heading

The heading functions as labels or topic statements for what is contained in the sections
that follow them. In other words, a heading announces the major topic of each section.

IV. Read the first sentence under each heading

The first sentence frequently tells you what the passage is about or states the main idea.
You should be aware, however, that in certain styles of writing, the first sentence does not
function as a main idea. Instead, the opening sentence may function as a transition or lead -in

statement, or may be written to attract your interest. If the first sentence seems unimportant,
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