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Reading Skill: Context
Clues to Word Meaning

-

What do you do when you come across a new word in your reading? You take a
guess, and then read on, because you expect the writer to give you some clues to the
meaning of the new word. Actually, the meanings of many words will be clear from
the context — the words or sentences before or after the item you do not know. You
can figure out the meaning of an unfamiliar word by looking for clues provided by
the context. For example, if you do not know the word “context” but have finished
reading the previous sentence, you will have comprehended well enough what it
means: “the words or sentences before or after the item you do not know.”

The context sometimes provides definition clues. Consider: “Linguistics, the
scientific study of language, is very important for language students.” Notice the
italicized word is clearly defined. Besides the formal definition, the writer may also
give explanation after such punctuation marks as comma (,), dash (—) or parentheses
[( )]. Consider: “Some good readers find it helpful to use their sense to visualize —
or picture — what they read.” Using information provided in the context, you would
have some idea of the meaning of the italicized word “visualize”: “to form a picture of
something in the mind.”

The context sometimes gives example clues. Consider: “Like horses, human
beings have a variety of gaits: they amble, stride, jog, and sprint.” Notice several
examples are given to shed light on the meaning of the italicized word “gait”: “a
way of walking.” In sentences with example clues, the examples are usually signaled
by certain words or phrases like such as, including, for example, for instance, or to
illustrate. Consider: “Phobias, such as fear of height, fear of water, or fear of crowds,
can be eliminated through conditioning.” With the help of the example clues given by
the context, you can quite easily guess the meaning of the italicized word: “a strong,
unnatural, and usually unreasonable fear.”

Besides, semantic (about the meaning of words) relationships are helpful
in guessing unknown words. The two common semantic relationships are class
relationship and contrast relationship. By analyzing these relationships, you can infer
the meaning of a word you are not familiar with.

@ Class relationship. Look at the following diagram:

Chinese _cities (A)

Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing ... (B) \
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Here Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, etc. are Chinese cities. This is the same as saying
they are members of the class, Chinese cities. In this class-member relationship,
Chinese cities is the higher-level term; Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, etc. are the lower-
level terms. The higher-level term (A) includes the lower-level terms (B).

Now read this example: “Mr. Johnson’s paintings show his attention to geometric
shapes of all kinds. The paintings contain circles, squares, triangles, pirrles, etc.”
Pirrles must be an unknown word for you since it does not exist. Suppose you did not
know this, and came across it in your reading. If you recognize the class relationship
that exists between geometric shapes and circles, squares, etc., then, without using a
dictionary, you know what pirrles means — some kind of geometric shape.

& Contrast relationship. Quite often a writer creates some opposite situation by
using an antonym (a word with opposite meaning), like hot and cold or left and right.
Contrast relationship helps you guess unfamiliar words.

Now read this example: “There was no fllip seats available, so they had to buy
expensive ones.” The word flip in fact does not exist. Suppose you did not know this,
and came across it in your reading. Recognizing the contrast relationship that exists in
the sentence, you may reason out the meaning of fllip: It probably means “cheap” or
“inexpensive.” In sentences containing contrast relationship, the following words are
often used: unlike, however, while, nevertheless, despite, although, even though, and
on the other hand.

Although context clues are useful in discovering the meaning of an unknown
word, there are some limitations to this approach. The meaning you get from the
context may be vague or general. Sometimes there is too much unfamiliar language to
allow you to use the context. While you do not interrupt your reading to look up new
words in a dictionary, you may still want to check your guess if you find that some
words are used often and seem to be important in your field. In such cases, mark the
unknown words when you are reading, and look them up later.
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Directions: You are expected to study this section in class. Do not preview.

_Word Pretest

== ST sy s amEaR

For each italicized word, choose the best meaning below.

1 ”Yglu shall honor your father and mother” is the fifth commandment from the
Bible.

A an interesting episode B an old saying C an important rule

2 A cynic might think that the governor visited the hospital just to gain votes.

A one who doubts or has negative opinion about others
B one who cannot get along with others
C one who cannot face the reality

3 The school offers a variety of extracurricular activities.

A homework you do after class
B activities that are not part of the usual school course
C interesting and difficult assignments that take extra hours

4 She’s the dean of the university’s business school.

A the head of a college or school of a university
B an outstanding professor at a university
C the director of a teaching or research group at a university

5  We must all strive toward our goals.
A walk with long steps B attack forcefully C try hard

6 Your computer needs regular maintenance to run smoothly.
A keeping updated B keeping in good condition
C keeping connected to the Internet

~

The teacher tried to involve all the children in the game.

A cause someone to take part in
B make good use of someone’s time and energy
C attract someone’s attention

4 The school tries to create an atmosphere conducive to learning.
A rhythmic B helpful C serious
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Dear }. B.

As you know I am asked from time to time to talk to high school
students about college and how to prepare for it. Do you think something
like the following would be helpful? I’m thinking of calling it: Ten
Commandments for a College Freshman. Give me your ideas about it.

I. You Shall Plan to Succeed.

Does this seem as obvious as the need for a quarterback on the football
team? I don’t mean hope to succeed. I mean that success in college will be
much more likely if you really draw up a schedule of hours for study, work,
and play. Lay out your day and your week. Get in the habit in high school.
This will be the secret of getting t}fings done in college.

Il. You Shall Handle Freedom Responsibly

No one is going to tell you when to get up, go to eat, study, or go
to bed. It’s amazing that so many survive, and, of course, many don’t.
Freedom such as a student has at college is disastrous for that freshman
who has little sense of responsibility.

HlI. You Shall Spread the Joy of Learning.

Learning is an exciting adventure as you have already discovered
in the best of your high school courses. Beware those who are ‘“sent” to
college, for they will be taking the attitude that education is the enemy
of fun. Beware the cynics. They’re on every campus and their reaction
runs like this, “poor food, dorm is like a jail, dull professors, why did you
come here?”

IV. You Shall Play Down Those Reports on Sex and |

Not every co-ed takes the pill as routinely as most takes aspirin, and
the extracurricular is not a perpetual beer party. Most fellows on campus
are still looking for the girl they want to marry. When you read of students
getting deadly drunk, remember you’re getting a minority report.

V. You Shall Plan to Have Fun — and Ofien.

The world of academia has two extremes. On any campus there’s the
playboy who can’t get a book open or the body to the library, and there’s the
bookworm who never finds a moment to enjoy himself. You should expect
to study in diligence, but the bookworm learns less than the fellow who
knows how to make learning the main thing and still plays with enthusiasm.



Unit 1 University Student Life

VI. You Shall Know at Least One Professor or One Dean Personally.  ss

Even at the risk of seeming to make yourself a bore! But much more
likely you will be welcomed as a student mature enough to relate to a
mature person. Invite him for coffee; he might be surprised, but he’ll go
and he will be delighted by the invitation. At the small college this kind of
relationship should come about readily, but often it doesn’t. All the best
universities are striving to make it happen more often.

=

VIl. You Shall Be Concerned.

But not simply with war on the other side of the world and the social
causes of our day. Keep informed, and do what you think is right about
these. But what about the cook, the campus maintenance crew, and the 45
night watchman? Just say, “We students appreciate you,” and someone
will go through the day as though it were Christmas.

VIiI. You Shall Be Selective.

Student government, dances, ball games, dates, movies, etc., etc.!
If you make them all, you’re a loser; and if you miss them all, you’re a  s°
failure. Don’t spread yourself so thin that they would never miss you if
you didn’t show. But do choose a few, get involved, and get that good part
of a college education which no classroom can ever provide.

IX. You Shall Strive to Keep Healthy.

It isn’t sin, it’s lack of sleep that ruins so many college careers. Physical ==
education is required and that will get the body exercised, but there’s no
requirement that you eat sensibly and keep hours conducive to vigor. You
will see many students just too tired to play well or to study at all.

X. You Shall Forget and Remember.™

Take some time to sit down with yourself and recall those things of o
which you are ashamed and sorry — and then forget them. College is a
new beginning. No one at college knows about that soiled baggage you’ve
been carrying. Remember those relationships which have made life good.
As a freshman, look back at those relationships which brought lasting joy
and seek them again. Life is the fine art of forgetting — and remembering.  ©s

Well, there they are, J. B. What’s missing and what needs to be said
better? If you forget them all, do remember the love of all of us here.

Dad

The text is adapted from “Ten Commandments for a College Freshman™ (1963) in Higher Learning: Read-
ing and Writing about College (3" Edition) by Patti See and Bruce Taylor (New York: Prentice Hall, 2012).
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Reading Skill

Context Clues to Word Meaning

Guess what the italicized word or phrase means in each sentence. Underline the words
which you think define the italicized word or phrase.

1 The world of academia has two extremes. On any campus there’s the
playboy who can’t get a book open or the body to the library, and there’s the
bookworm who never finds a moment to enjoy himself.

2 Recall those things of which you are ashamed and sorry — and then forget
them. College is a new beginning. No one at college knows about that soiled
baggage you’ve been carrying.

3 A carrel is a small table with “walls” around three sides.

This revision should be cumulative — adding a bit to the total at a time,
covering briefly all the work done so far in the term.

5 Putit in a prominent, or noticeable, place_in your rbom, or carry it with you.

Reading Comprehension

According to the text, decide whether each of the following statements is True (T) or False (F)

T F

1 The writer of this letter is a very stern father. (11
One secret of succeeding in college is to plan ahead of time. s

3 Freedom for a college student can be dangerous if not handled O
responsibly.

4 Education is the enemy of fun. 14

5 The father wants his playboy son to become a bookworm in By
college.

6 Colleges and universities encourage the students to get to know 10
their professors personally.

7 A small thing, such as giving a friendly smile to a campus worker, 10
can be just as important as your knowledge about the big world.

8 Extracurricular activities are an important part of college education. 10

Vocabulary Building

@ Word Match

Match the following words with their definitions within each group of five words.



Unit 1 University Student Life

career e helpful
vigor @ e |asting forever
conducive ® * energy or strength
perpetual e e to strengthen
consolidate e a profession or job
assignment © e of living things
biological e stressful; requiring effort and energy
‘ flexible e overall
strenuous ® * not fixed
‘ master ® * homework
recreation ® ® a way to rest and enjoy yourself
estimate e first concern
enthusiasm e * to calculate roughly
priority e great excitement for or interest in something
relaxation * activities done for enjoyment

Complete the sentences by using the words above. Change the forms if necessary.

My plans are . | can change them if necessary.

1 want to have a as a teacher,
She has always had a lot of for her work.

Todayisa day for me. | rearranged my furniture in my bedroom.

Gl W N =

As students, we must give
work before we go to the movies.

to our study. We should finish our home-

=2}

Such a noisy environment was not to a good night’s sleep.
After vacation, she returned to work with renewed

8 His favorite

~

are basketball and computer games.

@ Suffixes *

Many verbs end with the suffix -ize. Study the examples, and then list some verbs that end
with this suffix in the space provided. Add more if you can.

suffix examples

-ize | realize, organize, criticize, characterize

-ize 1. 2. 3.
| 4.

Many adverbs end with the suffix -ly. Study the examples, and then list some adverbs that
end with this suffix in the space provided. Add more if you can

suffix examples ‘
-ly | responsibly, really, routinely
-ly 1. 3. '



