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Context Clues

Part | 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
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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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Context Clues

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 7 ,

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



Part

Context Clues

Roseberry Award this year. Having been on the panel of judges
for the Roseberry Foundation in past years, 1 am aware that the
criteria for their decision are very strict. To have been judged the
winner confirms your superiority in the manufacture of knitted
goods.

In this example you know that “criteria” is a plural noun in a
passage that talks about some kind of judging. In order to judge, you
need standards, thus “criteria” means “standards of judgement”.
You can prove the meaning of the word from another clue—the criteria

are very strict.
Exercise 1

Consider the context of each italicized word. Write its part of
speech on the line provided , and then choose the correct meaning for the
italicized word.

1. The workers gathered cane in the fields.

In this sentence, cane is (an) . It means

a) a stick used as support in walking

b) sugar stalks

¢) to hit with a piece of wood

d) to weave wood pieces, as in a chair

2. The chair recognized each speaker at the meeting.

In this sentence, chair is a ( an) . It means
a) a piece of furniture b) to take one’s seat
c) a leader d) to direct a session

3. Rice is considered a staple in many countries.
In this sentence, staple is a ( an) . It means

. 5.
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a) a basic food substance

b) to fasten papers

¢) a metal clip used to attach items

d) to supply with food

4. Alex pilfered money and goods from his company for several

years before the losses were discovered.

In this sentence, pilfered is a (an) . It means
a) thieves b) stole
c¢) taking d) plundered

5. The cryptic message made the agents wonder whether or not

their code had been revealed.

In this sentence, cryptic is a (an) . It means
a) hiding b) mysteries
¢) vague d) mysterious

6. Do we need laws that prevent us from running risks with our

lives?

In this sentence, “running risks” is a (an) s
means

a) unwise b) taking chances

¢) moving quickly d) dangerous

7. The government once passed a law closing all liquor stores,
bars, and breweries in this country.

In this sentence, breweries is a ( an) . It means

a) places where liquor is made

.6 -
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b) to brew beer

¢) processing liquor
d) alcohol or ale
8. The boys quickly hid the siuff under the seats of the car.

In this sentence, stuff is a (an) . It means
a) items b) nonsense
¢) completely filled d) packing firmly

9. The banister runs up the stairway and then curves around next

to the bedrooms.

In this sentence, banister is a (an) . It means
a) steps b) inclining
¢) hand rail d) a person

10. In the upstairs hallway was a little cranny built into the wall

to hold a telephone.

In this sentence, cranny is a (an) . It means
a) a hole b) to sit in a booth
c¢) indented d) a receiver

Exercise 2

Read each sentence carefully and write the part of speech for the i-
talicized word , and then write a definition for it on the line provided.
1. The elderly patient used a cane to help her walk.

In this sentence, cane is a ( an) . It means

2. New material gave the chair a refreshing look.
In this sentence, chair is a ( an) . It means

.7 .
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3. “Randy, can you staple these papers so that they won’t fall

apart? 7 asked Anita.

In this sentence, staple is a ( an)

It

means

4. Captain Edwards logged the ship’s mileage in his book and

added a description of the weather conditions.

In this sentence, logged is a (an)

5. The newly cut log burned brightly in the fireplace.
In this sentence, log is a (an) . It means
6. The soldiers left their base to patrol the countryside.

In this sentence, base is a ( an)

7. For an hour, the cat meticulously cleaned the kitten’s

face, and body.

In this sentence, meticulously is a (an)

8. The snake slithered through the grass.

In this sentence, slithered is a (an)

9. Birds have an innate ability to fly.

In this sentence, innate is a (an)

It

It

It

It

It

10. The flood water penetrated every home in the valley.

In this sentence, penetrated is a (an)

It

means

means

paws,

means

means

means

means
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Exercise 3

Read each of the following sentences carefully, and then write a
definition, synonym, or description of the italicized word on the line
provided.

1. We watched as the cat came quietly through the grass toward
the bird. When it was just a few feet from the victim, it gathered its
legs under itself, and pounced.

Pounced means

2. In spite of the fact that the beautiful egret is in danger of dying
out completely, many clothing manufacturers still offer handsome
prices for their long, elegant tail feathers, which are used as decora-
tions on ladies’ hats.

Egret means

3. Farly magicians frequently wore a large apron with many
pockets in which they could carry their props.

Props means

4. Sometimes canals have to be built across deep valleys. Bridges
or aqueducts are constructed for this purpose.

Aqueducts means

5. In a series of bold moves, government attorneys attacked the
mammoth auto industry, saying that the size of the business endan-
gered the financial freedom of the individual buyer.

Mammoth means

6. The following Monday, when the president convened the sec-
ond meeting of the committee, we all sat down quietly and waited for
him to begin.

Convened means

I
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7. Instead of complaining to me that youre ailing, you should
see a doctor to find out what’s wrong with you.

Ailing means

8. Although he really did not want to open the mysterious drawer
again, his curiosity compelled him to take one last look.

Compelled means

9. When you come across a bear and do not have time to run
away, you'd better simulate death.

Simulate means

10. When you visit a foreign country, many of the familiar psy-
chological signals that help an individual to function in society are
suddenly withdrawn and replaced by new ones.

Withdrawn means
Exercise 4

Read carefully each of the following passages taken from textbooks
and guess from inference the meaning of the italicized word.

1. No other trees can put up such a terrific fight for life. When a
big tree falls, it takes years for its needlelike leaves to wither. The
wood never seems to decay or become rotten. ( from California’s
Giants by Irving Robert Melbo )

2. It (the runaway train] plunged toward a door leading into a
waiting room crowded with people. . . Just as its headlight reached the
door, its weight made the concrete floor of the concourse collapse.
Hissing like a wounded and dying animal, the engine plummeted into
the basement of the station. It pulled one car down with it. (from
Runaway Train by Hal Butler)

3. The day after his rescue, Michels was still critically ill. He

.10 -



