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Lesson
7

Context Clues
RDG 2.8

Sometimes you will come across unfamiliar words or words that have multiple meanings as you
read. You can use context clues to help you figure out the meanings of these words.
Context refers to the situation in which a word is used. Context clues can be found in the sentences
and paragraphs near an unfamiliar word or a word that has multiple meanings. These clues can
be words with the same meanings as the unfamiliar word, words that have the opposite meaning of
the unfamiliar word, in-text definitions, examples, or descriptions and explanations. The unfamiliar
word’s part of speech or the way that the word functions in the sentence can also serve as a clue to its
meaning.
Review the following types of context clues and examples. Notice that in each example, the
unfamiliar word has been underlined and the context clue(s) are italicized.
• Definition – The unfamiliar word is defined directly and clearly in the sentence, often set off by
a comma after the unfamiliar word.

Example: The bathroom was scrupulously, or thoroughly, cleaned.
Scrupulously: in a very careful and thorough way
• Antonym – There is an opposite of the word in the sentence, often signaled by the words unlike,
but, or as opposed to.

Example: Unlike the usual driver who is quite pleasant, the driver today was irascible.
Irascible: showing a tendency to be easily anger
• Synonym – Other words are used in the sentence that have similar meanings.

Example: We had to scrub and scour the pot to get it clean.
Scour: to clean a surface by rubbing it hard
• Inference – Word meanings are not directly stated or described, but need to be inferred from the
context by using the information provided in the sentences and paragraphs near the word.

Example: My hands were bothering me more each day, so I decided to see a rheumatologist.
Rheumatologist: a doctor who diagnoses and treats arthritis or other diseases of the
joints, bones, and muscles
When you encounter an unfamiliar word, you can ask yourself the following questions to help you
determine the meaning:
• What part of speech is this word? What function does it have in the sentence?
• Is there a word I can use in place of the unfamiliar word?
• Does the new sentence make sense in the context of the paragraph?
• Are context clues provided in the sentences and paragraphs before or after the unfamiliar word?
• If the word has multiple meanings, which meaning best fits the context of this sentence and paragraph?
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Example:
Passage 1
As Evan and Hiro made their
way down the street, they hoped
that they would make it to the bus
stop before the bus arrived. They
turned the corner, walking a bit faster
as they heard the hiss of the bus’s
brakes. They were too late! The bus
doors closed while they shouted out,
“Wait! Stop!” Evan stood at the bus
stop, shaking his head. Meanwhile,
Hiro pursued the bus, even though
he knew he would never catch up. As
Hiro walked back towards his friend,
Evan checked the bus schedule.

Sample Annotation
What clues help me understand the
meaning of the word pursued in the
passage?
The placement of the word in the
sentence makes it clear that it is a verb,
an action. The fact that Evan stays put,
plus the phrase “he knew he would
never catch up” makes me think that
Hiro is chasing the bus. If you use the
word chased, which is also a verb, in
place of pursued, the sentence makes
sense. Pursued must mean “chased.”

Guided Practice
Read the article. Then answer the question.
Katherine was feeling confident about the interview as she walked toward the office
building. She thought through the questions she wanted to ask about the position and
pushed her way through the revolving doors. But once she stepped inside in the atrium,
her mind went blank. The space was much larger and grander than she had expected.
Just then, the receptionist asked, “May I help you?”
The spell of the high, glass ceiling was broken and Katherine smiled as she walked to
the receptionist’s desk.

1. What is the meaning of the word atrium as it is used in the passage?
a. cavity of the heart
b. multi-stored entrance hall
c. side entrance
d. small room
B. While atrium is the name of a heart cavity, the context of the passage in which a person enters a
building eliminates option A. The room is descrbies as large and grand, which eliminates C and D.
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Practice
Read the passage. Then answer the questions.

Wilderness Area Safety: Mountain Lions
	 Mountain lions rarely attack humans. However, people should use caution while they are
hiking or biking in wilderness areas where mountain lions are known to live. Here are a few
recommendations for ensuring your safety when enjoying the outdoors. These suggestions will
lessen the chances of having unwanted encounters with mountain lions.
1.

Never hike alone. This is good advice whether or not mountain lions live in the
area. Situations can arise in which you might need the help of another person.

2.

Keep children near you at all times. Do not let them wander out of your sight.

3.

If you see a mountain lion, try to stay calm.
•

Do not run away from a mountain lion. This could elicit, or set off, the
mountain lion’s instinct to chase you as if you were prey.

•

Do not move toward the mountain lion. Instead, stand your ground and
make eye contact with the animal.

•

Do not bend over or crouch down because this will make you more
closely resemble a mountain lion’s four-legged prey.

•

Stand upright and try to appear large.

•

Speak in a loud voice and wave your arms.

•

When the mountain lion sees that you are not prey, it will usually find a
way to escape the situation.

Just remember that when you first encounter a mountain lion, your main goal is to convince
the lion that you are not its prey. By standing tall, speaking loudly, and waving your arms, you
also tell the lion that you may be a danger to it.
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Practice
1.

Read the following sentence from
the passage:

3.

Here are a few recommendations for
ensuring your safety when enjoying the
outdoors.

Do not run away from a mountain lion.
This could elicit, or set off, the lion’s
instinct to chase you as if you were prey.

Which of the following words is
the best replacement for the word
recommendations as it is used in the
sentence?

What word or words help you
understand the meaning of the word
elicit?
a. run away

a. outdoors

b. set off

b. suggestions

c. instinct

c. chances

d. chase

d. encounters

2.

Read the following sentences from the
passage:

Read the following sentence from the
passage:
Situations can arise in which you might
need the help of another person.
What is the part of speech and the
meaning of the word arise as it is used
in this sentence?

4.

Read the following sentence from the
passage:
Do not bend over or crouch down
because this will make you more closely
resemble a lion’s four-legged prey.

a. Arise is a verb that means “awaken.”

The word prey is a word with multiple
meanings. Which of the following
meanings best fits the context of this
passage?

b. Arise is an adjective that means
“very.”

a. a
		 person easily injured or taken
advantage of

c. Arise is a verb that means “happen.”

b. to take advantage of

d. Arise is an adverb that means
“upward.”

c. to cause constant trouble or distress
d. an animal that is hunted and killed
by another for food
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