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But how can we 
understand what 
we read if we 
don’t look up all 
the new words? 

Looking up words 
interrupts the 
reading process.  

Such distractions 
may make it more 
difficult to read  
for meaning—to 
learn from and 
enjoy printed  
material. Usually, 
it’s better to read 
quickly, skipping 
over new words or 
guessing at their 
general meaning.  

Of course, if we 
can’t figure out  
essential (the most 
important) words 
from their context, 
then we should look 
them up—so that we 
can understand the 
point of the reading 
the first time we 
see it.       

PART 2: Getting 
Meaning from 

Context 
G etting Meaning from Context:  

Figuring Out New Vocabulary 
The most common, most efficient way to learn to understand and 
use new vocabulary is from context—the sentences in which we 
read the items. For fast, fluent reading, it’s not a good idea to              
look up a lot of words in the dictionary—at least not during                       
the first reading for main ideas. Instead, we should figure out                   
the general meaning of unfamiliar vocabulary items from                        
the other words and ideas in the reading material.   

To make a good guess about the meaning of new words and 
phrases, we need to pay attention to context clues. Here are                     
some questions we can ask ourselves. As you read the examples   
for each question, try to figure out the approximate or general 
meaning of each of the underlined words or phrases:  

1. DOES THE SENTENCE TELL US THE MEANING OF A NEW ITEM? 
Does it give a simple definition or explanation of the word                       
or phrase?  If so, the explanation is often after a form of                        
the verbs be or mean, in parentheses (  ), or between dashes  
(—) or commas (,), as in these EXAMPLES: 

 Phonics is a method for learning to read. It means that readers 
associate the letters of the English language with the sounds they 
make in words and larger contexts.  

The context of a word or phrase is the text around or near the item.         
It helps readers figure out the meaning of the word or phrase. 

 Probably, more of the unfamiliar items you read will be nouns 
(words that name people, places, things, ideas) than verbs (words 
that name actions or conditions) or adjectives (describing words).  

 Sometimes, we can figure out the part of speech of a new word                    
from its suffix—the ending added to its root (its most basic part).   
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2. ARE THERE EXAMPLES OF THE NEW VOCABULARY ITEM IN                      
THE SENTENCE OR PARAGRAPH? These might be in parentheses,  
after or between dashes, or after a phrase like for example,                  
for instance, such as, like, or as in. EXAMPLES: 

A verb phrase consists of a main verb, such as like, talked, laughing, 
and so on, perhaps after a form of an auxiliary verb (be, do, or have) 
or a modal verb—can, could, will, would, should, might, must, etc.  

To save space, most dictionaries include abbreviations—for                    
instance, n. for noun, v. for verb, adj. for adjective, etc. (The 
abbreviation for et cetera means “and so on.”) Some examples                        
of shortened forms in sentences are e.g. (an abbreviation for                               
a Latin phrase that means “for example”) and i.e. (another                      
Latin phrase—meaning “that is to say” or “in other words”).   

3. WHAT OTHER DETAILS IN THE SENTENCE OR PARAGRAPH GIVE 
CLUES TO THE MEANING OF THE UNFAMILIAR ITEM? There 
might be one or more synonyms of the new word (i.e. words 
with the same or similar meanings)—or antonyms (i. e. words                 
or phrases with approximately opposite meanings). Or there    
may be descriptive words or other details that can help us 
surmise (figure out) the general meaning of an unfamiliar item. 

When we read, it’s not essential or even necessary to try to deduce  
the meaning of every new word or expression, which is usually                         
a phrase. If a vocabulary item is unimportant to the main idea,                      
point, or message of connected text in a reading selection (an article 
or other material), it’s O.K. to skip it. We can just leave it out.  

But even if a new or an unfamiliar item is essential to the point of                    
the reading selection, it’s sufficient to guess its general meaning.                       
In other words, an inexact idea is enough. For effective reading, we 
don’t need to know the specific or precise definition of every word.  

What’s the 
meaning of                   

the different 
kinds of type 

(font variants)  
in this reading 

section? 
Italics (letters in 

sloping type                      
or print), bold                 

type (letters in                    
dark print), and 
quotation marks               
(“  ”) can all be 

subtle (not obvious) 
clues to the meaning 
of vocabulary items.  

 Italics often 
emphasize   

important words 
or phrases in                  

a sentence.                  
But sometimes 

italics mean that   
a word or phrase 

is being used                   
as an example of 

a point. 
 “Quotation marks” 

can show                      
that words are 
being used in a 

special way.  

 Bold ordark type 
makes words or 

phrases stand out 
in importance. 

 Underlining isn’t  
common in printed 

text. But it’s 
helpful in 

exercises—to 
highlight relevant 

words. 

 
 I nstructions: Can you use context clues to figure out                     

meanings of unfamiliar words and expressions (phrases)? 
In the above reading selection, there are 30 underlined 
items. Use them—and context clues to their meanings—to 
fill in Rows 1-20 in the Getting Meaning from Context Chart  
on the next page.  Compare your “educated guesses” to                  
a sample Chart on page 144 of the What’s the Word? Answer Key.         

 Which vocabulary items correspond to the explanations                    
in the right column? Write the missing words and phrases 
in the left column. (Can you add Parts of Speech?)    

 What definitions or examples from the reading selection 
correspond to the vocabulary items on the left? Write                   
the missing parts of explanations in the right column.   
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How can parts 
of speech help 
us figure out 
meaning from 
context? 

If we know the 
function of a                  
new item, we can 
narrow down our 
guesses about its 
meaning. Here are 
some examples: 

 If we recognize 
a word as a 
noun, we can  
tell from 
context clues if 
it’s  singular or 
plural. Perhaps 
the clues can 
also tell us if   
the noun names  
a person, a 
place, a thing, 
or an idea. 

 If the word 
seems to be a 
verb, we can 
identify its 
subject and 
object (if any). 
That information 
will give us 
clues to the 
verb’s meaning. 

 If the word is  
an adjective,   
the noun or 
pronoun it 
describes will 
help us 
determine the 
word’s meaning.      

Getting Meaning from Context Chart 

WORD or PHRASE 
(part of speech +                      
grammar info) 

EXPLANATION (DEFINITION) 
or EXAMPLES   

1. phonics (singular 
noun) 

a reading method: readers _______________ 
______________________________________ 

2. ________________
(uncountable n.) 

words and info _________________________ 
that give ______________________________  

3. ________________ 
______ (3 pl. nouns) 

________________: words that name people, 
places, or things—or __________________; 
also, words that ________________________.   

4. suffix; __________
(_______________) 

word part: an added ending; the basic word 
segment without added prefixes or endings 

5. main verbs (_____) EXAMPLES: _____________________________ 

6.  auxiliary ________ 
(pl. n.) 

EXAMPLES: forms of _____________________ 
______________________________________ 

7. ________________ 
(plural noun) 

EXAMPLES: can, could, will, ______________ 
_____________________________________ 

8. n., v., adj.,                             
etc., e.g., i.e.  

abbreviations for ______________________ 
_____________________________________ 

11. essential ( ______) ______________________________________ 

12. __________ (noun) a phrase with __________________________ 

14. vocabulary item 
(______________) 

a word, a phrase, or an expression ________ 
______________________________________ 

13. __________  (adj. 
+ noun expression) 

the ________________________________ of 
connected text 

14. _______________ 
(sing. noun )

an article or other material (piece of writing)
to be read 

15. skip (v.) ______________________________________

16. ___________ (adj.) new, not familiar or known 

17. sufficient (______) ______________________________________ 

18. general (______) ______________________________________ 

10. ____________ (v.) figure out, suppose, deduce 

9. __________ (pl. n.), 
antonyms (pl. n.) 

words with ___________________________: 
_________________ with opposite meanings 

19. ___________ (adj.) specific, exact  

20. __________(sg. n.) an explanation _________________________ 
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 Instructions: As you read the following selections, try to figure 
out (surmise, make guesses at) the meaning of each of the 54 
underlined, numbered words or phrases. Then circle the letter of 
the best explanation or definition for each item. (Their parts of 
speech are given in parentheses.) You can check your responses 
on page 144 of the What’s the Word? Answer Key.  

You might want to mark (underline or circle) the words in the 
context that gave clues to the meanings of the numbered words. 
Then you can explain how you figured out their meanings.                      
You can check your responses on page 144 of the Answer Key.  

1.  advice (n.) 
a. suggestions for 

improvement 
b. difficult situations  

2.  incidents (n. plural) 
a. word placements 
b. situations; events 

3.  columnist (n.) 
a. a person reading the paper 
b. a person that writes a 

column 

4. frazzled (adj.) 
a. violent or abusive 
b. upset and hassled 

5.   suppose (v.) 
a. make a guess; believe 
b. be sure; take action 

6.   slapping (v.) 
a. hitting with a flat hand 
b. falling or sliding  

7.   howl (v.) 
a. cry loudly 
b. stop bawling 

8. felt sorry for (expression) 
a. made frazzled and nervous 
b. was unhappy about                         

the pain of  

9.   abuse (n.) 
a. harmful treatment 

       b. hit and cry 

10.  concerned (adj.) 
a. in regard to (about) 
b. worried and upset 

Here are some letters based on 
traditional newspaper 1advice                      
columns like “Dear Abby,” which are   
still prominent in the print media.                    
These aren’t the original letters, but                 
they describe 2incidents, situations,                      
or problems of real people, along                          
with some ideas from the                    
3columnist’s answers.   

How do we 
know if our 

guesses about 
meaning are 

correct? 

Think of another 
word or phrase 

with 
approximately                   

the same meaning 
as the 

vocabulary item. 
(Make sure that 

it’s the same 
part of speech.)  

If you use that 
word or phrase 
in place of the 
unfamiliar one, 

does the 
sentence still 

have meaning? 
Does it make 

sense within the 
paragraph—    
i.e., does it 

contribute to       
the point of                     
the reading? 
Then you’ve 

probably 
guessed the 

general meaning 
of the new item 

correctly. 

Dear Readers,   

 Recently in a market,                       
I saw a 4frazzled woman 
pulling her child’s hair and 
hitting him. I guess she was 
upset with his crying, so I 
5suppose she was trying to 
make him stop. But 6slapping 
him made him  7howl even 
louder because it hurt. I 8felt   
so sorry for the child.  

 Is that child 9abuse?                          
If it is, what should I do the 
next time I see such a thing? 
I’m really 10 concerned about 
this incident. It worried me. 

10Concerned Neighbor 

Problems & 
Solutions 
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getting carried away a pain in the neck 

Dear Concerned, 

 You  should be worried—                     
about an irrational mother 11out of 
control. She needs help before she 

12severely 13injures her son.  

Of course, most hassled parents                       
get upset and angry and sometimes 

lose their cool with their 14offspring. 
But physical harm or injury is child 

abuse. 

 If you see such a 15scene                      
again, maybe you can help the 

mother or father. In a 16kind voice, 
tell them that you know how they 

feel. Such 17compassion and 
understanding from an adult                           

can sometimes bring an out-of-
control 18caretaker back to reality.  

When people 19come to their senses, 
they are much more likely to be able 

to think and behave 20rationally.   

         

11. out of control (expression) 

a. behaving irrationally 
b. concerned or worried 

12. severely (adv.) 
a. seriously 
b. again and again  

13. injures (v.) 
a. hurts or harms physically 
b. punishes or teaches 

14. offspring (n.) 
a. behavior 
b. children 

15. scene (n.) 
a. physical incident 
b. beautiful natural places 

16. kind (adj.) 
a. type or category 
b. friendly and helpful  

17. compassion (n.) 
a. understanding and sympathy 
b. companionship 

18. caretaker (n.) 
a. something that causes harm 
b. person in charge of care 

19. come to their senses (expression) 
a. return to rational reality  
b. go crazy again  

20. rationally (adv.) 
a. in a ratty or shabby way 
b. calmly and reasonably  

Can you figure out the general meaning of these idiomatic expressions from context?                   
If your kids are a pain in the neck at times, it’s O.K. to let off steam once in a while. 

 But it’s not all right to get carried away and blow your top in an irrational way.  
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21. the singles’ scene (expression) 
a. where single people go 
b. event from a play  

22. bachelor (n.) 
a. unmarried man 
b. single woman  

23. bewildered (adj.) 
a. lost in the wilderness 
b. very confused  

24. morals (pl. n.) 
a. state of mind 
b. standards of behavior 

25. feel flattered (expression) 
a. am proud of myself 
b. lose weight  

26. make the first move (expression) 
a. take the initiative 
b. change houses 

27. take charge (expression) 
a. be in control  
b. pay on credit 

28. go dutch (n.) 
a. each pay for ourselves 
b. wear clothing from Holland 

29. courtship (n.) 
a. appearing before a judge  
b. dating before marriage 

30. novice (n.) 
a. beginner without experience 
b. something different  

31. traditional (adj.) 
a. coming from the past 
b. dumb and foolish 

32. principles (pl. n.) 
a. leaders in customs 
b. general truths, beliefs, or rules 

33. decades (pl. n.) 
a. periods of ten years 
b. falls from one level to another 

34. initiate contact (expression) 
a. write romantic letters 
b. make the first move  

35. pursue (v.) 
a. carry money in a kind of bag 
b. chase; go after 

36. the realities (pl. n.) 
a. land and other property 
b. what is real or true now 

37. let . . . know (expression) 
a. tell; inform 
b. write a book about  

Dear Single Friends,   

 After many, many years of 
marriage, I am back in 21the singles’ 
scene. It seems that dating customs have 
changed quite a lot since I was a young 
22bachelor, and I feel 23bewildered by the 
new 24morals and standards. Women 
sometimes call to ask me out, and I 25feel 
flattered, but it seems strange for them to 
26make the first move. And what then? 
Who is expected to 27take charge? Who 
decides where to go and what to do? 
Who drives—and who pays for the date? 
Are we supposed to 28go dutch? 

Can you help me make some sense 
out of the new rules of 29courtship for 
newly-single men and women? 

             Confused 30Novice 

      Dear Novice,   

 The female authors of a 1990s self-
help book about courtship, The Rules,              
said that unmarried men and women 

should return to the 31traditional 
32principles of behavior from past 

33decades—the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s 
perhaps. In those years, only men were 
supposed to 34initiate contact, ask (and 

pay) for dates, and actively 35pursue              
a romantic relationship. Women rarely  

made any moves, and they never called              
or chased men. If you decide to follow 

long-past tradition, your bewilderment              
may end.  But if you compare such   

“rules” to 36the realities of modern life  
and relationships, you’ll be more confused.  

37Let me know if you figure it out.  

Problems & 
Solutions 
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38. tightwad (n.) 
a. a person stingy with money 
b. a tightly rolled pack of money 

39. generous (adj.) 
a. related to genetics  
b. the opposite of stingy or miserly 

40. stingy (adj.) 
a. unwilling to give out money 
b. not poor or rich  

41. miser (n.) 
a. a miserable person 
b. someone who keeps money to himself 

42. wealthy (adj.) 
a. living a very poor life style 
b. rich; having a lot of money 

43. have an aversion to (expression) 
a. really hate; stronly dislike 
b. try to keep from happening 

44. begging (v.) 
a. asking humbly; pleading  
b. going out to work 

45. tool (n.) 
a. hammer, screwdriver, or wrench 
b. method or means 

46. associates (v.) 
a. connects in his mind 
b. makes friends with  

47. controls (v.) 
a. stays in charge of; has power over 
b. comes to his senses   

48. bankroll (n.) 
a. safe place to keep money 
b. finances; money 

49. matters (pl. n.) 
a. makes a big difference 
b. areas of interest; subjects 

50. insist (v.) 
a. say strongly; give an order 
b. give advice; make a suggestion 

51. disapproves (v.) 
a. has a negative opinion  
b. gets sick  

52. attitudes (pl. n.) 
a. ways of thinking, feeling, or acting 
b. compulsive disorders  

53. has no choice (expression) 
a. can choose   
b. has to; must; is obligated   

54. habits (pl. n.) 
a. disapproval or insistence 
b. customary behavior and attitudes 

Dear Financial Helpers,   

 How do you make a 38tightwad 
more 39generous? My husband   
doesn’t want me to  get a job, but                   
the 40stingy 41miser won’t give me 
enough money to run the household or 
take care of my own needs.                     

 We’re not 42wealthy, but we have 
enough money to live comfortably.                   
I 43have an aversion to 44begging for 
cash every time I need food or 
clothing.   

Feeling Poor 

Dear Poor,   

 Perhaps your husband is using 
money as a 45tool of control because    

he 46associates money with power.   
The person that 47controls the 
48bankroll in a relationship is                  

usually in charge of many other   
family 49matters.   

 You have several choices. You 
can 50insist that if he won’t give you 
enough money, he can take over the 
household and do all the shopping.   

Or you can take a job even if he 
51disapproves.  

 It’s difficult to change money 
52attitudes. But if your husband wants 

a good marriage, he 53has no choice.   
He has to give up his miserly 54habits.    

Problems & 
Solutions 
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A.  ___  (adj.) coming from 
psychological force; 
obsessive 

B.  ___  (adj.) busy with; 
concentrating on 

C. ___   (pl. n.) planned 
activities or work 

D. ___  (expression) fit            
together very well  

E. ___  (n.) a way of acting 

F. ___  (n.) a person addicted     
to work or activity  

G. ___  (pl. n.) people not 
satisfied with less than 
perfection  

H. ___  (adj.) thought or                     
done over and over 

I. ___  (adj.) serious; bad 

J. ___  (n.) method of treating 
or taking care  

K. ___  (adj.) psychologically 
forced 

L. ___  (n.) illness, sickness,                 
or health problem  

M. ___ (pl. n.) small living 
things that can cause 
disease 

Dear Worried,  

Many people suffer from obsessive-
compulsive 61disorder. In less serious cases,                 

they spend most of the day cleaning or 
straightening up the house. In more 62severe                 
cases, sufferers are controlled by 63repetitive 

thoughts and behavior. They feel 64compelled                 
to perform the same action over and over.                 

For instance, they “have to” wash their  hands 
hundreds of times a day or wipe the 65germs off  

the sink or kitchen table—again and again. 

 Most people with this disorder have                 
parents who were also overly clean or neat                 

or 66perfectionists in some other matter.                 
There is 67treatment for it, so stop worrying!   

I nstructions: As you read the following letters to an advice columnist, try to 
figure out the meaning of each of the underlined, numbered words or phrases. 

Then match them with the explanations or definitions on the side. (Write the 
numbers of the matching vocabulary items on the lines.) Can you explain how 
you figured out the general meanings?   

Dear Doctor Helpful:   

 When I first met my wife, she was a 
55workaholic, but so was I, so we 56were a perfect 
match. We fit together well because we were 
always 57involved in our work or busy with 
58projects. 

.  But she recently quit her job. Since then,  
she’s become 59compulsive about everything in  
the house. Sometimes, it takes us an extra twenty 
minutes to leave because she has to check 
everything three times. She’s always so worried 
that we rarely have good times together anymore. 

 Is this obsessive 60behavior? What’s her 
problem? Can she be helped?  

    Worried About Worrying 

Obsessive-compulsive disorder? 

Problems & 
Solutions 
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Dear Doctor Helpful:   

 My father always has something wrong with 
him. Sometimes—he says—it’s an                     
68excruciating headache. About once a week                             
he 69claims he ate something that didn’t 70agree                               
with him, so he has stomach pains. Or he has                                    
a backache, or 71arthritis pain, or some other                       
unbearable physical 72ailment.  

 He’s always taking 73painkillers. If the 
instructions say to take two teaspoonfuls of a                   
74syrup, he takes four because he thinks more                    
medicine is better than less. There are bottles of 
75capsules, tablets, and other kinds of pills on every 
tabletop in the house. He can’t get any more 
76prescriptions from his doctors, so he buys non-
prescription medications.  

 I’ve tried to tell him these habits  are 
dangerous, but he won’t listen. I love my father, and 
I’m very concerned about him. What should I do?  

      Worried Sick  

Dear  Worried Sick: 

You should be worried—because your father is 
sick—not 77necessarily from his physical ailments 

but from his attitude and behavior. It’s 78foolhardy 
and very dangerous to take so many pills so often 

and to mix different kinds of medicine. He is 
79abusing drugs. In fact, the painkillers could kill 

him—rather than the pain. 

 Pain is nature’s signal that something is 
terribly wrong. Even if you have to hide or throw 

away his drugs, get him to stop taking them!                         
And if he won’t get himself to a doctor or a 80clinic 

on his own, you make the appointment and take                  
him there! And learn about the “opioid epidemic”! 

N.  ___  (pl. n.) medicine 
to reduce pain 

O.  ___  (n.) liquid 
medicine 

P. ___  (pl. n.) kinds of 
pills  

Q. ___  (expression) fit 
the health of; not 
make sick 

R. ___  (n.) orders for 
medicine or 
treatment, written by 
a doctor 

S. ___  (n.) a disease 
that causes joint pain 

T. ___  (n.)  health 
disorder complaint 

U. ___  (adj.) very 
severe; hardly 
bearable 

V. ___  (adj.) very 
foolish; risky 

W. ___  (n.) part of a 
hospital or group                    
of doctors 

X. ___  (adv.) in a way 
that must be so 

Y. ___ declares to be 
true 

Z. ___ using in a wrong 
or dangerous way 

Addicted to opioids? 

Problems & 
Solutions 
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I nstructions: In the previous vocabulary exercises of Part 2, you 
guessed the general meaning of new words and phrases from context. 

Can you also use the context to figure out what words are missing                      
from sentences and paragraphs? Language researchers say that the 
ability to supply missing words and phrases is a useful reading skill.  

In the following letters, write one word in every blank. Choose the most 
obvious word or phrase—the item that makes the most sense in the 
context. Also, make sure that your choices are grammatically correct (the 
right part of speech) and spelled correctly. You can use a dictionary to 
check your choices.  

Problems & 
Solutions 

Dear Doctor Helpful:   

 What can I do about my husband? He is driving me 

81________________ with his constant talking!  As soon as he wakes up        
in the 82______________, his mouth starts 83____________ing. If I turn on 
the radio to 84_______________ the news, I can’t concentrate on the point 
because my husband is blabbering. The same thing happens when I 

85_________________ on the T.V. Even when I try to 86____________ the 
newspaper, I can’t 87______________ because he won’t 89_______________. 
If I happen to 90___________________ about something in the news first, 
he says, “I already knew that.” 

 The man thinks he’s an expert on every subject—from the smallest 
and most trivial to the 91________________________. He argues about 
every piece of news that he hears—even information from real experts. 
When there’s no one else to listen to him, he talks to 92____________ 
_____________________. And of course, when the telephone 

93_______________________s, he answers it first. It gives him                
yet another chance to 94______________________ his opinions.   

 He has many good qualities, but I 95_________________ his constant 
monologues. How can I 96__________________________ from this torture? 

Tired Ears 
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L earning Beyond the Book   
Can you use your knowledge of parts of speech and context          
clues to increase your vocabulary? 

To make sure, follow these instructions for at least a week: 

1. List all the new or difficult words and phrases you see or hear in 
context. Then list all the context clues you find in the sentence or 
paragraph—the possible synonyms or opposites for the new item, 
the examples, and the other details that will help you figure out the 
meaning. 

2. Make a guess about the general meaning of the word or phrase. 
Make sure your guess has the same part of speech as the item.              
“Try out” your guess in context—in other words, replace the 
unfamiliar vocabulary item with your guess about its meaning.      
Does the sentence still make sense in the paragraph?                                     
Then you’re probably close. 

3. Look up the word or phrase in a dictionary. Compare your guess 
with the appropriate dictionary definition for the item in context. 
Look at the dictionary examples for how to use the word or phrase. 
Soon you’ll be able to use it correctly in your own context—                      
your own speaking or writing.  

But how can we 
guess missing 
words if we 
haven’t read the 
material before? 
Several answers 
might be correct for  
each blank. However,  
there are not many 
words or phrases 
that make sense in 
each context.  

If you know the   
other words in the 
context and 
understand the 
meaning of the 
sentence and the 
point of the letter, 
then the missing 
words will “come                
to you” naturally.  

If you need to think 
about a word or 
phrase, pay close 
attention to the 
grammar of the 
sentence—so that you 
will choose the 
appropriate part of 
speech.        

Dear Tired Ears:   

 If you haven’t tried listening to the radio,                       
T.V., computer, or cell phone with earphones yet,                        
I 97______________________________ this solution.                     
When his constantly annoying blabbering gets to                      
the 98________________________ stage, plug in the 
headphones and tune him out. I realize that this 
is an extreme 99___________________, but the   
man sounds completely 100____________________. 


