
Context Clues

the words around a word you don't know

It's a mystery!  Be a detective.  Use the 
clues (the other words) to find the 
meaning of the word you don't know.



Types of Context Clues

The words around a word are called its context. 
They give clues to the meaning.  These are called context 
clues.
 
There are five types of context clues: 
(1) synonym
(2) definition
(3) example
(4) contrast
(5) inference



Type 1:  Synonym (or restatement)

Other words with similar meanings are used 
in the sentence.

Signal Words:
also, as, like, likewise, similarly, too  

Example:  
My dog Buck travels everywhere with me.  
My friend's canine travels everywhere with 
him, too.



Type 2: Definition 

The word is defined directly and clearly in 
the sentence.

Signal Words:

is, are, means, refers to, which, or

Example:  

The arbitrator, or person chosen to 
settle a disagreement, made her decision 
today.



Type 3: Contrast/Antonym 

Another word with opposite meaning is 
used in the sentence.

Signal Words:

but, however, unlike, as opposed to, 
whereas, though, on the other hand, in 
contrast 

Example:

Unlike John's immaculate room, Jeff's 
room was very messy.



Type 4: Example 

The author gives an example of the 
unknown word.

Signal Words:

for example, for instance, including, like, 
such as

Example:

In science we are studying 
marine mammals such as 
whales, porpoises, and dolphins.



Type 5: Inference  

Word relationships must be inferred based 
on prior knowledge.

No Signal Words

Example:

The haberdashery was Lou's favorite 
place to shop because he loved nice suits.



Types of Context Clues

Word Description

Two words with the same meaningSynonym

Definition

Example

Contrast

Inference

A given meaning for a word

An example of the word, but not the 
exact definition

An opposite example of the word

Use what you know to create your
own definition



Steps to Using 
ContextClues

1.  Look for signal

     words.

4.  Read the sentence 
but substitute your the 
definition you 
predicted. If the word 
you substituted does 
not make sense in the 
context of the rest of 
the sentence, try again.  
Remember to think of 
the part of speech.

5.  After this, if the 
sentence still does not 
make sense to you, try 
another strategy or 
check a dictionary if 
you can.

2.  Determine 
what kind of 
context clue you 
have.

3.  Use your 
knowledge of 
context clues to 
predict the 
meaning of the 
unknown word.   



Internet Resource

Longman Vocabulary Website

Use the following web site
to practice what you've learned.

http://wps.ablongman.com/long_licklider_vocabulary_2/0,6658,416421-,00.html

