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Making inferences is a skill we all use every day. For example, if your friend shows up to school 

with a cast on his arm, you’re likely to infer that he was involved in some kind of accident. You 

inferred this by connecting the evidence, or clue, you observed (cast on his arm) with your 

background knowledge (people wear casts if they have been injured; people can get injured if 

they are in some kind of accident). The clue plus the background knowledge leads to  

the inference. 

You make inferences as you read, too, by finding clues in the text and combining them with the 

things you already know.

KIND OF 

CLUE                                         
WHAT IS THIS? TEXT EXAMPLE

WHAT MIGHT  

YOU INFER?

Explicit details 
in fiction

Details about 
characters, 

settings, or plots 
in a story that are 
stated clearly and 

directly.

The farmer looked up at the dark rain 
clouds. He smiled as large drops began 
to fall, first a few, and then more. Within 

minutes, sheets of rain were tumbling 
toward the ground. At last, the drought 

was over!

The farmer had been  
worried that this 

year’s  
crops would fail.

Explicit details 
in informational 

text

Information and 
facts that are 

stated clearly and 
directly.

In recognition of their great courage and 
skill, the Tuskegee Airmen were honored 

with many medals and awards. Their 
ground-breaking feats paved the way 
for desegregation of the U.S. military. 
Moreover, they helped remove racial 

barriers for all African Americans. 

The Tuskegee Airmen 
fought valiantly 
despite facing 

systemic racism in 
the military.

In addition to looking for explicit clues in the text, you can also look for associations or 

connections between words in the text. For example:

I recently got a new kitten. This is the first time I’ve owned a cat. She’s a furry ball  
of energy!

In this example, the words “ball of energy” are associated with the kitten. These words imply that 

this kitten is very active and lively. From these words, you might infer that this person is feeling 

a bit overwhelmed by his new pet. Sometimes you have to dig even deeper into text clues to be 

able to make an inference. For example:

 Person A and Person B attend the same college. They are in a few classes together. One 
day, Person A starts a conversation with Person B, and after a few minutes, asks, “Do you 
have any plans this weekend?”

What’s going on in this example? Person A does not directly ask, “Do you want to go out on a 

date with me?”  But it can be inferred from this text that Person A is interested in spending time 

with Person B, and asking a question about weekend plans is a way of making that interest known.
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 ► Read the excerpts. Then indicate what can be inferred from the text. 

Read this excerpt from “The Wizard of Oz.”

When Aunt Em came there to live she was a young, pretty wife. The sun and wind had 
changed her, too. They had taken the sparkle from her eyes and left them a sober gray; 
they had taken the red from her cheeks and lips, and they were gray also. She was thin and 
gaunt and never smiled now. When Dorothy, who was an orphan, first came to her, Aunt 
Em had been so startled by the child’s laughter that she would scream and press her hand 
upon her heart whenever Dorothy’s merry voice reached her ears; and she still looked at 
the little girl with wonder that she could find anything to laugh at.

1. What can be inferred? 

Read this excerpt about Galileo.

The Italian scientist Galileo made one of the first working telescopes, a small instrument 
that used glass lenses and mirrors to magnify objects, or make them appear larger. After 
he tried out many different lenses and mirrors, Galileo created a telescope that made 
objects in the sky look ten times bigger than they appear to the human eye. Suddenly, 
space was no longer quite so mysterious.

2. What can be inferred? 
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Read this excerpt about eclipses.

An eclipse is a rare but fascinating event. The word “eclipse” comes from an ancient 
word that means “to leave” or “to fail to appear.” An eclipse occurs when an object in 
space, such as the sun, is covered briefly by another object in space, such as the moon. 

3. What can be inferred? 

Read this excerpt about art forgeries.

During the 1960s, a Texas oil millionaire, A.H. Meadows, acquired a sizable collection of 
paintings by well-known 20th-century artists. His more than 40 works of art bore such 
signatures as Matisse, Chagall, and Picasso. It was an impressive collection. But most 
impressive of all was the fact that every single painting turned out to be the work of a 
master art forger.

4. What can be inferred? 

1B


