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B A S I C

Sometimes when you read, you may see a word that has more than one meaning. You might 

know the main, or most commonly used, meaning of the word. But you may not know the word’s 

other meanings. 

For example, suppose you are asked this question: What does the word “right” mean?

“Right” is a word that has more than one meaning. You could say that “right” means “correct.” 

You could also say that “right” means a direction, as in a way to go or travel. Or, you could say 

that “right” means a type of claim or freedom that a person has, such as the right to vote. These 

are three very different meanings. So if “right” has more than one meaning, how do you know 

which meaning is used in a sentence?

To figure out what a certain word means, look for clues in the text. You need to look at the other 

words in the same sentence or paragraph. The other words used in the sentence or paragraph 

can help you figure out what that certain word means.

If “right” means “correct,” then the sentence or paragraph might look like this: 

If you said that a spider is not an insect, then you are right! A spider has eight legs.  
An insect has six legs.

The clues here are the last two sentences. They explain why a spider is not an insect. They help 

you figure out the meaning of “right.” If you said that a spider is not an insect, you would be 

correct.

If “right” means a direction, then the sentence or paragraph might look like this:

Go past the stop sign and turn right on Main Street. The school is on the next corner.

The word “turn” in the first sentence is a clue that there is a change of movement. It helps you 

figure out what “right” means here. To “turn right” means to change the direction in which 

something is moving.  

If “right” means a type of claim or freedom, then the sentence or paragraph might look like this:

In 1959, a special law was passed. This law said that every child has the right to have a 
name and a home. It also said that every child has the right to an education. No one can 
take these things away from any child.

There is a clue in the first sentence. It’s the word “law.” (Double clue - it is also in the second 

sentence.) A law is a rule that everyone must follow. This can help you figure out what “right” 

means here. To have a “right” means to have a claim or a freedom that is protected by law.

Many words have more than one meaning. How do you know which meaning a certain word has 

in a story or other text? To figure this out, look at the other words around it. These words often 

hold clues to help you understand what a certain word means.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

Have you ever been to a World’s Fair? They are huge events. World’s Fairs take place 
every five years. They last for about six months. The fairs are usually held in large cities. 
People from around the world come together for a fair. They come together to learn new 
things.

1. Based on how it is used in the paragraph above, what does the word “last” most closely mean?

A. lowest in importance

B. single

C. go on or continue

D. final

2. What words or clues in the text helped you figure out the answer to Question 1?

 

Have you ever had a mood swing? That’s when you feel sad. And then you feel happy. 
And then sad again. And then... you get the idea. A mood swing can seem to come out of 
nowhere. But many times it has to do with the foods you eat.

3. Based on how it is used in the paragraph above, what does the word “swing” most closely mean?

A. to win

B. a change

C. to strike or hit

D. an act

4. What words or clues in the text helped you figure out the answer to Question 3?
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

The huge, old statues were carved out of “tuff.” Tuff is a type of a soft rock. It is fairly 
easy to cut and shape. There was a lot of tuff in the ground, by the foot of the largest 
volcano on the island. 

5. Based on how it is used in the paragraph above, what does the word “foot” most closely mean?

A. base or bottom 

B. unit of length

C. end of a line

D. part of a leg or body

6. What words or clues in the text helped you figure out the answer to Question 5?

 
“Oh, no!” yelled T.J. “I forgot to return my books to the library!”

“When were they due?” his mom asked.

“Last week,” T.J. said. He grumbled as he grabbed some coins from his coin jar. He knew 
he would have to pay a fine for returning the books a week late.

7. Based on how it is used in the paragraph above, what does the word “fine” most closely mean?

A. bright or clear

B. healthy

C. well made

D. money

8. What words or clues in the text helped you figure out the answer to Question 7?
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