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B A S I C

When you read, you may see a new word that you do not know. You may need to stop reading 

so you can think about what the word might mean. What’s the best way for you to get to know 

what this word means in the text you are reading? 

When you see a word you do not know, look at other words or phrases in the same sentence 

or paragraph that you DO know. These might provide clues to help you figure out what the 

unfamiliar word means.

 ► Read this paragraph.

There is something that no one on Earth can live without. The human body needs 
it to live. People have been paid with it. More than one country has gone to war 
over it. What is this precious item? Salt.

Now suppose you’re asked this question.

Based on how it is used in the paragraph, what does the word “precious” mean?

 A. easy to get

 B. having great value

 C. not important

 D. used in times of war

If you have never seen the word precious (said like this: PRESH-us), how can you figure out what 

it means? Look for clues in the other words and phrases in the paragraph.

The first sentence of the paragraph states that there is “something that no one on Earth can live 

without.” The last sentence states that that “something” is salt. These are clues. They give the 

idea that salt is very important. Other sentences state, “People have been paid with it. More than 

one country has gone to war over it.” More clues! They give the idea that salt is valuable and has 

great worth. Put the clues together and it becomes clear that “precious” means very important, 

valuable, or having great worth.

Which answer choice comes closest to this? Answer choice B -- “having great value.”

What about the other answer choices? Let’s take a look at why they may not work.

Answer choice A says “easy to get.” This does not match the clues about being important or 

valuable. Also, the paragraph does not say anything about whether or not salt is easy to get.

Answer choice C says “not important.” That’s the exact opposite of the clues!

Answer choice D says “used in times of war.” This one is tricky. The paragraph states that 

countries have fought over salt. But that is NOT the same thing as salt being used during times of 

war, as this answer choice states. Be careful! Be sure to read the answer choices carefully.

When you see a word you do not know, search the text for clues. The clues can help you figure 

out what a new word means.
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 ► Read these paragraphs and answer the questions that follow.

Jane Goodall has loved nature ever since she was a child. From a young age, she was 
fascinated with the world around her. She sat for hours and watched the wild animals near 
her home in England. She listened to the sounds they made. She watched them run, play, 
and hunt for food. She took many notes about everything she saw and heard. 

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

A. tired

B. outside

C. interested 

D. busy

2. What clues in the paragraph helped you figure out the answer to Question 1?

 

There are two kinds of whales. One kind has teeth. The other kind has something called 
“baleen.” What is baleen? It is made from the same material that is found in human hair and 
fingernails. It acts like a filter. Small sea animals and plants get trapped in baleen when a 
whale opens its mouth. That is how the whale gets its food. 

3. Based on how it is used in the paragraph, the word “filter” means something that

A. lives in the ocean.

B. collects tiny pieces of things from a liquid.

C. cannot be found in living creatures.

D. traps whales.

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

Certain things happen to your body when you feel stress. Your heart beats faster and 
your brain feels sharper. Your eyes work better. You’re full of energy. Long ago, stress 
evolved to help people get away from bad things. Picture this: a man came out of his cave 
to look for food. He saw something scary: a tiger! His stress level went way up. His brain 
got sharp. Stress made him think fast. Stress gave him the energy to run fast. He got to his 
cave. The man was safe.

5. Based on how it is used in the paragraph, the word “evolved” most closely means

A. happened long ago.

B. stopped or left.

C. looked for food.

D. grew or developed.

6. What clues in the paragraph helped you figure out the answer to Question 5?

 

The first English colony in the New World was off the coast of North Carolina. It was on 
an island called Roanoke Island. But the Roanoke colony disappeared without a trace. It 
has been a mystery for over four centuries. Many have tried to find answers. They have dug 
up the soil, hoping to find clues. Others have read old documents in museums. But thus far, 
we are no closer to finding out what happened at Roanoke than the man who first found 
the colony empty in 1590.

7. Based on how it is used in the paragraph, the word “document” means something that

A. is written.

B. is old.

C. is a mystery.

D. is found in the ground. 

8. What clues in the paragraph helped you figure out the answer to Question 7?
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