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Detectives look for clues to figure things out. A good reader is a 

detective. Why? A good reader looks for context clues, or hints that 

an author includes in a text. Context clues help a reader figure out the 

meaning of unfamiliar words. These are words the reader does not know. 

What kinds of clues should you look for in a text when you see words 

you do not know? Look for definitions, synonyms, and examples! 

The meaning, or definition, of the word might be directly stated in the 

text. For example, imagine you are reading a text about volcanos. As you 

read you come across the word erupt, which may be unfamiliar to you.

Scientists had been watching smoke and ash come out of the volcano for weeks. They 
could tell that the volcano would soon erupt, which means it will burst out suddenly with 
hot lava.  

In the example above, the definition for erupt is provided to you. The text tells you directly that the word 

erupt means burst out suddenly. By being a good detective, you find a clue that is a definition.

You might see an unfamiliar word in a text but no definition is provided. You can still be a detective! 

Look for clues called synonyms. A synonym is a word that has the same meaning as another word. (A 

synonym for the word “large” is “big” or “huge.”) For example, imagine you are reading a story and you 

come across the word irate, which may be a word you do not know.

John was very irate when he realized he had missed the school bus. But he soon realized 
that being angry and annoyed would not help him find another way to get to school.  

In the example above, a detective would see clues in the text to figure out the meaning of irate. These 

two clues are the words angry and annoyed. These two words are synonyms for the word irate -- they 

have the same meaning as irate.

Sometimes a text does not show definitions or synonyms, but you can still figure out the meaning of an 

unfamiliar word. Look for clues that are examples of what a word means. For example, imagine you are 

reading a story and you come across the unfamiliar word reptile.

My favorite part of the zoo was the reptile house. We got to see and touch snakes, 
turtles, and lizards. 

In the example above you do not see a definition of reptile. The text does not give a synonym for the 

word reptile. This text includes examples of reptiles, which help you understand that a reptile is a certain 

kind of animal.

When you come across unfamiliar words in the text, be a good detective! Look for definitions, synonyms, 

and examples that act as clues to help you understand what words mean.

When you see a word 

you do not know, use 

clues in the text to 

figure out the word’s 

meaning.
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 ► Look at the underlined word in each of the sentences. Can you use clues from the text to 
figure out the meaning of the word? Answer the questions that follow each sentence.

The weather has changed gradually, and slowly and steadily we have moved from fall to 
winter.

1. Based on how it is used in the sentence, what does the word “gradually” mean?

2. Circle the kind of clues in this text that helped you figure out the meaning of the word gradually.

definition synonym example

My friend has a journal, which is book where she writes her thoughts and feelings.

3. Based on how it is used in the sentence, what does the word “journal” mean?

4. Circle the kind of clues in this text that helped you figure out the meaning of the word journal.

definition synonym example

Minerals such as iron and zinc are needed for good health, and they are found in many 
foods.

5. Based on how it is used in the sentence, what does the word “minerals” mean?

6. Circle the kind of clues in this text that helped you figure out the meaning of the word minerals.

definition synonym example

 

I am a responsible person, so you can count on me to be trustworthy and dependable.

7. Based on how it is used in the sentence, what does the word “responsible” mean?

8. Circle the kind of clues in this text that helped you figure out the meaning of the word responsible.

definition synonym example
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 ► Read the paragraphs below. Underline the word or phrase that helps you understand the 
meaning of the word in bold print.

9. Jack and his mom were trying to find a movie to watch. “Which genre interests you?” his mom 

asked. “Adventure, horror, or comedy?”

10. The walrus is one of many animals with a flipper, a broad flat limb used for swimming.

11. As Nadia opened the door, the frigid air rushed inside. Nadia quickly realized that she was not 

dressed for such a chilly day.

12. The interior of the house needed a lot of work. The walls and floors were falling apart.

13. The recipe said to combine the butter and the sugar, so Connor mixed them together.

14. “I can’t recall where I left my keys,” Dad said to me. “Do you remember where I put them?”
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