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Comprehension Skill Teaching Resources
Use of Language – Interpreting Word Meaning    

For students 
reading at a  
2nd grade  

to 5th grade 
level

To support instruction, this set of resources will help your 
students develop the essential comprehension skill Interpreting 
Word Meaning. A word can have more than one meaning, 
based on how it is used in a phrase or a sentence. When readers 
see an unknown word, they look for clues and hints in the texts 
to figure out what the word means.
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Use of Language
Interpreting Word Meaning

Lesson 1

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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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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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

4A
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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?”

4A
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What do you do if you are reading a text and you come across a word you do not know? You 

might think it is okay to skip over that word and forget about it. That is not a good idea. 

The texts you read are like a jigsaw puzzle. Each word in the text is a piece of the puzzle. You 

need to see how all the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle work together to make a picture. You need to 

see how all the words in a text work together to explain the text’s main idea.

Good readers know that if you skip a word, you might miss an important idea, description, or fact 

in a text. But there will always be at least some words in the texts you read that you do not know. 

What are some ways that good readers figure out the meaning of new or unknown words? 

WHAT DOES A GOOD READER DO 

TO FIGURE THE MEANING OF AN 

UNKNOWN WORD?                              

HOW DOES THIS HELP A READER?

Use a dictionary, or use the glossary  
of the text if one is available.

A dictionary is a book or online resource that gives the meanings 
of words, along with other information such as spelling and parts 
of speech.  A glossary is an alphabetical list of words found at the 

end of some books (for example, science textbooks) that gives 
definitions for words in the text.

Reread the sentence that has the  
word you do not know in it.

Reading a sentence for a second (or third) time may help you 
find context clues in the sentence that let you know the word’s 

meaning. Context clues are hints an author uses in a text to let you 
know what new or unknown words mean. 

Try to connect the word you do  
not know to one that you do know.

If you look closely at a new or unknown word,  
you may see that you already know part of the word.  

Look at any photos, maps,  

or visual features in the text.

Sometimes visual features such as photos and maps can  
give you important clues that can help you understand  

the meaning of new or unknown words.

We can all expect to come across unfamiliar words as we read. Good readers know that it’s 

important to figure out what those new or unknown words mean. Without them, we might miss 

an important idea in a text. 

4A
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 ► Read the sentences and follow the steps below to find out the meaning of the underlined 
words.

Plants use sunlight to create energy through a process called photosynthesis.

1.  Look up “photosynthesis” in the dictionary. What is the meaning of the word “photosynthesis”?

Andre agreed to do many projects at once, so his work schedule was usually very hectic.

2. Look up “hectic” in the dictionary. What is the meaning of the word “hectic”?

Since both teams had the same score at the end of the match, the coaches told their play-
ers that the game was a draw.

3. Look for context clues in the sentence. What does the word “draw” mean?

Students could ask the history expert any question about an event in the past, and he 
would always have an answer.

4. Look for context clues in the sentence. What does the word “expert” mean?

As they walked through the jungle, the visitors couldn’t help but notice the interesting and 
unfamiliar vegetation.

5. Think about how the word “vegetation” is like the word “vegetable.” Based on what you know 

about this word, what do you think “vegetation” means?

Brandi and her friends thought Steve’s robotic moves were silly at first, but soon everyone 
was dancing like him.

6. Think about how the word “robotic” is like the word “robot.” Based on what you know about this 

word, what do you think the word “robotic” means?
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 ► Read these sentences, look at the images under them, and answer the questions that 
follow.

If you are traveling by boat, you can get to the Atlantic Ocean from the Mediterranean Sea 
by going through the Strait of Gibraltar.

7. Based on the sentence and the clues in the map above, what is the meaning of the word “strait”?

During the summer in California, the ground gets very dry because of many weeks with no 
precipitation.

8. Based on the sentence and the clues in the image above, what is the meaning of the word 

“precipitation”?
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Writing Prompts for Anchor 4: Use of Language  

4A Interpreting Word Meaning – Definitions 
 

Prompts for Both Fiction and Non-Fiction 

Basic Choose a selection you read that included some unfamiliar vocabulary. Describe 
how you used context clues to figure out what the words meant. 

Basic Choose a selection that included some unfamiliar vocabulary. Replace the 
unfamiliar words with synonyms that are easier to understand yet still convey the 
same meaning. 

Basic Describe three or more words that you learned recently by reading Non-fiction 
texts about a certain topic. Explain why knowing these words has helped you better 
understand the topic. 

Basic Describe how the knowledge of another language can help you understand a new 
word or phrase you read in English. 

Intermediate Explain how the context of a selection helped you to understand a word or phrase 
you did not know. 

Intermediate Describe how the knowledge of another language can help you understand a new 
word or phrase you read in English. 

Intermediate Choose a selection that included some unfamiliar vocabulary. Replace the 
unfamiliar words with synonyms that are easier to understand yet still convey the 
same meaning. 

Intermediate Describe three or more words that you learned recently by reading Non-fiction 
texts about a certain topic. Explain why knowing these words has helped you better 
understand the topic. 

 

Prompts for Fiction Only 

Intermediate Explain how a character's actions or attitude can change the meaning of a word or 
phrase. 
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Writing Prompts for Anchor 4: Use of Language  

4A Interpreting Word Meaning – Figurative Language 
 

Prompts for Both Fiction and Non-Fiction 

Basic Give two examples of how an author described a person, animal, or object by 
saying it was like something else. 

Basic Write a poem or song that compares two things using the word "as." For 
example, "she is as tall as a tree," or "he is as quiet as a mouse." 

Basic Find examples in five selections of words that describe things you can hear, 
see, or touch. 

Basic Write three paragraphs about an animal from one of the selections using as 
many lively and descriptive words as you can. For example, "The playful, 
chocolate kitten was as fluffy as a cloud." 

Basic Draw five columns and label each one with one of your five senses. Find 
examples of figurative language from selections you have read that relate to 
each sense. 

Intermediate Describe how metaphor, simile, hyperbole, or personification is used in a 
selection and explain how it enhances or distracts from the selection. 

Intermediate Write short paragraphs that demonstrate use of simile, metaphor, idiom, and 
hyperbole. 

 

Prompts for Fiction Only 

Intermediate Describe how an author can use figurative language to create suspense and 
give an example from a selection. 

Intermediate Draw five columns and label each one with one of your five senses. Find 
examples of figurative language from selections you have read that relate to 
each sense. 
 

Prompts for Non-Fiction Only 

Intermediate Choose an essay or speech you have read and describe how the author's use 
of figurative language helped to make the essay or speech effective and/or 
meaningful. Use details from the selection to explain and support your 
answer. 
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