
 Context Clues 
Clues that readers use to figure out the meanings of unfamiliar words within a 
passage, story, or text. 
 

Type of Context Clue Explanation Example 
Definition / Explanation Clues the word’s meaning is explained or 

defined in the sentence (signal 
words: is; that is) 

There is a 30% chance of 
precipitation, I hope it snows 
instead of rains. 

Restatement / Synonym other words are used in the 
sentence that have the same 
meaning (signal words: or; 
sometimes; that is; in other words) 

Marcos felt remorse, or shame, for 
the mean words he said to his 
sister. 

Contrast / Antonym Clues the word’s meaning is clarified by 
giving the opposite meaning (signal 
words: unlike; opposed to; whereas; 
but; in contrast to; in other words) 

Emma worries about her grades a 
lot, but I don’t. 
 

List / Series / Example Clues the word meaning is clarified 
through provided example(s), may 
be in list form  (signal words:  for 
instance; for example; such as) 

The offered several beverages at 
the party, such as tea and soda. 

Comparison Clues the unfamiliar word is shown to be 
the same or similar to another 
word 

Jose was lethargic and didn’t have 
the energy to get up. 

Cause and Effect Clues the meaning is signaled by a cause-
and-effect relationship between the 
two ideas 

The flowers wilted because of the 
terrible heat. 

Inference / Schema Clues a word’s definition is not explained; 
you need to look for clues to 
“figure it out” using your 
knowledge 

Since that magazine is known for 
printing fabrications, I never 
believe them. 

Tone and Setting Clues sometimes it is possible to discover 
the meaning of a word by looking 
at the tone (feeling) and the setting  

The boy went into the dark, 
creepy basement despite the eerie 
feeling he had. 

 

 



 Context Clues   
	  

for:  

Ø pictures,  
Ø synonyms,  
Ø antonyms,  
Ø helping words,  
Ø words you know,  
Ø examples,  
Ø definitions,  
Ø and punctuation 

	  

 

4 Steps to finding the meaning of unfami l iar words 
 

1. First, read the sentence and underline (or note on a post-it) the unfamiliar word. 
2. Next, think about what is happening in the text. 
3. Then find other clues/words that may explain the meaning of the unknown word. 
4. Finally, try different words in the sentence to see if it makes sense in context. 

	  


