
Context Clues and Vocabulary Instruction 

TYPES OF CONTEXT CLUES 

CLUE TYPE DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES 

DEFINITION Author provides a definition in the 
sentence to explain an unfamiliar word. 

This morning, I saw a gaggle, or a group of 
geese, in the lake. 

SYNONYM Author uses a word that’s similar in 
meaning to an unfamiliar word. 

My cat likes to climb trees. My sister’s 
feline friend likes to climb trees too. 

ANTONYM Author uses a word that has an opposite 
meaning than an unfamiliar word. 

I thought the party was going to be 
raucous, instead it was very quiet. 

EXAMPLE Author provides several words or ideas 
that are examples of the unfamiliar word. 

The store display showcased several 
appliances, including a stove, a refrigerator 
and washing machine. 

The analysis of context clues can be a useful word learning strategy. However, contextual analysis does not 
always work and can be unreliable. Some text can lead to misconceptions due to inadequate or insufficient 

information. 

When Context Clues Go Wrong… 

CLUE TYPE EXAMPLES 

Misdirective context clues 
mislead the reader. They provide 
inadequate information leading to incorrect 
meaning. 

Example: After putting on the expensive dress and necklace, 
Tiffany felt dowdier. 

What’s Wrong? The information leads readers to believe 
dowdy would mean beautiful. However, it really means dull 
and unstylish. 

Nondirective context clues provide 
insufficient information to the reader, 
which leads to an inability to infer any 
meaning. 

Example: Anita looked through the large window. Every 
single one of her classmates looked haggard. 

What’s Wrong? This information only tells that a person can 
look haggard, but there is limited information to support how 
that looks. The context does not give clues to the word’s 
meaning. 




