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This article discusses how to read surrounding words and phrases for determining word meaning through using
contextual analysis. When students have the problems in dealing with unknown words, they can use contextual
analysis to guess or determine the meaning of a word. The use of context-based method to recognize the meaning
of a new word has its rationale: research on context, Schema theory essentially, top-down and bottom-up, and
cognitive theory, and there are seven assumptions underlying the discussion of a context-based approach to
acquiring vocabulary. The article lists comprehensive types of context clues that can help a reader infer the
meaning of a new word, and also guides how to apply them. There are some advantages of using this approach.
Students should apply a context-based approach and recognize the signal words and practice inferring the meaning
of an unknown word in short context. The research methods of this paper are the ones of assumptions, experience
and literature review and analysis. The conclusion of this paper is the understanding of different types of context
clues and its role is to give comprehensive types of context clues to help students to guess word meanings when

they encounter new words in reading.
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If you decide a word is worth learning, you need to determine the word’s meaning. Reading surrounding
words and phrases is essentially guessing and determining word meaning by using contextual analysis.

Background for Chinese EFL Learners

While reading widely, students will necessarily encounter words that they do not recognize at sight. In
China, the usual practice is for students to consult a bilingual dictionary or a teacher for meaning of a word.
The drawbacks of this approach are obvious. Too much dictionary work can kill all interest in reading and even
interfere with comprehension because the reader is so concerned with individual words for the purpose of
understanding the meaning of a word so that she becomes less aware of the context. The brain has no overall
consciousness. He or she cannot proceed from the overall situation and cannot put the whole into his mind
directly. Like an old cow crawling forward, he or she moves from word to word, looks up information word by
word, and considers information singly, so the search for information is too slow. As a result, it is very slow
and inefficient reading. In the end, the reader does not understand word meaning. He or she looks up
information, remembers it, and then forgets it after. As a result, readers do not like reading English, produce
anxiety, complain about themselves, and hate teachers. They lose interest in English and confidence in their
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teachers. Those who are not firm in perseverance give up learning English. Some learn English just to cope
with exams. Learning English is not English itself, but the purpose of learning English. As a result, losses
outweigh gains.

Contextual Analysis

In fact, using a context-based approach is an effective way to increase the students’ vocabulary and
reading comprehension. The strategy of deriving the meaning of a word in context is necessarily an important
one for good reading. Good readers therefore use the variety of linguistic signals in the unrecognized word and
in the surrounding text to glean its meaning. The strategy needs to be so automatic that they will then have the
concentration to focus on the meaning of a text as a whole rather than on the word level.

In this way, it is possible for the reader to understand the meaning of a word and to read also through the
thought group, not only to understand the meaning of a word, but also to remember the meaning more firmly. It
can also improve the fast speed and efficiency of guessing the meaning of a word. The reader’s interest in
studying a word also increases and the worry reduces. Their two-way confidence in himself/herself and the
teacher can also improve.

Moreover, the reader can use this method to search for information he or she wants to find efficiently.
Readers may be encouraged by this approach. As a result, learning English is not being forced by themselves or
others and is no longer purposeful and instrumental, but something from the heart. Learning is unconsciously
automatic and a burst of interest. Psychological quality can be improved. English learning has also become the
norm like he or she contacts English like mother tongue. New words or phrases are not obstacles to reading
English. The results are pleasant and rewarding. Why not use it?

Rationale

Research on context. A context-based approach to the acquisition of vocabulary presents words in
context rather than relying upon abstract definitions. Simply stated, this approach presents new words to
readers not as isolated phenomena but rather in their natural environment, that is, in the sentences and
paragraphs of the text, where the verbal circumstances will tend to assist the reader in identifying, limiting, and
amplifying meaning.

Guessing vocabulary from context is the most frequent way to discover the meaning of new words.
Honeyfield (1977) stresses the importance of context by arguing that even with a functional vocabulary of the
3,000 most frequently occurring items in English, learners will still not know approximately 20 percent of the
items they will encounter in an unsimplified text.

Researchers (Kruse, 1979; Nation, 1980; Gairns & Redman, 1986; Oxford & Crookall, 1988; Tan Siok
Hoon, 1980) agree that to learn words in context and not in isolation is an effective vocabulary learning
strategy. A word used in different contexts may have different meanings; thus, simply learning the definitions
of a word without examples of where and when the word occurs will not help learners to fully understand its
meaning. Learning an isolated list of words without reference to the context is merely a memorization exercise
which makes it difficult for learners to use the words in spoken and written language; looking at the context in
which the word appears seems to be the best way of learning vocabulary. In order to enhance vocabulary
learning, students should pay particular attention to the contexts where they learn vocabulary (Wang, 2015).
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Good readers also take advantage of their background knowledge in processing the context and in creating
expectations about the kind of vocabulary that will occur in the reading.

Schema. Shi Jieying (2020) pointed out that the application of schema theory in English vocabulary
acquisition can improve the traditional word memory methods, activate the original schema, and integrate new
knowledge into the original schema to improve the efficiency and quality of vocabulary acquisition, which has
a very important role in vocabulary acquisition. The traditional explanation of an isolated list of words is
separated from context. Schema theory plays a guiding role in traditional English vocabulary learning. Schema
refers to the whole knowledge or the relevant knowledge that already exists in the human brain. Schema is to
actively connect new information with the original information represented by schema, to make people
recognize new knowledge. Research shows that when people understand and recognize new things, they are
dependent on the existing schemata in the brain to a certain extent. Schema theory essentially constructs
knowledge network through the relationship and interaction between learners’ original schema and new
knowledge (Kant, 1781; Piaget, 1980; Bartlett, 1932; Rumelhart, 1977). In English vocabulary teaching,
schema theory can solve the isolated problems of pronunciation, semantics, and grammar in traditional English
vocabulary learning, activate the original schema, and construct a new knowledge system.

Top-down and bottom-up. Application of schema theory in English reading vocabulary acquisition is
closely related to the process of decoding and encoding language information in reading. According to schema
theory, the process of processing language materials involves both top-down and bottom-up. Bottom up refers
to readers decoding language units layer by layer and construct meaning according to the order of knowledge
points from small to large and from low level to high level. In other words, the reader first knows the specific
attributes of objective things, and then deduces the concept of objective things, which is also called data-driven.
Top-down means that readers understand the content of the article according to a priori knowledge, such as
predicting the content of the article and comprehensively comparing the new information with the existing
information. In other words, readers know the concept of objective things first, and then anticipate their specific
attributes, which is also called concept-driven. In fact, the two processes of reading do not exist in isolation, but
interact and influence each other (Rumelhart, 1977).

Cognitive theory. Cognitivists view denies the positive aspects of behaviorism, like Anderson (1980), by
claiming that learning a language employs more complicated process and skills than reciting text and
mimicking. Cognitive research regards foreign acquisition as the acquisition of complex cognitive skills.

The cognitive view as an overall theory of learning takes the learner to be an active processor of
information and briefly, regards learning as a process in which the learner actively tries to make sense of data.
According to cognitivists’ view, what learning means is that we learn by thinking about and trying to make
sense of what we see, feel, and hear. Cognitive view strongly stresses that learning will only take place when
the matter to be learnt is meaningful to learners in terms of problem-solving task and the process actively
involves the learner in applying the sensory register, short-term memory, long-term memory, schema, and
experience of learning. In the process of learning, learners will be able to use their strategies and skills in
dealing with tasks, solving problems, and getting information across.

Assumptions
Seven assumptions underlie this discussion of a context-based approach to acquiring vocabulary.
1. Drawing inferences from what we observe is fundamental to thinking, and the same principle can be
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used in the reading process. Schema theory suggests that the knowledge we have is organized into international
patterns. These patterns are constructed from our previous experiences and guide us as to what we might expect
to encounter in new context (Nunan, 1991). Making use of what we know in order to understand the unknown
is a common practice in our daily lives. For instance, if we are in a building and observe that someone is
coming into the building folding an open umbrella, we will conclude that it is raining outside. This principle
also applies to the reading class. We need to utilize information not explicitly contained in the text (i.e., the
knowledge we carry around in our heads) to comprehend more texts adequately.

2. Vocabulary relates to grammar, so familiarity with grammatical pattern helps the reader guess the
meaning of a word. For example, a word can be classified as a grammatical item or as a vocabulary item.
Beautiful is a vocabulary item, and in functional grammar it is also an epithet in the normal group the beautiful
girl and reflects the speaker’s opinion of the person described. The connection between vocabulary and
grammar can be seen by the interdependence of grammatical and lexical cohesion. In a typical text,
grammatical and lexical cohesion support each other.

3. The subject of a passage is interrelated and the text is often redundantly structured. To help readers,
writers often give definitions or extensive clues within the text when a new word appears. So, readers may have
more than one chance to understand the passage.

4. Your understanding of a text depends largely on your understanding of the subject before you start
reading. This background information is called prior knowledge of a topic. Good readers use prior knowledge
to relate to new things (James, 1987). Prior knowledge is essential for understanding and acquiring new
information and meaning. This can be explained as reading is a highly personalized and selective process. Each
reader responds and constructs his own meaning to the text because of his own experience, ideas, cultures, and
language. Students with more comprehensive prior knowledge and “good at reading comprehension” may read
with a high degree of efficiency and obtain the greatest information in the material with minimal
misunderstanding. This is usually why some students seem to be able to read faster, understand their materials
more easily, and learn to use less exam time.

5. Background knowledge is helpful to determine the meaning of a word. Background knowledge is one of
the forms of knowledge, which generally refers to the knowledge about the historical situation or real
environment of a certain thing. It is because something is in a certain connection or relationship that something
has become what it is now. So, only by fully understanding and mastering the background knowledge related to
this thing can we understand this thing more deeply and accurately.

6. From the perspective of cognitive psychology, we can use “schema theory” in English teaching and
learning. We can use the patterns of “activating schema—establishing schema—using schema” to put effective
classroom teaching and learning methods or strategies into practice under the guidance of schema theory.
Schema theory is a language cognitive model of foreign language learning (Rumelhart, 1980).

Students’ studies, examinations, and scholarship bring students difficulties in learning English. The use of
“schema theory” can reduce the misunderstanding caused by cultural differences and it helps them to change
from lack of interest in English learning to great desire about it, correct their learning motivation, and guide
them to actively seek the use of learning strategies, effectively helping students to learn meaningful language,
improving the quality of teaching and learning.

7. By nature, reading is a process of hypothesis formation and verification; it is a communication act
between a writer and a reader (possibly many readers). Consequently, the reader’s understanding is unlikely to
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be 100 percent accurate. As Wallace (1982, p. 33) puts it, “The mother-tongue speaker learns to be content with

approximate meaning... He is satisfied with a meaning which makes sense of the context”. He compares this
view of reading to the work of secret agents:

In the secret service there is a principle called the “need-to-know” principle... In other words, agents are not told

more than they need to know in case they get caught and betray their comrades. Perhaps in vocabulary learning the

“need-to-know” principles could also be applied. Students should not be told more about the meaning of a word than they
need to know to understand the context so that they don’t get confused. (Wallace, 1982, p. 33)

There is a theory called less is more. Another term is called minimalism (minimalists). That makes sense.

In this way, readers can pay more attention to the meaning of words. There is no doubt that readers can get
the best benefit from reading by reducing the burden of the reader’s reading process, discarding superfluous
meanings, guessing the meaning of a word or phrase quickly and effectively, predicting the ideas in the reading
comprehension the author wants to convey, communicating with the author better, creating a collision of
ideological sparks, and understanding the author’s inner world, feeling the political environment, social
influence, cultural essence of the country in which the author lives.

Types of Context Clues

There are different kinds of context clues that can help a reader infer the meaning of a new word. Context
clues can be explicit, meaning directly stated, or implicit in which the meaning is suggested by surrounding
words and phrases. The following provides examples of different kinds of context clues. Keep in mind that
authors may use a variety of explicit and implicit clues in one text to explain one term or concept. Explicit
contextual clues include definition, synonyms, appositives, and description, etc., and implicit contextual clues
include cause/effect, contrast/compare, and prior knowledge, etc. Sometimes clues come before and sometimes
after a target word. Sometimes clues are in the same sentence, in a different sentence (either before or after), or
even in a different paragraph. Be prepared to reread and to read ahead to find word meaning

Morphology

The students can derive word meaning by examining morphological features, like prefixes, suffixes, and
root words.

A Turn During Events

Some signal words can change the direction of thought. For example: however, on the contrary, but, etc.

Sentence example: This generation can interpret “Less is more” in several ways, however, one
increasingly significant trend is how we consume (or rather, don’t consume). In fact, some may even say
Generation Y is slowly becoming less materialistic.

For the first half of the sentence, there are several explanations for “Less is more””; but the turning signal
word “however” explains one meaning of ““Less is more™: how we consume (or rather, don’t consume).
Reference Words

Identifying the referents of pronouns may provide a clue to the meaning of an unfamiliar word.

Example: Malnutrition gave him the shallowest of chests and thinnest of limbs. It stunned his growth.

In this sentence, the effect of malnutrition is obvious. Students should be able to guess what malnutrition
could have done to growth.
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Cohesion

Sometimes words in the same sentence or in adjacent sentences give an indication of the meaning of an
unfamiliar word, because these words regularly co-occur with the unfamiliar word, producing what has been
termed “collocation cohesion” (Halliday & Hasan, 1976).

Superordinate and Hyponyms

Very often the reader can see that the relationship between an unfamiliar word and a familiar word is that
of a general concept (a superordinate) accompanied by a specific example (a hyponym).

Example: The museum contained almost every type of vehicle: cars, buses, trains, and even old carriages
and coaches.

Vehicle is being used as a superordinate; it encompasses all the other items (hyponyms) that are listed.
Also, all the listed items are of the same category.

Meronymy

Similarly, the students can see the part-whole relationship between words, e.g., “The masts of a vessel
were showing above the top of an iceberg. As the captain watched, the ship came into view from behind the
berg. She passed the last of the ice along the channel and drifted into the open water. Her ice-covered masts,
sails and ropes glittered in the sunlight. She looked like a ghost as she approached the whaler”.

The students can get the meaning of the new words mast and whaler by being asked to examine the
relationship between ship, vessel, whaler and masts, sails, ropes. Obviously, mast, sails, and ropes are parts of
the superordinate ship, vessel, and whaler.

Thus, it may be judged that “whaler” means the ship. “Mast” is similar to “ropes” in the meaning which
are all parts of the ship.

Synonyms and Antonyms

Often the reader can find the meaning of a new word in the same sentence. Example: We had never seen
such a large cave: It was simply enormous. Obviously, the unknown word enormous is a synonym for large.

Example: To be pretty and not plain, affluent and not poor, represents status in certain social groups.

We note that pretty and not plain are opposites. When we see the next pair of words in a parallel
construction, we can assume that affluent is the opposite of poor, and must therefore mean rich.

Definitions

Sometimes the writer defines the meaning of the word right in the text.

Example: Many animals live only by killing other animals and eating them. They are called predatory
animals. “Predatory” is a big word. Its meaning is explained in the first half of the sentence: Many animals live
only by killing other animals and eating them. So, that is its meaning.

Description

The writer describes the characteristic or quality of a person or a thing. Or description provides an
explanation of the word.

Example: “A villa was far too large for our needs: its two floors contained four public rooms and six
bedrooms, and the garden extended for almost an acre”.

The students can infer a villa is obviously a house of some kind.
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Alternatives

The writer may give an alternative of an unfamiliar word to make the meaning known.

Example: Ichthyologists, or specialists in the study of fish, have contributed to our understanding of the
past.

The word ichthyologist is unfamiliar to some readers, but the writer explains the meaning by giving a more
familiar term: specialists in the study of fish. So, the word ichthyologist means specialists in the study of fish.

Restatement

Often the writer gives enough explanation for the meaning to be clear.
Example: X-ray therapy, that is, treatment by use of X-ray, often stops the growth of a tumor.
The phrase “that is” signals a clarification of a previously used word.

Appositives

Appositives provide clarification of meaning in the same sentence. Appositives are set off from the rest of
the sentence by commas or parenthesis.

Example
Many times, an author helps the reader get the meaning of a word by providing examples that illustrate the
use of the word.
Example: All the furniture had been completely removed so that not a single table or chair was to be seen.
The learner should be able to guess the meaning of furniture from the two examples, which are mentioned.

Summary

A summary clue sums up a situation or an idea with a word or phrase.

Example: Mrs. Christopher contributes money to the Red Cross, the Girls club, and the Cancer Society.
She also volunteers many hours in the emergency ward of the hospital. She is indeed altruistic.

From the account of Mrs. Christopher’s deeds, the reader can infer that altruistic means unselfish.

Cause and Effect

A cause-and-effect relationship may reveal meaning, e.g., “The flight was cancelled because there were
not enough passengers”. Assuming that the word cancelled is unknown, it is possible to find the meaning
because of the cause-and-effect relationship.

Comparison and Contrast

Writers can show similarity.

Examples: The ancient mammoth, like other elephants, is huge.

This sentence indicates similarity and clearly states that the ancient mammoth is a type of elephant.

Writers can show difference.

Some words express contrast, for example: on the contrary, different from, on the other hand, etc. They are
signal words.

Example: We see the world wrong, on the contrary, the world deceived us. In this sentence, if the word
“deceived” is unfamiliar to you, through the signal word “on the contrary” and the first half sentence of the
contrast, the contrast meaning of the second half sentence (the world deceived us) can be inferred. So, the world
“deceived” means *“cheated”.
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Punctuation

Readers can also use clues of punctuation and type style to infer meaning, such as quotation marks
(showing the word has a special meaning), dashes (showing apposition), parentheses or brackets (enclosing a
definition), and italics (showing the word will be defined).
Order

Some words express order. For example: first, second, then, after, before, etc.

Example: The film starts off realistically, then develops into a ridiculous fantasy.

If “ridiculous fantasy” is new to you in this sentence, it can be inferred that the film then develops into
unrealistic things through the signal word “then” and the first half of the sentence (the film starts off
realistically).

Addition
Some words signal more of the same to appear, for example: furthermore, also, moreover, in addition, etc.
Sentence example: | don’t like skating; moreover, the ice is too thin.
Based on the further explanation after the signal word “moreover”: The ice is too thin, it can be concluded
that the word ““skating” means “skating on ice”, not “skiing on snow”.

Prior Experience

Prior or previous knowledge or experience provides you with daily situations or is based on what you
already know.

Example: The door was so low that I hit my head on the lintel.

Based on prior or previous knowledge or experience, it can be concluded that “lintel” means “a piece of
stone or wood over a door which supports the bricks above the door”.

General Information or Common Sense

Sometimes you can figure out the meaning of an unknown word based on the general information of a
sentence or on common sense of your experience.

Example: It took a whole day for them to extricate the little girl from the bottom of the well.

When you see “from the bottom of the well”, common sense tells you “extricate” means: The little girl
was rescued from the well.

Time Order/Juxtaposition/Result/Course of Action

Some signal words indicate time: now, then, afterwards, soon, five minutes later, before long, shortly
after that, soon after supper, to this day, just now, just then, etc. Some words represent juxtaposition: and,
also, then, as well, etc. Some words represent the results: therefore, thus, so, as a result, luckily, unfortunately,
seeing that, etc. Some words represent course of action: first, firstly, second, secondly, at first, at last, next,
etc.

Space\Purpose\Emphasis\Condition

Some signal words represent space, for example: near, far, beside, next to, etc. Some signal words indicate
purpose, for example: for this purpose, so that, in order to, etc. Some signal words indicate emphasis, for
example: indeed, in fact, surely, etc. Some signal words represent conditions or assumptions, for example: in
that case, that being so, if, etc.
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Clues for Understanding Idiomatic Expressions

How to understand idiomatic expressions? The meaning of idiomatic expression is difficult to guess, or
even impossible to guess. Word structure is not always helpful and can even fool us completely! But good
readers do not give up trying the first time. They continue to read, looking for context clues: e.g., explanations,
antonyms, or similar phrases.

This can help them understand the meaning of idiomatic expressions.

Sentence example: He might have gone a step further, and called for respect for both our economists and
our trashmen.

From the text, we may find that “have gone a step further” means adding or explaining more meanings.

Therefore, you can guess the meanings of idiomatic expressions. Remember, as far as idiomatic
expressions are concerned, clues to text formation may mislead the reader. However, context cues: examples,
explanations, contrasts, or parallel structures can help you understand the meaning.

Application

To apply a context-based approach to vocabulary acquisition, the primary priority of teachers in class is to
draw student attention to cue words and phrases, associated information words (“that is”, “and”, “but”, “that is
to say”, “in spite of”, etc.), related sentences, or sentence components. In general, they detail the association
between what will be read and what has been read.

Students should pay attention to them and to know the explicit function value of a signal word in a
sentence. By understanding the explicit function value of a signal word in a sentence, students can work out the
meaning of a difficult sentence or an unfamiliar word. Signal words are like traffic lights or road signs. They
guide the readers smoothly along the path of thought set down by the writer. Therefore, it is necessary to
understand what signal words are and how they function.

Signal words may be found anywhere in a paragraph or used to form a closer tie between paragraphs.
They may be classified according to their functions. They are not listed here.

Also, they should pay attention to the implicit context clues.

Example: This cultural preference for monogamy stems from two commonsense factors: First, the
financial burden of supporting multiple spouses is onerous, and second, the rough numerical parity of the sexes
limits the possibility for polygamy.

The analysis: Two commonsense factors are the causes and the cultural preference for monogamy is the
effect. “Stem from” is the signal word for the cause and effect relationship.

The second task is to guide students to search step-by-step for cues with induced questions. Students have
limited experience in the target language. Without teacher guidance they may find difficulty identifying context
cues. Available clues may be ignored or students may not be aware of matching words. Teachers should guide
students to pay attention to the environment around the new words and induce answers that help to understand
the meaning of a word.

Finally, teachers should prepare some short essays containing exercises that infer the meaning of a new
word for students to practice. This may be more important than getting only correct or incorrect examples as it
can explain how students infer the meaning of a new word. When doing this practice, the teacher should select
some moderate and short paragraphs to cultivate students’ inference strategies. Each paragraph should include
one or more context cues.
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Advantages of Using This Approach

In addition to increase students’ vocabulary, this approach has several advantages.

1. An English word has several meanings. Which is the meaning of the word? Context analysis can
accurately determine the meaning of a word and improve the accuracy of guessing the meaning of a word.
After all, accuracy is the foundation of finding the good style of an article.

2. It helps readers not only learn words but also know how to use them in context. Guessing the meaning
of a word from its use in context requires an understanding of semantic properties, register, and collocation. It
makes readers aware of one important feature of vocabulary, namely, that context determines the meaning of
words.

3. Training readers to infer meaning from context gives them a powerful aid to comprehension and will
speed up their reading.

4. This approach allows the learners to make intelligent, meaningful guesses. This will make the learning
task much more active and challenging than direct explanation of words. It has a problem-solving characteristic
that appeals to most people and challenges them to make use of their intelligence to an extent that is not always
common in language classes.

5. It helps readers develop a holistic approach toward reading. Because the context of a new word may be
drawn from a group of sentences, a paragraph, or even the entire text, they learn to direct their attention to
language units larger than the sentence while they are looking for context clues.

6. For readers, there are so many words; there is so little time. It helps college ESL learners acquire
vocabulary building strategies. It also helps English as second language students become independent learners
of unfamiliar vocabulary they will encounter in their academic courses. Context is effective as a strategy for
vocabulary growth.

7. Understand the meaning of a word through learning the vocabulary by the context is the most frequent
method to guess the meaning of a word. Using this method can make learning more independent and more
autonomous, and help readers build confidence in the reading process. Discussing this method, its type and
advantages is of great significance to language learning and teaching.

All in all, experienced readers know how to guess or discover the meaning of an unfamiliar word through
context cues—which can usually be found in words around an unknown word. To make sense, good authors
often provide readers with such clues. It is always a good idea to learn to identify the clues you may encounter
in reading.
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