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Grades 3–5 
Using Context Clues to Figure out Unknown 

Words 
 

 

 

 

Rationale 
    Using context clues to figure out unknown words is a skill all strong readers have. 

Students should receive ample practice so that they can hone their ability to use context 

clues effectively. 
 

Goal 
 

 

 
To show students how to decipher word meaning through context and provide them with the 

opportunity for independent practice. 
 

Standards 
   CCSS.L.4.4 Determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning words and 

phrases based on grade 4 reading and content, choosing flexibly from a range of strategies. 

   CCSS.L.4.4.A Use context (e.g., definitions, examples, or restatements in text) as a clue to the 

meaning of a word or phrase. 

 

Objectives 
    Students will be able to locate context clues to help them determine the meaning of unknown 

words. 

 

Materials 
    Text: “Working Dogs on the Job: How Canines Help the FBI and People” (per student) 

   Context Clues worksheet (per student or pair) 
    A highlighter or pen to mark context clues in the text. (per student) 

 
Procedures 

    Begin the lesson by asking the class what they do when they encounter a word they don’t know. 

Students might mention, for example, looking the word up in a dictionary or ignoring the word 

and reading on. 

    Explain that skipping a word we don’t know is not a good strategy and sometimes, like when 

taking tests, we don’t have a dictionary on hand. If we skip words, we might miss an important 

point in the article. And when we come across the word in future readings, we still won’t know 

what the word means. One great way to figure out the meaning of unknown words is to use 

context clues. Context clues are hints in the text that help the reader understand the word. These 

clues might be found in the same sentence as the word, or they might be part of a sentence that 

comes before or after the unknown word. 

    Explain that these clues often take the following forms: 

o Synonyms or antonyms 

o An example that demonstrates the meaning of the word 

o Explanations 
    Distribute the text and the worksheet and ask students to read the text independently. 
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    Walk through figuring out the first bolded word in the article: 

o Reread the first sentence aloud and emphasize the word “astonishing.” 
o Think aloud: “I’m not sure what ‘astonishing’ means. I’m going to read the first 

paragraph again to see if there are any clues to help me figure out the word.” 

o Direct students to write “astonishing” at the top of the column labeled “Unknown 
Words.” 

o Read the first paragraph out loud. Then say, “Let’s look at the sentence following the 

one where we found ‘astonishing.’” Reread the second sentence. “The author writes 

that these dogs can do ‘amazing things.’ Maybe ‘amazing things’ is a clue to the 

meaning of ‘astonishing.’ The second sentence seems to be telling us why these dogs 

are ‘astonishing.’ I think ‘amazing’ is a synonym for ‘astonishing.’ Let’s replace the 

word ‘astonishing’ with ‘amazing’ to check if that makes sense.” 

o Reread the first paragraph. “OK, that makes sense. In the column titled “Clues” on 
your worksheet, write down “amazing things.” In the definition column, write down 
the meaning of ‘astonishing’ in your own words.” 

    Direct students to return to the text and note all the words that are in bold. Explain that they’ll use 

context clues to figure out these words. 

    Direct students, working alone or in pairs, to complete the worksheet by going through the article 

to find context clues and definitions for the bolded words. 

    Spend the last few minutes of the lesson going over the answers. What words did students 

struggle with? What words did they already know or find easy to figure out? 

    If there is extra time, students can also go back through the article and circle other words they 

don’t know and use the same strategy to figure them out. 
 

Assessment 
    On finding context clues in a text, students should be able to give you the correct 

definition of a word (in their own words) and be able to tell you what clues they used to 

find their answer. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Using Context Clues to Figure Out Unknown Words (Grades 3-5) Page 3 
© 2020 Inspired Instruction, LLC. All Rights Reserved 

Working Dogs on the Job: How Canines Help the FBI and People 

from FBI.gov 

 

 
Working dogs are astonishing animals. They are specially trained to do amazing 

things. The FBI uses trained working dogs for multiple tasks. 

 
A dog can use all of his or her senses, like hearing, seeing, and smelling to find a 

specific person or thing. A handler, the dog's human partner, teaches the dog what 

to track, but this requires much training. The handler teaches the dog to find 

things in all kinds of weird places like trees, woods, fields, suitcases, cars, streets, 

closets, rubble, and even under water or snow. They search cars, trucks, airplanes, 

houses and apartments. They almost always find what they are looking for. 

 
Therapy dogs provide comfort and joy to people in many different situations. 

Some dogs visit people in nursing homes, hospitals, children’s shelters, and many 

other places. Their job is to give and receive love. They get lots of hugs and pats, 

give kisses, or just make people happy. Therapy dogs have to pass many tests to 

prove they will listen to their handlers, that they have good manners, are obedient 

in public, and that they love people. 

 
Search and rescue dogs are used anytime there is a crime or a disaster, like an 

earthquake. These dogs work hard to rescue people who are trapped or lost. They 

also track people who have committed crimes and fled. The dogs' noses are so 

sensitive that they are almost always able to find what they are looking for, even if 

it's underground or under water. They can find victims buried under rubble or 

track people who are missing. 
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Name:   Date:    
 

Finding Clues to Unknown Words 
 

Unknown Word Clues Definition 

   

 

 

 


