
T
his handbook focuses on skills and strategies that can help you understand
the words you read. The strategies you use to understand whole texts depend
on the kind of text you are reading. In other words, you don’t read a textbook

the way you read a novel. You read a textbook mainly for information; you read a
novel mainly for fun. To get the most out of your reading, you need to choose the
right strategy to fit the reason you’re reading. 

• how to identify new words and build
your vocabulary

• how to adjust the way you read to fit
your reason for reading 

• how to use specific reading strategies
to better understand what you read

• how to use critical thinking strategies
to think more deeply about what you
read

You will also learn about

• text structures 

• reading for research
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Identifying Words and Building Vocabulary
What do you do when you come across a word you do not know as you read?

Do you skip over the word and keep reading? If you are reading for fun or
entertainment, you might. But if you are reading for information, an unfamiliar word
may get in the way of your understanding. When that happens, try the following
strategies to figure out how to say the word and what the word means.

Reading Unfamiliar Words

Sounding out the word One way to figure out how to say a new word is to sound it
out, syllable by syllable. Look carefully at the word’s beginning, middle, and ending.
Inside the word, do you see a word you already know how to pronounce? What
vowels are in the syllables? Use the following tips when sounding out new words.

• Roots and base words The main part of a word is called its root. When the root
is a complete word, it may be called the base word. When you come across a
new word, check whether you recognize its root or base word. It can help you
pronounce the word and figure out the word’s meaning.

• Prefixes A prefix is a word part that can be added to the beginning of a root or
base word. For example, the prefix pre- means “before,” so prehistory means
“before history.” Prefixes can change, or even reverse, the meaning of a word.
For example, un- means “not,” so unconstitutional means “not constitutional.”

• Suffixes A suffix is a word part that can be added to the end of a root or base
word to change the word’s meaning. Adding a suffix to a word can also change
that word from one part of speech to another. For example, the word joy, which
is a noun, becomes an adjective when the suffix -ful (meaning “full of”) is added.
Joyful means “full of joy.”

Determining a Word’s Meaning

Using syntax Like all languages, the English language has rules and patterns for the
way words are arranged in sentences. The way a sentence is organized is called
the syntax of the sentence. If English is your first language, you have known this
pattern since you started talking in sentences. If you’re learning English now, you
may find the syntax is different from the patterns you know in your first language.

• What letters make up the beginning
sound or beginning syllable of the
word?

Example: In the word coagulate, co
rhymes with so.

• What sounds do the letters in the
middle part of the word make?

Example: In the word coagulate, the
syllable ag has the same sound as the 

ag in bag, and the syllable u is
pronounced like the letter u. 

• What letters make up the ending sound
or syllable?

Example: In the word coagulate, late is 
a familiar word you already know how
to pronounce.

• Now try pronouncing the whole word: 

co ag u late. 
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In a simple sentence in English, someone or something (the subject) does
something (the predicate or verb) to or with another person or thing (the object): 
The soldiers attacked the enemy.

Sometimes adjectives, adverbs, and phrases are added to add details to the
sentence: The courageous young soldiers fearlessly attacked the well-entrenched
enemy shortly after dawn.

Using context clues You can often figure out the meaning of an unfamiliar word by
looking at its context, the words and sentences that surround it. To learn new
words as you read, follow these steps for using context clues.
1. Look before and after the unfamiliar word for:

• a definition or a synonym, another word that means the same as the
unfamiliar word.

• a general topic associated with the word.
• a clue to what the word is similar to or different from.
• an action or a description that has something to do with the word.

2. Connect what you already know with what the author has written.
3. Predict a possible meaning.
4. Use the meaning in the sentence.
5. Try again if your guess does not make sense.

Using reference materials Dictionaries and other reference sources can help you
learn new words. Check out these reference sources:

• A dictionary gives the pronunciation and the meaning or meanings of words.
Some dictionaries also give other forms of words, their parts of speech, and
synonyms. You might also find the historical background of a word, such as its
Greek, Latin, or Anglo-Saxon origins. 

• A glossary is a word list that appears at the end—or Appendix—of a book or
other written work and includes only words that are in that work. Like
dictionaries, glossaries have the pronunciation and definitions of words. 

• A thesaurus lists groups of words that have the same, or almost the same,
meaning. Words with similar meanings are called synonyms. Seeing the
synonyms of words can help you build your vocabulary.

Knowing about syntax can help you
figure out the meaning of an
unfamiliar word. Just look at how
syntax can help you figure out the
following nonsense sentence.

The blizzy kwarkles sminched the
flerky fleans.

Your experience with English syntax
tells you that the action word, or verb,
in this sentence is sminched. Who did

the sminching? The kwarkles. What
kind of kwarkles were they? Blizzy.
Whom did they sminch? The fleans.
What kind of fleans were they? Flerky.
Even though you don’t know the
meaning of the words in the nonsense
sentence, you can make some sense of
the entire sentence by studying its
syntax.
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Recognizing Word Meanings Across Subjects

Have you ever learned a new word in one class and then noticed it in your
reading for other subjects? The word probably will not mean exactly the same
thing in each class. But you can use what you know about the word’s meaning to
help you understand what it means in a different subject area. 

Reading for a Reason
Why are you reading that paperback mystery? What do you hope to get from

your geography textbook? And are you going to read either of these books in the
same way that you read a restaurant menu? The point is, you read for different
reasons. The reason you are reading something helps you decide on the reading
strategies you use with a text. In other words, how you read will depend on why

you’re reading.

Knowing Your Reason for Reading

In school and in life, you will have many reasons for reading, and those reasons
will lead you to a wide range of materials. For example, 

• to learn and understand new information, you might read news magazines,
textbooks, news on the Internet, books about your favorite pastime, encyclopedia
articles, primary and secondary sources for a school report, instructions on how
to use a calling card, or directions for a standardized test. 

• to find specific information, you might look at the sports section for the score of
last night’s game, a notice on where to register for a field trip, weather reports,
bank statements, or television listings. 

• to be entertained, you might read your favorite magazine, e-mails or letters from
friends, the Sunday comics, or even novels, short stories, plays, or poems!

Adjusting How Fast You Read

How quickly or how carefully you should read a text depends on your purpose
for reading it. Because there are many reasons and ways to read, think about your
purpose and choose a strategy that works best. Try out these strategies:

• Scanning means quickly running your eyes over the material, looking for key
words or phrases that point to the information you’re looking for. Scan when
you need to find a particular piece or type of information. For example, you might
scan a newspaper for movie show times. 

Look at the following example from
three subjects:

Social studies: One major product

manufactured in the South is cotton
cloth.

Math: After you multiply those two
numbers, explain how you arrived at
the product.

Science: One product of photosynthesis
is oxygen. 
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• Skimming means quickly reading a piece of writing to find its main idea or to
get a general overview of it. For example, you might skim the sports section of
the daily newspaper to find out how your favorite teams are doing. Or you might
skim a chapter in your textbook to prepare for a test.

• Careful reading involves reading slowly and paying attention with a purpose in
mind. Read carefully when you’re learning new concepts, following complicated
directions, or preparing to explain information to someone else. 

Understanding What You Read
Reading without understanding is like trying to drive a car on an empty gas tank.

Fortunately, there are techniques you can use to help you concentrate on and
understand what you read. Skilled readers adopt a number of strategies before,
during, and after reading to make sure they understand what they read. 

Previewing 

If you were making a preview for a movie, you would want to let your audience
know what the movie is like. When you preview a piece of writing, you are trying
to get an idea about that piece of writing. If you know what to expect before
reading, you will have an easier time understanding ideas and relationships. Follow
these steps to preview your reading assignments. 

Using What You Know

Believe it or not, you already know quite a bit about what you are going to read. You
bring knowledge and personal experience to a selection. Drawing on your own
background is called activating prior knowledge, and it can help you create meaning
in what you read. Ask yourself, What do I already know about this topic? 

Predicting 

You do not need any special knowledge to make predictions when you read. The
predictions do not even have to be accurate. Take educated guesses before and
during your reading about what might happen in the story or article you are reading. 

Visualizing

Creating pictures in your mind as you read—called visualizing—is a powerful aid
to understanding. As you read, set up a movie theater in your imagination. Picture
the setting—city streets, the desert, or the surface of the moon. If you can visualize
what you read, selections will be more vivid, and you will recall them better later on. 

1. Look at the title and any illustrations
that are included.

2. Read the headings, subheadings, and
anything in bold letters.

3. Skim over the passage to see how it is
organized. Is it divided into many
parts? 

Is it a long poem or short story? Don’t
forget to look at the graphics—
pictures, maps, or diagrams.

4. Set a purpose for your reading. Are
you reading to learn something new?
Are you reading to find specific
information?
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Identifying Sequence

When you discover the logical order of events or ideas, you are identifying
sequence. Do you need to understand step-by-step directions? Are you reading a
persuasive speech with the reasons listed in order of importance? Look for clues
and signal words that will help you find the way information is organized. 

Determining the Main Idea 

When you look for the main idea of a selection, you look for the most important
idea. The examples, reasons, and details that further explain the main idea are
called supporting details. Some main ideas are clearly stated within a passage—
often in the first sentence of a paragraph, or sometimes in the last sentence of a
passage. Other times, an author does not directly state the main idea but provides
details that help readers figure out what the main idea is.

Questioning

Keep up a conversation with yourself as you read by asking questions about the
text. Ask about the importance of the information you are reading. Ask how one
event relates to another. Ask yourself if you understand what you just read. As you
answer your questions, you are making sure that you understand what is going on. 

Clarifying

Clear up, or clarify, confusing or difficult passages as you read. When you realize
you do not understand something, try these techniques to help you clarify the ideas.

• Reread the confusing parts slowly and carefully.
• Look up unfamiliar words.
• Simply “talk out” the part to yourself.

Reread the passage. The second time is often easier and more informative.

Reviewing

You probably review in school what you learned the day before so the ideas are
firm in your mind. Reviewing when you read does the same thing. Take time now
and then to pause and review what you have read. Think about the main ideas and
reorganize them for yourself so you can recall them later. Filling in study aids such
as graphic organizers, notes, or outlines can help you review.

Monitoring Your Comprehension

As you read, check your understanding by using the following strategies.

• Summarize what you read by pausing from time to time and telling yourself the
main ideas of what you have just read. Answer the questions Who? What?
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• What is each sentence about?

• Is there one sentence that tells about the
whole passage or that is more important 

than any of the other sentences?

• What main idea do the supporting
details point out?
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Where? When? Why? and How? Summarizing tests your comprehension by
encouraging you to clarify key points in your own words. 

• Paraphrase Sometimes you read something that you “sort of” understand, but
not quite. Use paraphrasing as a test to see whether you really got the point.
Paraphrasing is retelling something in your own words. So shut the book and
try putting what you have just read into your own words. If you cannot explain it
clearly, you should probably have another look at the text.

Thinking About Your Reading
Sometimes it is important to think more deeply about what you have read so you

can get the most out of what the author says. These critical thinking skills will help you
go beyond what the words say and get at the important messages of your reading.

Interpreting

When you listen to your best friend talk, you do not just hear the words he or
she says. You also watch your friend, listen to the tone of voice, and use what you
already know about that person to put meaning to the words. In doing so, you are
interpreting what your friend says. Readers do the same thing when they interpret
as they read. Interpreting is asking yourself, What is the writer really saying here?
and then using what you know about the world to help answer that question. 

Inferring

You may not realize it, but you infer, or make inferences, every day. Here is an
example: You run to the bus stop a little later than usual. There is no one there. “I
have missed the bus,” you say to yourself. You may be wrong, but that is the way
our minds work. You look at the evidence (you are late; no one is there) and come
to a conclusion (you have missed the bus).

When you read, you go though exactly the same process because writers don’t
always directly state what they want you to understand. By providing clues and
interesting details, they suggest certain information. Whenever you combine those
clues with your own background and knowledge, you are making an inference.

An inference involves using your thinking and experience to come up with an
idea based on what an author implies or suggests. In reading, you infer when you
use context clues and your own knowledge to figure out the author’s meaning.

Drawing Conclusions 

Skillful readers are always drawing conclusions, or figuring out much more than
an author says directly. The process is like a detective solving a mystery. You
combine information and evidence that the author provides to come up with a
statement about the topic. Drawing conclusions helps you find connections between
ideas and events and gives you a better understanding of what you are reading.

Analyzing 

Analyzing, or looking at separate parts of something to understand the entire
piece, is a way to think critically about written work. 

• In analyzing persuasive nonfiction, you might look at the writer’s reasons to see
if they actually support the main point of the argument.



• In analyzing informational text, you might look at how the ideas are organized to
see what is most important.

Distinguishing Fact From Opinion

Distinguishing between fact and opinion is one of the most important reading
skills you can learn. A fact is a statement that can be proved with supporting
information. An opinion, on the other hand, is what a writer believes, on the basis
of his or her personal viewpoint. Writers can support their opinions with facts, but
an opinion is something that cannot be proved. 

As you examine information, always ask yourself, “Is this a fact or an opinion?”
Don’t think that opinions are always bad. Very often they are just what you want.
You read editorials and essays for their authors’ opinions. Reviews of books,
movies, plays, and CDs can help you decide whether to spend your time and
money on something. It’s when opinions are based on faulty reasoning or
prejudice or when they are stated as facts that they become troublesome.

Evaluating 

When you form an opinion or make a judgment about something you are
reading, you are evaluating. If you are reading informational texts or something on
the Internet, it is important to evaluate how qualified the author is to be writing
about the topic and how reliable the information is that is presented. Ask yourself
whether the author seems biased, whether the information is one-sided, and
whether the argument presented is logical.

Synthesizing

When you synthesize, you combine ideas (maybe even from different sources)
to come up with something new. It may be a new understanding of an important
idea or a new way of combining and presenting information. For example, you
might read a manual on coaching soccer, combine that information with your own
experiences playing soccer, and come up with a winning plan for coaching your
sister’s team this spring.

Understanding Text Structure
Good writers do not just put together sentences and paragraphs in any order.

They structure each piece of their writing in a specific way for a specific purpose.
That pattern of organization is called text structure. When you know the text structure
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Look at the following examples of fact
and opinion. 

Fact: George III was the British king
during the American Revolution. 

Opinion: King George III was an evil
despot.

You could prove that George III was
king during that period. It’s a fact.
However, not everyone might see that
King George III was a despot. That’s
someone’s opinion.
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of a selection, you will find it easier to locate and recall an author’s ideas. Here are
four ways that writers organize text.

Comparison and Contrast 

Comparison-and-contrast structure shows the similarities and differences between
people, things, and ideas. Maybe you have overheard someone at school say something
like “He is better at throwing the football, but I can run faster than he can.” This student is
using comparison-and-contrast structure. When writers use comparison-and-contrast
structure, often they want to show you how things that seem alike are different, or how
things that seem different are alike.

• Signal words and phrases: similarly, on the one hand, on the other hand, in
contrast to, but, however

Cause and Effect

Just about everything that happens in life is the cause or the effect of some other event
or action. Sometimes what happens is pretty minor: You do not look when you are pouring
milk (cause); you spill milk on the table (effect). Sometimes it is a little more serious: You
do not look at your math book before the big test (cause); you mess up on the test (effect).

Writers use cause-and-effect structure to explore the reasons for something happening
and to examine the results of previous events. This structure helps answer the question that
everybody is always asking: Why? A historian might tell us why an empire rose and fell.
Cause-and-effect structure is all about explaining things.

• Signal words and phrases: so, because, as a result, therefore, for the following
reasons

Problem and Solution

How did scientists overcome the difficulty of getting a person to the moon? How will I
brush my teeth when I have forgotten my toothpaste? These questions may be very
different in importance, but they have one thing in common: Each identifies a problem and
asks how to solve it. Problems and solutions are part of what makes life interesting.
Problems and solutions also occur in fiction and nonfiction writing.

• Signal words and phrases: how, help, problem, obstruction, difficulty, need, attempt,
have to, must 

Sequence

Take a look at three common forms of sequencing, the order in which thoughts are
arranged. 

• Chronological order refers to the order in which events take place. First you wake up;
next you have breakfast; then you go to school. Those events don’t make much sense
in any other order. 

Signal words: first, next, then, later, and finally.

• Spatial order tells you the order in which to look at objects. For example, take a look
at this description of an ice cream sundae: At the bottom of the dish are two scoops
of vanilla. The scoops are covered with fudge and topped with whipped cream and
a cherry. Your eyes follow the sundae from the bottom to the top. Spatial order is
important in descriptive writing because it helps you as a reader to see an image the
way the author does.



Signal words: above, below, behind, and next to.

• Order of importance is going from most important to least important or the
other way around. For example, a typical news article has a most-to-least-
important structure.

Signal words: principal, central, important, and fundamental.

Reading for Research
An important part of doing research is knowing how to get information from a wide

variety of sources. The following skills will help you when you have a research
assignment for a class or when you want information about a topic outside of school.

Reading Text Features

Researching a topic is not only about asking questions; it is about finding
answers. Textbooks, references, magazines, and other sources provide a variety of
text features to help you find those answers quickly and efficiently.

Organizing Information

When researching a topic, you have to make sense of that information, organize
it, and put it all together in ways that will help you explain it to someone else. Here
are some ways of doing just that.

• Record information from your research and keep track of your resources on
note cards.

• Interpret graphic aids carefully. These could include charts, graphs, maps
and photographs.

• Summarize information before you write it on a note card. That way you will
have the main ideas in your own words.

• Outline ideas so you can see how subtopics and supporting information will
fit under the main ideas.

• Make a table or graph to compare items or categories of information.
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• Tables of contents Look at the table
of contents first to see whether a
resource offers information you need.

• Indexes An index is an alphabetical
listing of significant topics covered in a
book. It is found in the back of a book.

• Headings and subheadings Headings
often tell you what information is 

going to follow in the text you’re
reading. Subheadings allow you to
narrow your search for information
even further.

• Graphic features Photos, diagrams,
maps, charts, graphs, and other graphic
features can communicate large
amounts of information at a glance.
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