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Abstract
In recent years, in reading comprehension and cloze test sections of university entrance exams, 

some words appeared that are not usually available in high school textbooks. These words are 
specially unknown to those students who just rely on usual textbooks taught in high schools. 
Unfamiliarity with this type of words on the one hand and insufficient reading skills accompanied 
with shortage of time on the other hand make a stressful atmosphere for the students during the 
exam session so that most of them can not have a good performance. Although teaching some 
supplementary books can somehow alleviate the problem, it is not a definitive solution. A student 
while reading a text, should have a good command of knowledge of how to deal with unknown 
words to help him / her guess the intended meaning. In this paper, by analyzing the English 
university entrance tests (2008-2015), attempts have been made to reflect some strategies 
through which a student can guess the meaning of (if not all but some of the) unknown words.

Key Words : unknown words, strategy, guessing the meaning  
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 Strategies
I. Ignoring the target word: Keep 

reading to the end to get the main 
idea.

1. In many countries, there are special 
camp sites for tourists, so you do not 
always have to carry a tent with you. The 
campsite may provide one. The word 
"one" in the last sentence refers to….

a- site 
b- tent
c- tourist 
d- country 

tent

2. A Greek Philosopher called Democritus, 
about the year 4000 BC, taught that 
all substances are built up from grains 
which can't be subdivided. The word 
"which" refers to…….

a- grains
b- substances 
c- atoms
d- parts

3. Not all people experience decrease 
organ function to the same degree- 
some individuals have healthier hearts 
and kidneys at age 85 than others do at 
age 50.
The word "others" in paragraph 2 refers 
to………..

a- organs
b- kidneys

c- individuals
d- both hearts and kidneys

4. Among most English - speaking people, 
the cow is the main provider of milk. 
In Spain and Greece the sheep and 
the goat are the chief milk- producing 
animals. The camel provides milk to the 
desert tribes of Arabia, and in Egypt 
the water buffalo is a source. The 
reindeer furnishes milk to people living 
in Lapland. Mongolian tribes drink 
mare's milk. In Peru the lama is a milk 
producing animal. In Tibet the people 
get milk from the yak. 

goat camel buf-
sheep  falo

reindeer mare,

llama yak

II. Paying attention to the internal 
structure of words (morphology or 
word formation)

morpheme

Morpheme: The smallest unit of a 
language which has either a meaning or a 
grammatical function.

Morphological Classification of Words:

A. simple words: one word = one 
morpheme

    Example chair, book, map, happy,…
B. compound words: one compound= 
two or more words
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     Example: wall paper, book store, school 
bus, ...
C. Complex words: one word= two or 
more morphemes, one of them is root 
and the others are known as  affixes.           

     Example: teachers, unhappiness, 
disagreement, ...    
D. Complex- compound words = a 
combination of B & C

     Example: school teacher, computer 
programmer, …

Example: independently, truthfulness, 
sleeplessness, productivity, recyclable, 
discover, disease, business, …

dis-: disagree, dislike 
un-: unhappy, unacceptable
im-: impossible, impolite
non-: nonstop, nonsmoking room
ir-: irregular, irrelevant
il-: illegal, illogical,
mis-: misunderstanding, mispronunciation
mal-: malfunction, malnutrition,
a-: amoral

priceless, inflammable, invaluable, 
dissolve, …

Sports have been increasingly 
organized and regulated from the time of 
the ancient Olympics up to the present 
century. Industrialization has brought 

increased leisure time to the citizens of 
developed and developing countries, 
leading to more time for citizens to attend 
and follow spectator sports, greater 
participation in athletic activities, and 
increased accessibility. These trends 
continued with the appearance of mass 
media and global communication. 
Professionalism became more 
widespread, further adding to the increase 
in sport's popularity, as sports fans 
began following the achievements of 
professional athletes through radio, 
television, and the internet – all while 
enjoying the exercise and competition 
associated with amateur participation in 
sports.

III- Using context clues to infer the 
meaning

A word is known by the company it 
keeps. The meaning of a word may well be 
governed by the context in which it is used.

A
12 14B
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1. contagious 
2. hallucinate
3. amalgamate
4. anodyne
5. apogee
6. engulf 

1. Influenza is a very contagious disease; 
one person can easily catch it from 
another.

2. After three days of sleeplessness, he 
was hallucinating. For example, when 
he saw a street sign, he thought it was a 
person.

3. In 1999, six small cities were 
amalgamated into an enlarged city of 
Toronto, Canada.

4. Some people use alcohol as an 
anodyne to decrease their emotional 
pain.

5. The Ottoman Empire reached its 
apogee in the 17th century, when it 
controlled a large area running from 
Budapest to North Africa.

6. If an unpleasant feeling engulfs you, 
you feel it very strongly. 

1. When you start to get to know 
someone, don’t be friendly and 
talkative one day and too shy to 
have a conversation the next day. Be 
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consistent. 

2. You can alter your tone, making your 
voice rise and fall as you speak; you 
can alter the pace at which you speak, 
speeding up or slowing down to 
make your speech more interesting.

IV. Using context clues to choose the 
relevant meaning

fine, well, table, sentence, good,…

He was fined for speeding.
There is an oil well here.
A table of content is a summary of what a 
book contains.
His friend was sentenced to three years in 
prison.
The injury may keep him out of football for 
good.

release

Example: Most social activists think that 
the prisoners will be………………before 
Christmas.

a- weighed
b- mentioned
c- touched
d- released  

1. The general rule is to exercise only until 
you feel very tired- that is, until breathing 
becomes labored, circulation seems 
not enough, or tiredness influences 
performance.

labor

2. Farmers were employed by lords to work 
the land for the lords' benefits. In return, 
they received shelter and a small plot to 
farm for themselves.

plot

3. Our plans are very ……………, so we 
can meet you either on Wednesday or 
on Thursday.

a- private
b- flexible
c- actual
d- immediate

flexible

V. Finding the definition Markers:

to be, define, mean, explain, describe, 
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know, refer, call, show, illustrate, …

1. Sociology is the study of the different 
aspects of society and its members. 

2. The passage of heat from one place to 
another by the movement of liquid or 
gas is called convection.    

3. A best friend gives you unconditioned 
love. That means complete love, without 
any limit.

4. Ecology is the study of 
how things live in 

relation to their 
surroundings.

 
5. The relationship 

between the 
plants and animals 

in a community is 
called a food web.

1. Aerobic exercise is repetitive, meaning 
it is an activity that you do over and over.

2- Online means using a computer or 
other information devices to access 
information and services from another 
computer or information device. 

1. Different kinds of superstitions exist 
among different nations all around the 
world. A superstition is a belief that is 
not based on science, according to 

which some objects or events are lucky 
or unlucky.

2. Pedagogy can be defined as the art, 
science and profession of teaching.
VI. Searching for paraphrase 

markers:
To paraphrase means to express an 

idea in a different way to help the listener 
/ reader get that idea easier, clearer, 
shorter, ...

Commonly used paraphrase markers:
in other words, that is, that is to say, 

simply speaking, in plain terms, i.e., 
likewise, equally, also, similarly, related to 
,as well as, correspondingly, parallel to, 
resembling, ...

1. The air always contains a certain 
amount of water vapor (that is, water in 
the form of gas) which is invisible.

 2. My doctor said during the next month I 
will ameliorate, that is to say, I will get 
better by the next month.  

 
3. Sometimes medicine can relieve the 

disease. That is, it can make people 
cough less, make headaches less 
intense, and stop noses from running. 

VII. Paying attention to punctuation 
marks:

comma, semicolon, dash, colon, full 
stop, parentheses, ...
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1. Only the male lions grow a mane, the 
long hair around the shoulder, which 
grows darker and fuller as the animal 
ages.

2. Marquette was a French priest. He came 
to Canada as a missionary, a person 
teaching Christianity.

3. Democritus taught that all matter is built 
up of atoms or tiny bits of elements.
(An element is a substance made up of 
atoms which are all alike but different 
from the atoms of any others element.)

4. They may work together with other 
sociologists, as well as with other 
specialists in the field: for example, 
demographers (population specialists), 

economists, statisticians and 
psychologists.

5. Coins were very durable — they were 
strong and could last a long time without 
becoming damaged.

Solar energy 
be used instead of fossil fuels.

1. A skyscraper, a building usually more 
than twenty stories, is going to be built 
here.

2. The hotel serves meals to residents 
(people who are staying in the hotel) 
only. Non- residents are not allowed in.  

VIII. Looking for contrast markers

Common contrast markers are:
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but, although, while, whereas, though, 
even though, yet, by contrast, on the other 
hand, on the one hand, however, yet, 
unlike, despite, ….

 1. Dark clouds form, high winds blow, 
and rain lashes the ground, yet it may 
only be a few minutes before the sunny 
weather returns. However, in some 
parts of the world, the weather barely 
changes for months at a time.

2. In a typical conversation, a speaker 
will stop and start, leave a sentence 
unfinished, and say "er" or " em" when 
thinking what to say next. Written 

language, by contrast, is much more 
tidy and organized.

3. Despite the geographical separation 
between different Eskimo groups, all 
Eskimos have preserved a similar 
culture.

1. While Ali is not very clever, his brother is 
very intelligent. 

2. Despite the group’s initial skepticism, 
over time they started to trust their 
leader and strongly support her 
decisions.  

3. Students going to private schools pay 
tuition. In public schools, however, 
there is free education.

IX. Using adjective clauses
An adjective clause is a 

group of words with a 
subject and verb that 

modifies a noun in 
a sentence.

He had an 
idea of making 

solar power, 
which is power that 

comes from the sun.

The core, which is at the center of 
Earth, consists of heavy metals.
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While the Earth is turning around the 
sun, twice a year we have equinoxes in 
which day and night are nearly equal in 
length.

X. Finding exemplification markers
Exemplification means using examples 

to explain, show, illustrate, convince, ... 
sth.
Exemplification markers:
for example, as an instance (example), 

such, such as, like, …

1. They grow crops such as lettuce, 
tomatoes, peppers, sweet potatoes, 
spinach, and herbs.

2. An advertisement is a message carried 
in one of the various forms of "media" 
such as newspapers and magazines, 
radio and television, and the posters 
and neon signs that we see in the 
streets.

1. They work under dangerous conditions 
such as factories with harmful smokes 
in the air,  handle dangerous materials 
and use tools and machines which are 
not designed for them.

2. International organizations such as ILO 
and UNICEF have made plans to stop 
child labour. 

3. Some examples of communication 
technology are telephone, radio and 
television.

XI. Noticing the conclusion and 

extension signals

thus, therefore, hence, consequently, 
accordingly, as well as, besides, moreover, 
furthermore, also, as a result, due to , 
eventually, too,… 

1. By eating this fruit, Adam and Eve had 
broken the one law of the garden and 
were no longer innocent. So God drove 
them out of the garden.

2. With the opening of the Open University, 
people are now able to take a university 
degree, for the courses are specially 
designed so that you can study at 
home.

3. This did not produce an accurate 
calendar and, therefore, the system 
was dropped.

XII. Paying attention to semantics 
(lexical relationship among words)

synonymy, antonymy, hyponymy, 
homonymy, …
  

1. During a time when the economy is 
changing, prices may fluctuate greatly.

2. The angry citizens showed their 
hostility toward the soldiers by shouting 
and throwing rocks at them.

3. George Washington was rich because 
he was from a wealthy family.
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metalanguage

4. Long ago dinosaurs died, they are 
examples of extinct animals.

5. The Iraqi regime said that Iran had 
started the war, but it has been proved 
to the world that Iraq initiated it.     

XIII. Similar Words in the two 
languages (L1 & L2)  
1. Loan words (Words taken from English. 

Example: computer, taxi, telephone,...)
2. Cognates (Words from two or more 

languages having the same origin. 
Example: "brother" in English and 
Persian)

 The immune system also changes with 
age. A healthy immune system protects 
the body against bacteria, viruses, 
and other harmful agents by producing 
disease-fighting proteins known as 
antibodies. A healthy immune system 
also prevents the growth of abnormal 
cells, which can become cancerous. With 
advancing age, the ability of the immune 
system to perform these protective 

antibody production may decrease by 
as much as 80 percent between age 20 
and age 85. This less-effective immune 
system explains why an attack of 
influenza, which may make a young adult 
sick for a few days, can be deadly for an 
old person. Thus, it is as good for an older 
person to be vaccinated against the flu 
and pneumonia as it is for young people 
to be vaccinated against childhood 
diseases. 
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