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Intended Benefits

· An approach that treats context-use strategies in a new way, as metacognitive, problem-solving strategies.

· Developed by first examining the relationship between the content of context-use instruction and regular classroom reading materials, and then by identifying student-generated and controlled strategies for gaining word meaning from context.

Context Instruction

· Prerequisites:
1) The student must have appropriate knowledge to choose and implement 




a strategy.



2) The student must be comfortable with the moves necessary to carry out




the strategy.

· In line with these prerequisites, the instructional program was structured with three components.

1. Students must know why and when to use context.  Sometimes the context is quite explicit about word meaning; at other times there are only clues that suggest attributes or relationships; or the meaning is left relatively unclear.  In some situations, the precise word meaning is not needed for comprehension of the passage; in others a reference or expert is necessary.

The teacher preselects words with varying degrees of contextual amplification and works through these examples with verbalization of the processes, choices, confusions, and decisions about using the context to gain clues to the words’ meanings.

2. Students must have a general idea of what kinds of clues may be provided by context.  Avoid the typical context-use instruction (e.g. teacher’s manual) types of clues unless you are sure they occur in the students’ regular reading materials.  Over the course of several trials, build with students a list of the types of context clues that are found.  Chart these clues on the walls in the students’ words.  If conducting this program with several classes, compare and consolidate lists at the end of the year. 

Some of the types of clues collected by students are listed below.

Context can clue you to . . .

	· what a word is (what it’s like)
	· what kind of thing or action it is

	· what a word isn’t (what it’s different from)
	· how something is done

· a general topic or idea related to

	· what it looks like

· something about its location or
	     the work

· other words related to the word

	     setting
	· something about what it’s used for


3. Students must know how to look for and use these clues.  Direct students to:

· Look – before, at, after the word.

· Reason – to connect what they know with what the author tells them.

· Predict – a possible meaning.

· Resolve/Redo – decide if they know enough, should try again, or consult a reference or expert. 

Introduce these directions in stages, first modeling the processes of finding clues and reasoning.  Later, support students as you both supply clues.  Last, let students act as teachers for explaining how they used the context.

· Establish firmly the ideas behind the why, what, and how of context use through weekly lessons focused on two words drawn from regular instructional materials.  Social studies provides rich contexts for using these strategies and many new words.

· Student teams can eventually lead the weekly lessons.  With the teacher, they choose two words that they think will be unfamiliar to the group.  The team models the first word, then leads the group through discussion of the second.  

· Writing also plays an important part in the contextual learning process.  When student groups determine that context is not helpful in explaining certain terms that are important in their content textbooks, they can rewrite sections to make the surrounding text more explanatory.  Or provide “synonym versions” for later study.  These can be collected and kept for use with the next year’s students who will deal with the same textbooks.

· In the pilot program, students developed a game called “Mystery Words,” as follows:

1) Photocopied pages, news articles, magazine articles, etc. were posted on the chalkboard daily with one or two words designated as the mystery words. 

2) Students noted on index cards a) what clues they picked up about the words, 

b) where they were located in the selection, and c) a hypothesis about the word’s

meaning.

3) The cards were placed in an envelope tacked below the selection.

4) At the end of the day, the student team reviewed and discussed all the cards with the group.  If necessary, a dictionary would be consulted to see if reasoning about the clues and the word were consistent with any established definition.

5) Students contrived an elaborate point system and continued the game throughout the year.

