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READING LESSON 6: DECODING ABILITY 

You probably already know whether or not you’re a good reader! But if you struggle, maybe 
you’re not aware that there could actually be two different problems. Some people have 
trouble actually decoding words (sounding them out and knowing what the word means). 
Others have trouble grasping the ideas that are formed by all the different words. You can 
decode all day long, but you may get to the end of a page and realize you read the whole 
thing but don’t actually know what you read. This is a struggle with comprehension. Making 
inferences is one example of a subcategory of comprehension, and there are many others. 
 
We’re not going to have the time or resources to test you on every single nuance of what 
constitutes good reading skills, but we’re going to do a couple of simple diagnostic things 
today and in the next lesson. Those of you who are good readers will really enjoy this and it 
will affirm how wonderful you are in this area.  
 
But I’m aware that those who struggle with reading are not so excited. Please be assured 
that this is only for yourself, unless you prefer to share the information to get some help. 
Instead of reinforcing any notions you may have about how inadequate you are, I hope 
instead that you’ll find it really helpful to begin to discover what the problem may be. Instead 
of just leaving it at “I hate reading,” maybe you can learn that your problem area is in 
decoding and that there’s a lot of help out there to improve in this area. Or maybe you’re 
great at the phonics part but just can’t seem to put the pieces together. There’s help for that, 
too!   
 
If you struggle in either of these areas, no wonder you haven’t enjoyed reading! You’d be 
unusual if you did. There’s a reason you avoid it, and the fact that you’ve done so means 
you’re smart enough to protect yourself from feeling foolish. But if we can, and if you’re 
willing, it would be great to get past that and address your specific needs so you can jump 
over those hurdles and keep running the race.  
 
I don’t have any training in teaching literacy so I’m not claiming that we’re going to get all 
your problems solved through these brief touches on the matter. But if you want this area of 
your life to be different, the starting place is to discover where the trouble lies.  
 
For today’s assessment, you’ll just read the words on a page aloud and we’ll see when they 
start to get harder for you.  
 
(Test source:  http://www.thephonicspage.org/On%20Reading/Resources/40L%20Test.pdf)   
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READING LESSON 7: COMPREHENSION ABILITY 

A few things about today’s reading comprehension assessment: 
 

• We’ll work on it for the rest of our class time, but you can continue at home if you 
choose.  

• You have the answer key so you can see how you did. Nobody else will see your test. 
• The questions here are the pretest that is included in a book called Reading 

Comprehension in 20 Minutes a Day, which starts with the basics and moves into more 
complex reading comprehension and critical thinking strategies. The whole idea is to 
show you which areas may be your weaker ones. It’s not a scientific diagnostic test that 
can give you some sort of official grade. 

• Once you know your weaker areas, you can choose to get help to improve, or else you 
can try to find books or websites that will give you additional quizzes like this one. 
There’s nothing wrong with using materials designed for younger kids to help you 
improve at comprehension! 

• Please fight the urge to compare yourself with other people in the class who have 
natural or developed skills that you don’t have.  

• I don’t expect everyone to be good at studying and reading. I do believe we can all do 
better, but I’m not trying to make everybody just like me. 

 
 
 

Reading Comprehension Assessment 
 

This pretest will allow you to see how well you can answer various kinds of reading 
comprehension questions. At the end, you will find an answer key that includes which skill is 
being tested in each question. This will provide a reference for you in case you want to 
consider taking steps to improve on these particular skills. The pretest consists of a series of 
reading passages with questions that follow to test your comprehension. 

 

Part 1 

Read the passage and answer the questions that follow: 
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Mt. Kindred Adds Psychology Courses 

 Mount Kindred College hopes to draw more students from the community with two new 
early childhood course offerings this fall.  Department Chair Jane Fairbanks announced Tuesday 
that the course titles will be “The Myth of the Difficult Child and Three R’s or Two T’s?” Real 
Learning or Tantrums in Tandem:  the latter course will be an observational lab held at The 
Learning Academy, the preschool on campus. 

 New faculty member Dr. Allison Landers will instruct both courses.  Landers received her 
Ph.D. in 1995 from Northwestern University, where she wrote a dissertation on the pedagogical 
effectiveness of preschools.  According to Fairbanks, Dr. Landers concluded that academic 
results are questionable, but that preschools have extensive side benefits. 

 The courses are part of Mount Kindred’s Project Outreach, which aims to draw more 
non-traditional students to the college.  The project was initiated in 1993, according to Dr. 
Fairbanks, in order to better serve the five-county area.  Mount Kindred is the only college in the 
region, and the governor-appointed Board of Trustees mandated that more efforts be made to 
involve the community in college programs.  Dr. Fairbanks also disclosed that the college’s 
enrollment has fallen ten percent over the past five years, while the state university in Unionville 
has seen an increase in enrollment. 

 The observational course meets one of the Psychology bachelor program lab 
requirements. It may also be of special interest to parents who wish a greater understanding of 
childhood learning behaviors.  The Myth of the Difficult Child is scheduled on weekday evenings 
in order to make it easier for working parents to attend.  Contact the Psychology Department at 
777-4531 for more information, or drop by his office in Powell Hall.  Other college departments 
will be announcing Project Outreach courses in the coming weeks. For a complete listing, refer 
to the fall course catalogue, available at the Crabtree campus bookstore, beginning August 1. 

 

1.  The Myth of the Difficult Child course will be held 
a. In Unionville, in order to attract students attending the university there 
b. At the campus pre-school, to allow direct observation of learning environments 
c. At night, for the convenience of people who work during the daytime 
d. In the early morning, so working parents can trade off child-care responsibilities 
 

2. Which of the following statements is correct? 
a. Professor Landers will teach both courses. 
b. People wanting course catalogues should call the Psychology Department 
c. The new courses begin August 1. 
d. The campus pre-school is called the Crabtree. 

 
3. According to Jane Fairbanks, what was the direct cause of Project Outreach? 
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a. The Psychology faculty believed that members of the community should 
develop a greater understanding of their children’s education. 

b. Professor Lander’s talents and interests were particularly suited to community 
involvement. 

c. The Board of Trustees was appointed by the governor in 1993 and needed to 
find ways to spend its budget. 

d. The Board of Trustees directed Mount Kindred College to strengthen its 
community involvement efforts. 
 

4. Which of the following factors is implied as another reason for Project Outreach? 
a. Enrollment has been going down, and the college wishes to attract more 

students. 
b. The college has discriminated against lower income community members in the 

past 
c. Many parents who have previously studied psychology live in the five-county 

area. 
d. The Board of Trustees wants a more academically vigorous curriculum. 

 
5. From the context of the passage, it can be determined that the word “pedagogical” in 

Professor Lander’s dissertation is related to  
a. Unfair attitudes 
b. Teaching 
c. Psychological disorders 
d. Behavior 
 

6. The “Myth of the Difficult Child” course title implies that Professor Landers 
a. Believes that telling stories about children will help us understand them better 
b. Wants to convince her students of the need for strong behavior controls 
c. Questions the validity of the label “difficult” when applied to children 
d. Thinks poorly behaved children tell stories in order to justify their behavior 
 

7. Which of the following correctly states the primary subject of this news article? 
a. The politics guiding the decision of the Board of Trustees that led to the 

establishment of Project Outreach 
b. Professor Lander’s appointment to Mount Kindred College’s Psychology 

Department 
c. Two new early childhood psychology course offerings at Mount Kindred College 
d. The needs of the community in relation to Mount Kindred College 
 
 

8. This article is organized in which of the following ways?  
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a. In chronological order, from the past to the future 
b. Most important information first, followed by background and details 
c. Background first, followed by the most important information and details 
d. As sensational news, with the most controversial topic first. 

Part 2 

Read the excerpt of this untitled essay and answer the questions that follow: 

John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, published in 1939, was followed ten years later by A. 
B. Guthrie’s The Way West. Both books chronicle a migration, though that of Guthrie’s 
pioneers is considerably less bleak in origin. What strikes one at first glance, however, 
are the commonalties. Both Steinbeck’s and Guthrie’s characters are primarily farmers.  
They look to their destinations with nearly religious enthusiasm, imagining their 
“promised” land the way the Biblical Israelites envisioned Canaan. Both undergo great 
hardship to make the trek. But the two sagas differ distinctly in origin. Steinbeck’s 
Oklahomans are forced off their land by the banks who own their mortgages, and they 
follow a false promise – that jobs await them as seasonal laborers in California. 
Guthrie’s farmers willingly remove themselves, selling their land and trading their old 
dreams for their new hope in Oregon. The pioneers’ decision to leave their farms in 
Missouri and the East is frivolous and ill-founded in comparison with the Oklahomans’ 
unwilling response to displacement. Yet it is they, the pioneers, whom our history books 
declare the heroes. 
 

9. From the context of the passage, it can be determined that the word “frivolous” most 
nearly means: 

a. Silly 
b. High-minded 
c. Difficult 
d. Calculated 

 
10. Suppose that the author is considering following this sentence with supportive detail: 

“Both undergo great hardship to make the trek.” Which of the following sentences 
would be in keeping with the comparison and contrast structure of the paragraph? 

a. The migrants in The Way West cross the Missouri, then the Kaw, and make their 
way overland to the Platte. 

b. The Oklahomans’ jalopies break down repeatedly, while the pioneers’ wagons 
need frequent repairs. 

c. Today’s travelers would consider it a hardship to spend several days, let alone 
several months, getting anywhere. 

d. The Joad family, in The Grapes of Wrath, loses both grandmother and 
grandfather before the journey is complete. 
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11. Which of the following excerpts from the essay is an opinion, rather than a fact? 
a. “Both Steinbeck’s and Guthrie’s characters are primarily farmers.” 
b. “Steinbeck’s Oklahomans are forced off their land by the banks who own their 

mortgages….” 
c. “John Steinbeck’s The Grapes Wrath, published in 1939, was followed ten years 

later by A.B. Guthrie’s The Way West.” 
d. “The pioneers’ decision to leave their farms in Missouri and the East is frivolous 

and ill-founded in comparison with the Oklahomans’….” 
 

12. The language in the paragraph implies that which of the following will happen to the 
Oklahomans when they arrive in California? 

a. They will find a means to practice their religion freely. 
b. They will be declared national heroes. 
c. They will not find the jobs they hoped for. 
d. They will make their livings as mechanics rather than as farm laborers. 

 

 

Part 3 

Read the excerpt from Bill Clinton’s inaugural address and then answer the questions that 
follow: 

 

When George Washington first took the oath, I have just sworn to uphold, news 
traveled slowly across the land by horseback, and across the ocean by boat. Now the 
sights and sounds of this ceremony are broadcast instantaneously to billions around the 
world.  Communications and commerce are global.  Investment is mobile. Technology is 
almost magical, and ambition for a better life is now universal. 

We earn our livelihood in America today in peaceful competition with people all across 
the Earth.  Profound and powerful forces are shaking and remaking our world, and the 
urgent question of our time is whether we can make change our friend and not our 
enemy.  This new world has already enriched the lives of millions of Americans who are 
able to compete and win in it. But when most people are working harder for less; when 
others cannot work at all; when the cost of health care devastates families and 
threatens to bankrupt our enterprises, great and small; when the fear of crime robs law-
abiding citizens of their freedom; and when millions of poor children cannot even 
imagine the lives we are calling them to lead, we have not made change our friend. 
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13. What is the central topic of the speech so far? 
a. How Americans can keep up with global competition 
b. Ways in which technology has undermined our economy 
c. Ways in which technology has improved our lives 
d. How change has affected America and our need to adapt 

 
14. By comparing our times with those of George Washington, Bill Clinton demonstrates  

a. How apparently different, but actually similar, the two eras are 
b. How drastically technology has speeded up communications 
c. That presidential inaugurations receive huge media attention 
d. That television is a much more convincing communications tool than print 

 
15. When President Clinton says that “most people are working harder for less,” he is 

a. Reaching a reasonable conclusion based on evidence he has provided 
b. Reaching an unreasonable conclusion based on evidence he has provided 
c. Making a generalization that would require evidence before it could be 

confirmed 
d. Making a generalization that is so obvious that evidence is not needed 

 
16. Assuming that Clinton wants to add something about crime being a more serious threat 

in our time than in George Washington’s, which of the following sentences would be 
most consistent with the tone of the presidential speech? 

 
a. If I’d been alive in George’s day, I would have enjoyed knowing that my wife and 

child could walk city streets without being mugged. 
b. In George Washington’s time, Americans may not have enjoyed as many 

luxuries, but they could rest in the awareness that their neighborhoods were 
safe. 

c. George could at least count on one thing, he knew that his family was safe from 
crime 

d. A statistical analysis of the overall growth in crime rates since 1789 would reveal 
that a significant increase has taken place. 
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Part 4 

Read the excerpt from a novel by Winston Churchill and answer the questions that follow: 

 

The Crossing 

Chapter I: The Blue Wall 

I was born under the Blue Ridge, and under that side which is blue in the evening light, in a wild 
land of game and forest and rushing waters.  There, on the borders of a creek that runs into the 
Yadkin River, in a cabin that was chinked with red mud, I came into the world a subject of King 
George the Third, in that part of his realm known as the province of North Carolina. 

The cabin reeked of corn-pone and bacon, and the odor of pelts. It had two shakedowns, on one 
of which I slept under a bearskin.  A rough stone chimney was reared outside, and the fireplace 
was as long as my father was tall.  There was a crane in it, and a bake kettle; and over it great 
buckhorns held my father’s rifle when it was not in use.  On other horns hung jerked bear’s meat 
and venison hams, and gourds for drinking cups, and bags of seed, and my father’s best hunting 
shirt; also, in a neglected corner, several articles of woman’s attire from pegs.  These once 
belonged to my mother.  Among them was a gown of silk, of a fine, faded pattern, over which I 
was wont to speculate.  The women at the Cross-Roads, twelve miles away, were dressed in 
coarse butternut wool and huge sunbonnets. But when I questioned my father on these matters, 
he would give me no answers. 

My father was – how shall I say what he was?  To this day I can only surmise many things of 
him. He was a Scotchman born, and I know now that he had a slight Scotch accent.  At the time 
of which I write, my early childhood, he was a frontiersman and hunter.  I can see him now, with 
his hunting shirt and leggings and moccasins; his powder horn, engraved with wondrous scenes; 
his bullet pouch and tomahawk and hunting knife. He was a tall, lean man with a strange, sad 
face. And he talked little save when he drank too many “horns,” as they were called in that 
country. These lapses of my fathers were a perpetual source of wonder to me – and, I must say, 
of delight. They occurred only when a passing traveler who hit his fancy changed that way, or, 
what was almost as rare, a neighbor. Many a winter night I have lain awake under the skins, 
listening to a flow of language that held me spellbound, though I understood scarce a word of it. 

“Virtuous and vicious every man must be, 

Few in the extreme, but all in a degree.” 

The chance neighbor or traveler was no less struck with wonder. And many the time have I 
heard the query, at the Cross-Roads and elsewhere, “Whar Alec Trimble got his larnin’?” 
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17. Why did the narrator enjoy it when his father drank too many “horns,” or drafts of 
liquor? 

a. The father spoke brilliantly at those times. 
b. The boy was then allowed to do as he pleased. 
c. These were the only times when the father was not abusive 
d. The boy was allowed to sample the drink himself 

 
18. Judging by the sentences surrounding it, the word “surmise” in the third paragraph 

most nearly means 
a. To form a negative opinion 
b. To praise 
c. To desire 
d. To guess 

 
19. The mention of the dress in the second paragraph is most likely meant to 

a. Show the similarity between its owner and other members of the community 
b. Show how warm the climate was 
c. Show the dissimilarity between its owner and other members of the community 
d. Give us insight into the way most of the women of the region dressed 

 
20. It can be inferred from the passage that Alec Trimble is 

a. A traveler 
b. A neighbor 
c. The narrator’s father 
d. A poet 

 
21. What is the meaning of the lines of verse quoted in the passage? 

a. Men who pretend to be virtuous are actually vicious. 
b. Moderate amounts of virtuousness and viciousness are present in all men 
c. Virtuous men cannot also be vicious. 
d. Whether men are virtuous or vicious depends on the difficulty of their 

circumstances. 
 

22. Which of the following adjectives best describes the region in which the cabin is 
located? 

a. Remote 
b. Urban 
c. Agricultural 
d. Flat 

 
 



                  Reading Lesson 7: Comprehension Ability 

 41 

7 

23. The author most likely uses dialect when quoting the question ‘Whar Alec Trimble got 
his larnin’?” in order to 

a. Show disapproval of the father’s drinking 
b. Show how people talked down to the narrator 
c. Show the speakers’ lack of education 
d. Mimic the way the father talked 

 

Part 5 

Read the excerpt from a letter to a pet sitter and answer the questions that follow: 

Dear Lee, 

As I told you, I’ll be gone until Wednesday morning.  Thank you so much for taking on 
my “children” while I’m away. Like real children, they can be kind of irritating 
sometimes, but I’m going to enjoy myself so much more knowing they’re getting some 
kind human attention. Remember that Regina (the “queen” in Latin, and she acts like 
one) is teething. If you don’t watch her, she’ll chew anything, including her sister, the 
cat.  There are plenty of chew toys around the house. Whenever she starts gnawing on 
anything illegal, just divert her with one of those.  She generally settles right down to a 
good hour-long chew. Then you’ll see her wandering around whimpering with the 
remains of the toy in her mouth.  She gets really frustrated because what she wants is to 
bury the thing.  She’ll try to dig a hole between the cushions of the couch. Finding that 
unsatisfactory, she’ll wander some more, discontent, until you solve her problem for her. 
I usually show her the laundry basket, moving a few clothes, so she can bury her toy 
beneath them.  I do sound like a parent, don’t I? You have to understand; my own son is 
practically grown up. 

Regina’s food is the Puppy Chow in the utility room, where the other pet food is kept.  
Give her a bowl once in the morning and once in the evening. No more than that, no 
matter how much she begs. Beagles are notorious over-eaters, according to her 
breeder, and I don’t want her to lose her girlish figure. She can share Rex (the King’s) 
water, but be sure it’s changed daily. She needs to go out several times a day, especially 
last thing at night and first thing in the morning. Let her stay out for about ten minutes 
each time, so she can do all her business.  She also needs a walk in the afternoon, after 
which it’s important to romp with her for a while in the yard.  The game she loves most 
is fetch, but be sure to make her drop the ball.  She’d rather play tug of war with it. Tell 
her, “Sit!” Then when she does, say “Drop it!” Be sure to tell her “good girl,” and then 
throw the ball for her. I hope you’ll enjoy these sessions as much as I do. 

Now, for the other two, Rex and Paws… (letter continues) 
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24. The tone of this letter is best described as 
a. Chatty and humorous 
b. Logical and precise 
c. Confident and trusting 
d. Condescending and preachy 

 
25. If the pet sitter is business-like professional who watches people’s pets for a living, she 

or he would likely prefer 
a. More first-person revelations about the owner 
b. Fewer first-person revelations about the owner 
c. More praise for agreeing to watch the animals 
d. Greater detail on the animals’ cute behavior 

 
26. According to the author, his or her attachment to the pets derives at least partially 

from 
a. Their regal pedigrees and royal bearing 
b. Having few friends to pass the time with 
c. These particular animals’ exceptional needs 
d. A desire to continue parenting 

 
27. The information in the note is sufficient to determine that there are three animals. 

They are 
a. Two cats and a dog 
b. Three dogs 
c. A dog, a cat, and an unspecified animal 
d. A cat, a dog, and a parrot 

 
28. Given that there are three animals to feed, which of the following arrangements of the 

feeding instructions would be most efficient and easiest to follow? 
a. All given in one list, chronologically from morning to night 
b. Provided separately as they are for Regina, within separate passages on each 

animal 
c. Given in the order of quantities needed, the most to the least. 
d. Placed in the middle of the letter, where they would be least likely to be 

overlooked. 
 

29. From the context of the note, it is most likely that the name “Rex” comes from the 
a. Spanish language 
b. English language 
c. French language 
d. Latin language 
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30. If the sitter is to follow the owner’s directions in playing fetch with Regina, at what 
point will he or she tell Regina “good girl”? 

a. Every time Regina goes after the ball 
b. After Regina finds the ball 
c. When Regina brings the ball back 
d. After Regina drops the ball 

 

Part 6 

Read the excerpt from an anti-hunting essay and answer the questions that follow: 

The practice of hunting is barbaric and shouldn’t be allowed within the national forests of 
the United States.  These forests should be sanctuaries for wildlife, not shooting galleries 
where macho types go to vent their urban frustrations.  Just like humans, animals have the 
right to freedom and the pursuit of happiness in their own homeland. Of all the forms of 
hunting, trophy hunting is the most unforgivable. Imagine if it were the other way around 
and animals were hunting humans. Would it be fair for your grandfather to be killed 
because of his age and stature? That’s how hunters choose their game, based on their age 
and dignity. The elk with the largest rack is chosen to die so its head can hang in the den of 
some rich hunter. Half the time the hunters don’t even take the meat from the game they 
shoot. They just leave it to rot. 

 

31. This argument relies primarily on which of the following techniques to make its point? 
a. Researched facts in support of an assertion 
b. Emotional assertions 
c. Fair and reasoned appeals to non-hunters 
d. Fair and reasoned appeals to hunters 

 
32. The author is most opposed to which of the following types of hunting? 

a. Small game 
b. Large game 
c. Trophy 
d. Elk 

 
33. By choosing the term “shooting galleries,” the author implies that 

a. The national forests have become dangerous for non-hunters 
b. Hunters should satisfy themselves by taking pictures of animals 
c. Hunters have an unfair advantage over prey in national forests 
d. Hunting licenses cost little more than the pittance paid at carnival games 
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Part 7 

Read the excerpt from the Habitat Extension Bulletin put out by the Wyoming Game and Fish 
Department, then answer the questions that follow: 

 

Improving Streamside Wildlife Habitats 

Riparian vegetation [the green band of vegetation along a watercourse] can help stabilize 
stream banks; filter sediment from surface runoff; and provide wildlife habitat, livestock 
forage, and scenic value. Well-developed vegetation also allows bank soils to absorb extra 
water during spring runoff, releasing it later during drier months, thus improving late-
summer stream flows. 

In many parts of the arid West, trees and shrubs are found only in riparian areas. Woody 
plants are very important as winter cover for many wildlife species, including upland game 
birds such as pheasants and turkeys. Often this winter cover is the greatest single factor 
limiting game bird populations. Woody vegetation also provides hiding cover and browse 
for many other species of birds and mammals, both game and non-game. 

Dead trees (“snags”) are an integral part of streamside habitats and should be left standing 
whenever possible. Woodpeckers, nuthatches, brown creepers, and other birds eat the 
insects that decompose the wood. These insects usually pose no threat to nearby living 
trees. Occasionally a disease organism or misuse of pesticides will weaken or kill a stand of 
trees. If several trees in a small area begin to die, contact your local extension agent 
immediately.  

 

34. What is the effect of the word choice “riparian”?  
a. It gives the article an authoritative, scientific tone. 
b. It causes confusion, since both streams and rivers could be viewed as riparian. 
c. It seems condescending, as if the author were stooping to tech readers. 
d. It misleads readers into thinking they are getting scientific information when 

they are not. 
 

35. By listing the specific birds that live in riparian areas, the author conveys a sense of 
a. Urgency on behalf of endangered species 
b. The rich and varied life in such areas 
c. His or her own importance as a scientific expert 
d. Poetic wonder over the variety found in nature 
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36. Assume that the author has done some other writing on this topic for a different 
audience. The other piece begins: “Remember the last time you walked along a 
stream? No doubt thick vegetation prevented easy progress.” What is the likely effect 
on the reader of this opening? 

a. An aroused interest, due to the reference to the reader’s personal experience 
b. Resentment, due to being addressed to personally 
c. Loss of interest, because the opening line makes no attempt to draw the reader 

in 
d. Confusion, because not every reader has walked along a stream 

 
37. The main subject of the second paragraph of this passage is 

a. The types of birds that live in riparian areas 
b. The effect of winter cover on water purity 
c. The role of trees and shrubs in riparian areas 
d. How game bird populations are affected by winter cover 

 
38. Overall, the assertions of this passage seem to be based on 

a. Rash opinion with little observation behind it 
b. Deeply held emotional convictions 
c. Fact derived from scientific literature 
d. Inconclusive evidence gathered in field studies 

 
39. What does the word “arid” accomplish in the first sentence of the second paragraph? 

a. It provides a sense of the generally high altitude of the West. 
b. It signifies a change in subject from the Eastern U.S. to the West. 
c. It clarifies the author’s purpose to discuss non-urban areas. 
d. It clarifies the reason that trees and shrubs are found only in riparian areas. 

Part 8 

Read the excerpt from “First,” a short story, and then answer the questions that follow: 

First, you ought to know that I’m “only” fourteen. My mother points this out frequently. 
I can make decisions for myself when I’m old enough to vote, she says. Second, I should 
tell you that she’s right – I’m not always responsible. I sometimes take the prize for a 
grade-A dork. Last weekend, for instance, when I was staying at Dad’s, I decided it was 
time I learned to drive. It was Sunday morning, 7 A.M. to be exact, and I hadn’t slept 
well thinking about this argument I’ll be telling you about in a minute. Nobody was up 
yet in the neighborhood, and I thought there would be no harm in backing the car out of 
the garage and cruising around the block. But Dad has a clutch car, and the “R” on the 
shift handle was up on the left side, awful close to first gear, and I guess you can guess 
the rest. 
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Dad’s always been understanding. He didn’t say, like Mom would, “Okay, little miss 
Know-It-All, you can just spend the rest of the year paying this off.” He worried about 
what might have happened to me—to me, you see, and that made me feel more guilty 
than anything. Overall, I just think he’d be a better number one caregiver, if you get my 
drift. Of course, I can’t say things like that to Mom. 

To her, I have to say, “But Mom, Dad’s place is closer to school. I could ride my bike. 
”She replies, “Jennifer Lynn, you don’t own a bike, because you left it in the yard and it 
was stolen and you haven’t got the perseverance it takes to do a little work and earn the 
money to replace it.” 

40. Which description best explains the structure of the story so far? 
a. Chronological, according to what happens first, second, and so on 
b. Reverse chronological order, with the most recent events recorded first 
c. Intentionally confused order, incorporating flashbacks to previous events 
d. According to importance, with the most significant details related first 

 
41. What device does the author use to illustrate the narrator’s feelings about her mother 

and father? 
a. Vivid and specific visual detail 
b. Rhetorical questions, which make a point but don’t invite a direct answer 
c. Metaphors and other figurative language 
d. Contrast between the parents’ typical reactions 

 
42. The narrator attributes her inability to sleep when staying at her father’s house to 

a. Thinking about a disagreement with someone 
b. The uncomfortable quiet of an early Sunday morning 
c. The sore throat she had from shouting so much 
d. Her accident with the car 

 
43. The first-person point of view in this story 

a. Obscure how the narrator’s mind works 
b. Illustrates the thoughts and personality of the narrator 
c. Makes the narrator seem distant and rigid 
d. Gives us direct access to the minds of all the characters 

 
44. When the narrator says she sometimes “take[s] the prize for a grade A dork,” the word 

choice is intended to indicate 
a. That she doesn’t know proper English 
b. Her age and culture 
c. That she is unable to judge her own actions 
d. That the thinks she’s better than most others who might be termed “dorks” 
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45. From the context in the last sentence of the passage, it can be determined that the 
word “perseverance” most nearly means 

a. Attractiveness 
b. Thinking ability 
c. Ability to persist 
d. Love to danger 

 
46. Overall, this narrator’s tone is best described as 

a. Emotional and familiar 
b. Stuck up and superior 
c. Argumentative and tactless 
d. Pleasant and reassuring 

 
47.  In choosing to use the bike argument with her mother, the narrator is trying to appeal 

to her mother’s 
a. Compassion over her lost bike 
b. Disregard to material objects 
c. Laziness 
d. Reason 

 
48. The main argument the narrator has been having with her mother is over whether she 

should 
a. Be allowed to date 
b. Live with her mother or father 
c. Be allowed to drive a car 
d. Pay for things she breaks 

 
49. It appears that the mother has alienated her daughter by 

a. Being too busy to give her the attention she needs 
b. Having divorced her father 
c. Insisting too much on reasonableness 
d. Valuing things over people and feelings 

 
50. What most likely happened with the car? 

a. The narrator mistook first gear for reverse and ran into the garage wall 
b. The narrator stole it from her father and drove it over to her mother’s 
c. The father left it in gear, and when the narrator started it, it leapt forward into 

the wall. 
d. The narrator attempted suicide through carbon monoxide poisoning. 
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ANSWER KEY 
 

If you miss any of the answers, you can find help for that kind of question in the lesson shown to the 
right of the answer.  Check the title of each lesson so you’ll know which skills you may need to work on.

 

1.   c   (Lesson 1) 
2.   a   (Lesson 1) 
3.   d   (Lesson 9) 
4.   a   (Lesson 16) 
5.   b   (Lesson 3) 
6.   c   (Lesson 12) 
7.   c   (Lesson 2) 
8.   b   (Lessons 6 and 7) 
9.   a   (Lesson 3) 
10.   b   (Lesson 8) 
11.   d   (Lesson 4) 
12.   c   (Lesson 17) 
13.   d   (Lesson 2) 
14.   b   (Lesson 8) 
15.   c   (Lesson 4) 
16.   b   (Lesson 13) 
17.   a   (Lesson 19) 
18.   d   (Lesson 3) 
19.   c   (Lesson 8) 
20.   c   (Lesson 19) 
21.   b   (Lesson 19) 
22.   a   (Lesson 16) 
23.   c   (Lesson 13) 
24.   a   (Lesson 14) 
25.   b   (Lesson 11) 

 

26.   d   (Lesson 9) 
27.   c   (Lesson 1) 
28.   a   (Lesson 6) 
29.   d   (Lesson 3) 
30.   d   (Lesson 6) 
31.   b   (Lesson 18) 
32.   c   (Lesson 2) 
33.   c   (Lesson 12) 
34.   a   (Lesson 12) 
35.   b   (Lesson 13) 
36.   a   (Lesson 11) 
37.   c   (Lesson 2) 
38.   c   (Lesson 4) 
39.   d   (Lesson 3) 
40.   c   (Lessons 6 and 7) 
41.   d   (Lesson 8) 
42.   a   (Lesson 9) 
43.   b   (Lesson 11) 
44.   b   (Lesson 12) 
45.   c   (Lesson 3) 
46.   a   (Lesson 14) 
47.   d   (Lesson 18) 
48.   b   (Lesson 16) 
49.   d   (Lesson 17) 
50.   a   (Lesson 17)

 
Lesson 1: Getting the Essential Information 
Lesson 2: Finding the Main Idea 
Lesson 3: Defining Vocabulary in Context 
Lesson 4: The Difference Between Fact and Opinion 
Lesson 6: Start from the beginning: Chronological Order 
Lesson 7: Order of Importance 
Lesson 8: Similarities and Differences: Compare and Contrast 
Lesson 9: Why Do Things Happen? A Look at Cause and Effect. 
Lesson 11: A Matter of Perspective: Point of View 
Lesson 12: Diction: What’s in a Word? 
Lesson 13: Style: It’s Not What They Say But How They Say It 
Lesson 14: How They Say It, Part Two: Tone 
Lesson 16: Finding the Implied Main Idea 
Lesson 17: Assuming Causes and Predicting Effects 
Lesson 18: Emotional Versus Logical Appeal 
Lesson 19: Finding Meaning in Literature 
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READING LESSON 8: MAKING A MENTAL MOVIE 

For the next three lessons, we’re going to talk about some things that skilled readers do. 
Some people do these things naturally, while others have learned them over time. So if you 
want to be a better reader and you don’t do these naturally, practicing them should help you 
improve. 
 
When a new character enters the scene, do you visualize him/her? The author usually gives 
some details about their appearance—at least a little sketch. Some people very naturally 
take that sketch and build an image in their minds, then add to it or make changes when new 
information comes to light.  
 
Making a “mental movie” like this is a skill that can be practiced and learned, and it will help 
with reading comprehension and with just staying engaged in a book. If you’re struggling to 
stay awake while you read or just to keep your mind on the page, start to think about actively 
bringing the text to life in your mind. Think about how you might make this part of the story 
into a movie if you were the director. Like exercise, this may feel like work at first, but once 
you get a little more experience it begins to feel good because you’re making progress.  
 
The thing about books that is very different from movies is that books allow people to 
participate in the telling of the story in ways that movies don’t. A written story requires the 
reader’s imagination, while the director of a movie makes all the decisions for you about how 
things look and sound.  
 
There’s a difference between primary and secondary imagination. Primary imagination 
involves being able to visualize things that we’ve seen before, while secondary imagination is 
visualizing things that we haven’t. Humans are the only earthly creatures who can imagine 
something they’ve never seen before. Animals can’t do it. Sometimes it’s easy and other 
times it’s harder. Imagine being Ezekiel and trying to describe the throne room of God, using 
only the words you know for colors and sounds, and doing the best you can to compare what 
you’re experiencing to things you’ve experienced before! When we read Ezekiel’s description, 
we’re going to misunderstand his imagery if we haven’t cultivated our imaginations through 
reading. Becoming better readers of all kinds of books can make us better readers of the 
Bible. 
 
Be on the lookout for imagery in any book you’re reading. When the author uses figurative 
language, they’re wanting you to visualize. 

 
Divide a piece of paper in half. Make a list of the details on the left half and then draw stick 
pictures to visualize what’s happening on the right.  
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Excerpts for practice: 
 
Life of Pi 

 
We must have been at a sixty-degree incline when we reached the summit of the swell 
and broke through its crest onto the other side. The smallest portion of the swell’s 
supply of water crashed down on us. I felt as if I were being pummeled by a great fist. 
The lifeboat abruptly tilted forward and everything was reversed: I was now at the 
lower end of the lifeboat, and the water that had swamped it, with a tiger soaking in 
it, came my way. I did not feel the tiger—I had no precise idea of where Richard Parker 
was; it was pitch-black beneath the tarpaulin—but before we reached the next valley, I 
was half-drowned. 
 
For the rest of that day and into the night, we went up and down, up and down, until 
terror became monotonous and was replaced by numbness and a complete giving-up. 
I held onto the tarpaulin rope with one hand and the edge of the bow-bench with the 
other, while my body lay flat against the side of the bench. In this position—water 
pouring in, water pouring out—the tarpaulin beat me to a pulp, I was soaked and 
chilled, I was bruised and cut by bones and turtle shells. The noise of the storm was 
constant, as was Richard Parker’s snarling.1  

 
 
 
 
 
Island of the Blue Dolphins: 
 

I came to the spring. It flowed out of a crack in the rock and the rock rose high on 
three sides of it. The wild dogs could not attack me from any of these directions, so I 
lay on the earth and drank, watching the ravine below me. I drank for a long time and 
filled my bases and then, feeling better, crawled toward the mouth of the cave. A ledge 
of black rock ran out above it. Some low bushes grew there and among them, with just 
his head showing, stood the big gray dog. He did not move, but his yellow eyes 
followed me, turning slowly as I drew near the cave. Another head showed behind him 
and another. They were too far away for me to reach with my spear.2 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
1 Martel, Yann. The Life of Pi. Harcourt, 2002.  Page 287 
2 O’Dell, Scott. Island of the Blue Dolphins. Houghton Mifflin, 1990 (originally published in 1960). Page 85-86. 
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Isaiah 51:1-3 
 
Listen to me, you who pursue righteousness, 
    you who seek the Lord: 
look to the rock from which you were hewn, 
    and to the quarry from which you were dug. 
 
2Look to Abraham your father 
    and to Sarah who bore you; 
for he was but one when I called him, 
    that I might bless him and multiply him. 
3For the Lord comforts Zion; 
    he comforts all her waste places 
and makes her wilderness like Eden, 
    her desert like the garden of the Lord; 
joy and gladness will be found in her, 
    thanksgiving and the voice of song. 

 
 
 
 
Now try it with a fairly random passage I chose from a scholarly book. Let’s see what we can 
do to make a mental movie out of something nonfiction and non-poetic!  
 

The Levitical system was not intended as a ladder for Israel to use in her climb to 
heaven. Rather, it was the means whereby God dwelt among the sinful nation without 
killing them, and the system also separated Israel from the nations (Lev. 20:24). Two 
texts in the New Testament could give the impression that the Levitical system is works 
based, but when we understand the salvation-historical perspective of Romans 10 and 
Galatians 3, we see that Paul is not claiming that Moses taught Israel to earn their 
salvation by works of the law.3 

 
 
 
Practicing takes time, and if this isn’t natural it may take more time when you’re actually 
reading for you to stop and try to visualize. With all the work you’re doing, you may not be 
able to read as much at one time. But it’s better to read a little bit well than to get through a 
longer passage without comprehending it! 
 

                                                             
3 Hamilton, James M. Jr. God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology. Crossway, 2010. Page 
111. 
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 2: TOOLS (20:00)  

The 5 tools we will introduce: 
• Dictionary 
• Concordance 
• Commentary 
• STEP Bible     (switched the order here!) 
• Blue Letter Bible www.blueletterbible.org  

 
1. Dictionary 
 
A dictionary is a resource that identifies the different meanings or senses of a word. It gives 
definitions, explanations, and examples.  
 
We’ll want to use an English dictionary when we do word studies because it gives us a point of 
comparison between the way we commonly use a word and the way the biblical authors are 
using it. But we’ll also need to consult a lexicon. A lexicon is a dictionary that is created for a 
particular work, so in this case a Greek lexicon will tell us about the words in the New Testament 
and a Hebrew lexicon will tell us about the words in the Old Testament.  
 
One helpful feature of a lexicon is that it will give us the transliteration of a word. This is when a 
Greek or Hebrew word is written in equivalent-sounding English letters so you can still guess at 
the pronunciation even if you don’t know how to read those alphabets.   
 
Just like English words, a Greek or Hebrew word can have many different meanings. When you 
look up a word in an English dictionary, do you get to just choose which definition you like best 
to decide what your words means?  No, we have to go by context. In the same way, we can’t just 
pick the meaning we want in order to make a theological point.  
 
2. Concordance 
 
A concordance is a tool that shows you every occurrence of a word in the Bible. Before 
computers, we had to get huge books and know what we were looking for. While there is some 
benefit to finding every English usage of a word in scripture, what we’ll especially be learning 
together is how to find every Greek or Hebrew usage.  
 
More than 100 years ago, Dr. James Strong produced a numbering system to help bridge the gap 
between the original languages and English. Every Greek or Hebrew word got its own number 
assigned to it, called “Strong’s Numbers.” We’ll be seeing those as we get into the online tools. 
We’ll find that a process that used to take hours has been reduced to seconds! 
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3. Commentaries 
 
We won’t be spending a lot of time with commentaries, but they must be mentioned as 
important Bible study tools! A commentary is a book or books that provide interpretive 
explanations about what the Bible’s words and phrases mean. A study Bible is the most basic 
example of a commentary, while others can consist of several technical volumes. Good 
commentaries will offer more than one interpretive view when there is controversy.  
 
On one hand, I believe that we should all be consulting more commentaries. Some people have 
spent their lives dissecting the minutia of the text. They’ve examined the ancient documents and 
they know things we just don’t know about the languages and cultures of the Bible. They bridge 
the gap between us and the biblical authors.  On the other hand, I don’t want us to stop doing 
the kind of reading that is simply seeking what God wants to say to us through his Word. If we 
always have to stop and see what someone else thinks, we’re likely to be out of balance. It’s two 
different types of encounters with the Bible. When it comes to word studies, we’ll want to do 
our own explorations before consulting commentaries.  
 
4. Online tools 
 
Stepbible.org is an online tool that Johnny Cisneros teaches in depth in the class from which I’ve 
drawn this lesson. I really like it, and I think that those of you who mostly do your study from a 
laptop or desktop would benefit from a little tutorial. I think it’s actually quite a bit easier to get 
at the Greek/Hebrew and cross-references than the one we’ll be using for the rest of our word 
study work.  This may become your favorite Bible tool. The reason we’re not going to spend time 
learning it together is because it does not yet have a mobile app. 
 
And for the record, Logos Bible Software is amazing. We just don’t have time to go into it so I’ll 
leave it to you to explore. If you think you might like to continue with serious Bible study, it’s 
worth taking a look to see if you like the free desktop version and/or the mobile app, or if you’d 
eventually like to upgrade. 
 
5. Blueletterbible.org 
 
This is the one we’ll be using as we do word studies together. We have a couple more things to 
talk about regarding word studies in general, but then we’ll get into some practice words using 
this tool.  
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LOGIC LESSON 4: MAKING ASSUMPTIONS 

An assumption is something taken for granted or accepted without proof. When people are 
arguing, they very often have different assumptions. When someone is being deceived they 
are still thoroughly convinced that they’re not deceived. Nobody can be completely objective 
and get rid of all assumptions, but we must learn to be as objective as possible. If we’re going 
to get close to objective, we must: 
 

1. Listen. When we listen to someone else’s viewpoint, we give ourselves the 
opportunity to be undeceived. 

2. Evaluate our assumptions. Keep asking, “Why do I think this is true?” It’s fine to think 
things are true, but it’s only good if the thing is really true—if our assumptions are 
accurate to reality. 

3. Evaluate other people’s assumptions. People give clues when they speak about what 
they believe and why. Pay attention. 

 
Illustrations: 
 

At the County Fair, there was a line of stalls displaying all the champion farm animals. 
One afternoon during the fair, a man wearing a black vest walked up to the prize 
Jersey cow, shot her, and then ran out of the display barn. Even though there was a 
crowd of people around, no one tried to follow the man in the vest. Why is this? 
 

 
Dr. Taylor lives in Chicago. He had a speaking engagement in St. Louis. He and his wife 
drove there in the morning. When the lecture was over that evening, they got in their 
car and continued to drive in the same direction which they had driven earlier in the 
day. They returned home that night, about six hours after leaving the lecture hall. How 
can this be? 
 

 
Fallacies related to Making Assumptions: 
 

1. Circular Reasoning 
 
An argument that says “P is true because Q is true, and Q is true because P is true” is 
using circular reasoning. 

 
Guy: I’m not lying! I’m a religious person, and religious people don’t lie. 
Next Guy: How do I know you’re a religious person? 
Guy: Because I would never lie. 
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When people can’t think of a better argument for something, they often restate the 
original argument in different words as proof for the old argument. 

 
Ernie: Why do we have to learn logic? 
Bert: Because it will develop our minds 
Ernie: Why will it develop our minds? 
Bert: Because it will help us think better. 
 

I don’t know if this is a made-up illustration of circular reasoning or an example of 
actual usage: 

 
To allow every man unbounded freedom of speech must always be, on the 
whole, advantageous to the state; for it is highly conducive to the interests of 
the community that each individual should enjoy a liberty, perfectly unlimited, 
of expressing his sentiments.1  
 

 
2. Equivocation 

 
An equivocation changes the meaning of a word in the middle of an argument. 

 
“We must indeed all hang together, or, most assuredly, we shall all hang 
separately.” Benjamin Franklin 

 
The Declaration of Independence says that “all men are created equal.” But we 
see today anything but equality. The rich politician and businessman gorge 
themselves on luxuries, while poor people pick up trash out of the gutter. 
Nobody could say that is equal. 

 
The Founders meant that people are equal under law, not that we all have equal 
types of responsibilities or equal possessions. 

 
 

3. Loaded Question  
 
When someone asks two questions, but one is hidden behind the other.  

 
It makes you assume the answer to a hidden question without actually asking you 
that question. When you suspect a loaded question, try to break the question into 
two parts. 

                                                             
1 Richard Whately, Elements of Logic, 1826. 
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Prosecutor: “What did you use to wipe the fingerprints off this gun?” 
 
Have you stopped beating your wife? 

 
 

4. Slippery Slope  
 
The slippery slope fallacy assumes that if we take one step, nothing will stop us from 
taking a series of steps because each step is the same. 

 
We can’t let him get another dog or he’ll ask for three or four next! This isn’t 
going to stop! 
 
If Congress passes this law requiring trigger locks on guns, next they’ll tell us to 
register our guns. Then they’ll know who to confiscate them from, and soon 
only the outlaws will have guns. 

 
Slippery Slope can also refer to the idea that there’s no difference between stages of 
a process: 

 
We’re not turning on the AC because it’s only 10 degrees warmer than it was 
yesterday and you didn’t complain then! 

 
 

5. Part-to-whole  
 
When someone says that what is true of part of something must also be true of the 
whole thing together, he is using the part-to-whole fallacy. 

 
This cake is going to be delicious because I’m using the most quality 
ingredients. 
 
Since the U.S. Olympic basketball team is made up of the best basketball 
players in the world, they have to win. 

 
 

6. Whole-to-part 
 
When someone says that what is true of something as a whole must also be true of 
each of its parts, he is using the whole-to-part fallacy. 

 
Real butter makes that cake delicious, so it must be good on its own. When I 
get home, I’m going to eat a whole stick of butter. 
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Scientists have a higher average IQ than the general population. I’m a scientist 
and you’re a carpenter, so I’m smarter than you are. 

 
To tell the difference between part-to-whole and whole-to-part, look at the 
conclusion. If the conclusion is being made about the whole, it’s part-to-whole. If the 
conclusion is being made about a part, it’s whole-to-part. 

 
 

7. Either/or  
 
When someone asserts that we must choose between two things, when in fact we 
have more than two alternatives, he is using the either-or fallacy. 
 
Often one of the choices is absurd, which forces us to choose the other option unless 
we recognize the fallacy. Sometimes there really only are two options, so then it 
wouldn’t be a fallacy (you’re either going to survive the operation or you aren’t). 

 
Dad, if you don’t do my math homework with me, I won’t do it.   

 
Dad should say the options are that you do your math homework or you’re 
grounded… there’s another option. 

 
People are born geniuses or they become that way through environmental factors.  

 
It’s probably a combination of factors… there’s another option.  
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STORY TIME: WELLS AND BRIDES1 

John 4: 1-30; 39-42 
 
Now when Jesus learned that the Pharisees had heard that Jesus was making 
and baptizing more disciples than John 2 (although Jesus himself did not baptize, but 
only his disciples), 3 he left Judea and departed again for Galilee. 4 And he had to pass 
through Samaria. 5 So he came to a town of Samaria called Sychar, near the field that 
Jacob had given to his son Joseph. 6 Jacob's well was there; so Jesus, wearied as he 
was from his journey, was sitting beside the well. It was about the sixth hour. 
 
7 A woman from Samaria came to draw water. Jesus said to her, “Give me a 
drink.” 8 (For his disciples had gone away into the city to buy food.) 9 The Samaritan 
woman said to him, “How is it that you, a Jew, ask for a drink from me, a woman of 
Samaria?” (For Jews have no dealings with Samaritans.) 10 Jesus answered her, “If you 
knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would 
have asked him, and he would have given you living water.” 11 The woman said to him, 
“Sir, you have nothing to draw water with, and the well is deep. Where do you get that 
living water?12 Are you greater than our father Jacob? He gave us the well and drank 
from it himself, as did his sons and his livestock.” 13 Jesus said to her, “Everyone who 
drinks of this water will be thirsty again, 14 but whoever drinks of the water that I will 
give him will never be thirsty again. The water that I will give him will become in him a 
spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 15 The woman said to him, “Sir, give me this 
water, so that I will not be thirsty or have to come here to draw water.” 
 
16 Jesus said to her, “Go, call your husband, and come here.” 17 The woman answered 
him, “I have no husband.” Jesus said to her, “You are right in saying, ‘I have no 
husband’; 18 for you have had five husbands, and the one you now have is not your 
husband. What you have said is true.” 19 The woman said to him, “Sir, I perceive 
that you are a prophet. 20 Our fathers worshiped on this mountain, but you say that in 
Jerusalem is the place where people ought to worship.” 21 Jesus said to her, “Woman, 
believe me, the hour is coming when neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem will 

                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Jesus Through Middle Eastern Eyes (by 
Kenneth Bailey), chapter 14. 
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you worship the Father. 22 You worship what you do not know; we worship what we 
know, for salvation is from the Jews. 23 But the hour is coming, and is now here, when 
the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for the Father is seeking 
such people to worship him. 24 God is spirit, and those who worship him must worship 
in spirit and truth.” 25 The woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming (he who 
is called Christ). When he comes, he will tell us all things.” 26 Jesus said to her, “I who 
speak to you am he.” 
 
27 Just then his disciples came back. They marveled that he was talking with a woman, 
but no one said, “What do you seek?” or, “Why are you talking with her?” 28 So the 
woman left her water jar and went away into town and said to the people, 29 “Come, see 
a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this be the Christ?” 30 They went out of the 
town and were coming to him. 
 
39 Many Samaritans from that town believed in him because of the woman's testimony, 
“He told me all that I ever did.” 40 So when the Samaritans came to him, they asked him 
to stay with them, and he stayed there two days. 41 And many more believed because 
of his word. 42 They said to the woman, “It is no longer because of what you said that 
we believe, for we have heard for ourselves, and we know that this is indeed the 
Savior of the world.” 

 
Once upon a time, a man went to a well, where he spotted a beautiful woman. Since he was 
seeking a wife for his master’s son, and since Rebekah gave him water (and even watered the 
camels), she was chosen as the bride. She became the mother of Jacob. When Jacob grew to 
adulthood, he returned to the same well where he, too, spotted a beautiful woman who had 
come for water. He took her to be his bride. Many years later, one of his descendants (a man 
named Moses) would meet a woman at a well. He took her to be his bride. It seems that 
“boy meets girl at local well” is a set-up for a great marriage story! Perhaps we should pay 
attention when centuries later, a man sits down on Jacob’s well and waits for a woman to 
approach… 
 
Unlike most pious Jews who went the long way around Samaria so that they wouldn’t 
become defiled by the half-Jew/half-Gentile people who lived there, Jesus took the shortcut 
on his way from Judea to Galilee. He always taught that defilement comes from within a 
person, so he had no problem taking the Samaritan road along the top of a ridge that led 
right past the town of Sychar—the home of Jacob’s well. This wasn’t the same well where 
Jacob had met his bride, but it’s one that was closely associated with him, which was a 
source of pride for the Samaritans. 
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John’s Gospel takes great care to emphasize Jesus’ deity, but John was not afraid to point out 
the frailties and reality of Jesus’ humanity. Sometimes Jesus got tired, wept, or fell asleep.  
Upon arriving at Jacob’s well, John tells us that Jesus was weary, so he sat down on the well 
for a rest. Major wells in Palestine had large capstones shaped like huge doughnuts on them. 
The capstone might be 18-20 inches thick and five feet across with a small hole in the middle 
to lower a bucket down. This stone prevented kids and dirt from falling in and provided a 
handy place to set a water jar.  
 
The well would not have had a bucket attached to the rope for community use. Each group 
of travelers carried their own rolled-up leather bucket, which they’d attach to the rope. A 
pair of crossed sticks held the top open so it could fill with water. Apparently one of the 
disciples had the group’s bucket on his person, and Jesus didn’t ask for it as he sent them off 
into town to buy food. He sat very deliberately on the well, blocking it from use by anyone 
else.  
 
Middle Eastern women wouldn’t normally go to the well at the hottest part of the day. When 
they did go, they went as a group for propriety’s sake. It also helped to have someone else 
nearby to lift a heavy jar onto one’s head. Because the woman in our story came to the well 
at noon alone, we can deduce one of two things: either she was a social outcast for some 
reason or she wanted to connect with travelers who would stop there at that time.  
 
If a man were near the well as a woman approached, he would be expected to courteously 
move at least 20 feet away, indicating that he wasn’t going to hurt her. It was just the 
culturally appropriate thing to do. Jesus didn’t move. She came forward anyway. Something 
unusual was happening here. The day went from “unusual” to “utterly shocking” for this 
woman, though, when Jesus actually spoke to her. The moment he asked her for a drink, four 
things happened:  
 

1. A social taboo was broken. Men did not speak to women in public, especially rabbis.  
2. The centuries-old hostility between Jews and Samaritans was inexplicably put aside. 
3. Jesus positioned himself as the weak one who needed help from someone else. 
4. The dignity of the woman was elevated by putting her in a position of being able to 

help him. 
 
Let’s look at each of these a little more closely. 
 
Even now in the Middle East, a man does not talk to a woman in a public place. He probably 
won’t even make eye contact. Jesus seems to have violated this social rule throughout his 
entire ministry. He not only talked to women regularly, but he allowed them to be his 
disciples, let them finance his ministry and travel with him, healed them, and made them the 
first witnesses of his resurrection. The Samaritan woman was certainly shocked, and perhaps 
a bit frightened, by a strange man speaking to her. 
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The hostility between Samaritans and Jews was 500 years old by this point. Assyria had 
conquered the Northern Kingdom of Israel and taken most of the people away as captives. 
The few that remained were influenced by the foreigners who moved in to take over the 
land. The Jews that eventually trickled back from Assyria brought foreign gods and customs 
with them. By Jesus’ day, the religion in the former Northern Kingdom of Israel (now called 
Samaria) was an odd mixture of paganism and Judaism. In some ways, it had always been this 
way, ever since King Jeroboam instituted a form of Yahweh worship according to his own 
terms and in his own designated places. So now the Samaritans characteristically thought Mt. 
Gerizim was the right place to worship instead of Jerusalem. The “true Jews” disdained them 
for their compromises, as well as for the fact that they had desecrated their Jewish blood by 
intermarrying with Gentiles. Both Jews and Samaritans were angry about historic 
destructions or defilements of various holy places by the others, so by the time Jesus passed 
through the region, bitterness and outright hatred ruled the day. The Samaritan woman 
would never have expected a Jew to be there in the first place, let alone acknowledge her 
presence. Consider the violence that has been done in our own country when white people 
felt that black people went where they don’t belong, or vice versa. She would have been 
thinking, “You don’t belong here, and why are you asking me for help instead of your own 
people? 
 
But Jesus had this way of disarming people putting himself in need of those he came to 
serve. It started out with the way he came as a helpless newborn. Later, he requested help 
from Peter to row him away from the shore to preach. He sent his disciples out with nothing 
to support them, putting them in need of those they would encounter on their journey. This 
is a significant contrast to how we in the West approach mission. We take our technology (a 
huge strength) and our resources (another strength) to make a difference in a poor region, 
which accentuates the strength of the giver and the weakness of the receiver. This can make 
the giver proud, while it humiliates the receiver. Jesus understood that he could diffuse 
tensions by humbling himself. He expressed his needs and allowed others to meet them. He 
came to be the Savior, yet the first way he presented himself was as a humble and needy 
human. This preserved the dignity of the person being served. Only the strong can give to 
others. Jesus let the woman be in the position of the strong one.  
 
He raised her sense of self-worth even more by drinking from her bucket. In our germ-
conscious society we wouldn’t even think about drinking from a stranger’s glass! They didn’t 
know about germs, but a Jew would never have drunk from the same bucket as a filthy 
Samaritan because it would have made him ritually unclean.  Jesus did not want to 
communicate that he was of a better religious class than she was. Her bucket wasn’t unclean 
to him. This was dignity for her. 
 
The woman’s blunt question in response is loaded with all of these cultural understandings: 
“Why are you, a Jewish man talking to me, a Samaritan woman?” 
 
I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but Jesus rarely answered a question straightforwardly. He 
was often cryptic, raising more questions than answers and making people examine deeper 
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truths within themselves. He ignored her challenges about gender and race and said to her, 
“If you knew who I am, you would be asking ME for a drink and I’d give you living water.” Not 
many women were educated at that time, and the Samaritans weren’t as diligent in their 
study of Scripture as the Jews, so it’s not surprising that she didn’t pick up on his reference.  
In Jeremiah 2:13, God said, “[My people] have forsaken me, the fountain of living waters…” 
For Jesus to call himself the source of living water is to make himself equal with Yahweh.  
 
This bold claim went over her head, of course, as she pointed out the obvious fact that it was 
a deep well and he didn’t have a bucket, so how and where did he expect to get fresh flowing 
spring water? Then she asked if he was even greater than “our” father, Jacob, who gave 
them the well. She was probably implying, “This is our well not yours. Jacob gave it to us, not 
you.” A good Jew would have disputed this claim on the grounds that the half-breed 
Samaritans had no right to claim Jacob as their own. So far she was being somewhat 
antagonistic as she reacted to the shock of this Jewish guy talking to her and blocking her 
well! 
 
Jesus ignored her political challenge and answered with perfectly understandable clarity:  
 

Everyone who drinks of this water will thirst again, but whoever drinks of the water 
that I shall give him will never thirst; the water that I shall give him will become in him 
a spring of water welling up to eternal life.   

 
What??? We can look back from our perspective after his death and resurrection and know 
what he’s talking about because we’ve seen the way Jesus transforms lives. But there’s no 
way she could have gotten it. She went right back to the immediate and physical: “Hand over 
the water, please! It would be so great to not have to come back to this well anymore in the 
hottest part of the day since I’m not welcome when all the other women go!” 
 
She wanted the benefits of this magic water for herself. Jesus changed things up yet again by 
asking her to go get her husband. The living water he offered would extend to others, not 
just to her! Furthermore, he was telling a woman to go be a witness to men. (He did this 
again when he told Mary Magdalene to “go to my brothers and say to them…” John 20.)  She, 
of course, answered that she had no husband. We know from reading the story that she’s 
not forthcoming with the fact that she’s had five husbands and that she’s currently in a 
relationship with someone who is not her husband. While it’s certainly possible that she was 
an immoral woman, it’s interesting that Jesus never told her to “go and sin no more” like the 
woman caught in adultery.  It could be that the reason she’d had five husbands is because 
they had all died, and now she was stigmatized. Or more likely, she was barren and so they 
had all divorced her. Men were almost always the initiators of divorce, and the fact that she 
had actually been married to these men instead of just being called a prostitute causes us to 
have to ask why they’ve all divorced her. Perhaps it was a combination of death and divorce, 
and maybe immorality, too, now that she “has” a man who is not her husband (although 
we’re not told it’s a sexual relationship; perhaps she’s just a concubine or is waiting for 
marriage). In any case, being barren in that culture was shameful and would be enough of a 
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reason to go to the well alone. It ought to be considered that she likely wouldn’t have been 
taken seriously as a witness if she were not morally upright in the community. 2 
 
No matter what the reason was for her attachments to so many men, she was ashamed of 
her history and tried to change the subject. She was pretty quick about it, too! She 
acknowledged that Jesus must be a prophet because he knew things about her that she 
hadn’t told him, and then it occurred to her that maybe this guy knew theology. She knew 
that the Jews insisted that God should be worshiped at the temple in Jerusalem, but that her 
own Samaritan people claimed that Mt. Gerizim (within sight of Jacob’s well) was just fine. 
How was an illiterate woman to find out the truth? Although this may have been deflection, 
it also might reveal that she had been seeking the truth about God and so she jumped at the 
opportunity to ask someone who might know the answer to her burning question. 
 
Jesus’ answer was not at all what you would expect from a Jewish rabbi! He was supposed to 
quote the scriptures that say God chose Jerusalem as his one and only sanctioned place of 
worship, but instead he revealed to her the most important teaching about worship that we 
find in the whole New Testament: that Jews, Samaritans, and the whole world are invited to 
worship God with their whole beings, rather than with rituals that take place at certain places 
and times. God wants full submission of the heart, mind, body, and will, and in return offers 
living water to all who come to him—Jew, Gentile, or in between. 
 
It sounds like she kind of sighs as if this is too much for her to understand. Then she 
expresses hope, or maybe a wish, that the Messiah would come and clarify such complicated 
things for her. 
 
Every time Jesus has answered her up to this point, it has been surprising and unexpected. 
But this next answer is the kicker. Think about it:  throughout the course of his ministry, 
people asked him point-blank who he was. Sometimes he deflected, sometimes he was 
cryptic, sometimes he told a story. But he first revealed his true identity as clearly as it could 
possibly be stated to a Samaritan woman. He said, “The one that is talking to you is I AM.” 
This phrase, “I AM,” is the same exact phrase that is used in the Greek New Testament to 
translate the Hebrew name that God revealed to Moses as His name: I AM. Yahweh. Jesus 
said to her, “The very guy you’re talking to right now is Yahweh in the flesh.” Cue the 
dramatic music! 
 
The disciples walked up right then, so we don’t get to hear her verbal response. But as they 
wondered amongst themselves what on earth their esteemed rabbi was doing sitting on the 
well talking to this unclean woman in a public place, she left her water jar, ran into the 
village, and began preaching. By mentioning the jar, it seems that John wants us to make the 
connection that she knew she was onto something much more important than an immediate 

                                                             
2 See this article by scholar Lynn Cohick for a thoughtful consideration of this topic: 
https://www.thechristianmail.com/was-the-samaritan-woman-really-an-adulteress/  
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physical need: she had found something that was better than what she had come for and she 
needed to go tell people about it! 
 
Her first statement in the village was like one of those Facebook headlines designed to catch 
your attention, but which ends up not being what the story is actually about: “Come see a 
man who told me everything I ever did!” Not, “Here’s a guy who claims to be God!” She 
asked the people to make up their own minds about whether he could be the Messiah. Many 
of the Samaritans were interested enough in her testimony that they came to find Jesus. 
They offered traditional Middle Eastern hospitality to him, and he stayed with them for two 
days. We know that the Jews were expecting a conquering Messiah, but the Samaritans were 
expecting more a of a teacher, like Moses. Jesus challenged both groups to look beyond their 
expectations to find a savior. 
 
A man named Ephrem the Syrian (an Eastern father of the Church) summarized it all 
beautifully: 
 

At the beginning of the conversation [Jesus] did not make himself known to her, but 
first she caught sight of a thirsty man, then a Jew, then a Rabbi, afterwards a prophet, 
last of all the Messiah. She tried to get the better of the thirsty man, she showed 
dislike of the Jew, she heckled the Rabbi, she was swept off her feet by the prophet, 
and she adored the Christ.3   

 
If we go back to the beginning of our story where “boy meets girl at a local well and ends up 
with a bride,” we can see here an interesting bit of foreshadowing about Christ and the 
Church. The Church is made up of both Jews and Gentiles, just like this woman was a mixture 
of Jew and Gentile. Jesus revealed himself to her in a way that he had not done with anyone 
else, just as he has a unique relationship with the Church as his bride. Like the woman, let’s 
run with eagerness to tell others about the One who has met our deepest needs for truth, 
love, and acceptance! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                             
3 Quotation from Beasley-Murray, George. Word Biblical Commentary, John. Page 66.   
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 2: TOOLS (20:00)  

The 5 tools we will introduce: 
• Dictionary 
• Concordance 
• Commentary 
• STEP Bible     (switched the order here!) 
• Blue Letter Bible www.blueletterbible.org  

 
1. Dictionary 
 
A dictionary is a resource that identifies the different meanings or senses of a word. It gives 
definitions, explanations, and examples.  
 
We’ll want to use an English dictionary when we do word studies because it gives us a point of 
comparison between the way we commonly use a word and the way the biblical authors are 
using it. But we’ll also need to consult a lexicon. A lexicon is a dictionary that is created for a 
particular work, so in this case a Greek lexicon will tell us about the words in the New Testament 
and a Hebrew lexicon will tell us about the words in the Old Testament.  
 
One helpful feature of a lexicon is that it will give us the transliteration of a word. This is when a 
Greek or Hebrew word is written in equivalent-sounding English letters so you can still guess at 
the pronunciation even if you don’t know how to read those alphabets.   
 
Just like English words, a Greek or Hebrew word can have many different meanings. When you 
look up a word in an English dictionary, do you get to just choose which definition you like best 
to decide what your words means?  No, we have to go by context. In the same way, we can’t just 
pick the meaning we want in order to make a theological point.  
 
2. Concordance 
 
A concordance is a tool that shows you every occurrence of a word in the Bible. Before 
computers, we had to get huge books and know what we were looking for. While there is some 
benefit to finding every English usage of a word in scripture, what we’ll especially be learning 
together is how to find every Greek or Hebrew usage.  
 
More than 100 years ago, Dr. James Strong produced a numbering system to help bridge the gap 
between the original languages and English. Every Greek or Hebrew word got its own number 
assigned to it, called “Strong’s Numbers.” We’ll be seeing those as we get into the online tools. 
We’ll find that a process that used to take hours has been reduced to seconds! 
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3. Commentaries 
 
We won’t be spending a lot of time with commentaries, but they must be mentioned as 
important Bible study tools! A commentary is a book or books that provide interpretive 
explanations about what the Bible’s words and phrases mean. A study Bible is the most basic 
example of a commentary, while others can consist of several technical volumes. Good 
commentaries will offer more than one interpretive view when there is controversy.  
 
On one hand, I believe that we should all be consulting more commentaries. Some people have 
spent their lives dissecting the minutia of the text. They’ve examined the ancient documents and 
they know things we just don’t know about the languages and cultures of the Bible. They bridge 
the gap between us and the biblical authors.  On the other hand, I don’t want us to stop doing 
the kind of reading that is simply seeking what God wants to say to us through his Word. If we 
always have to stop and see what someone else thinks, we’re likely to be out of balance. It’s two 
different types of encounters with the Bible. When it comes to word studies, we’ll want to do 
our own explorations before consulting commentaries.  
 
4. Online tools 
 
Stepbible.org is an online tool that Johnny Cisneros teaches in depth in the class from which I’ve 
drawn this lesson. I really like it, and I think that those of you who mostly do your study from a 
laptop or desktop would benefit from a little tutorial. I think it’s actually quite a bit easier to get 
at the Greek/Hebrew and cross-references than the one we’ll be using for the rest of our word 
study work.  This may become your favorite Bible tool. The reason we’re not going to spend time 
learning it together is because it does not yet have a mobile app. 
 
And for the record, Logos Bible Software is amazing. We just don’t have time to go into it so I’ll 
leave it to you to explore. If you think you might like to continue with serious Bible study, it’s 
worth taking a look to see if you like the free desktop version and/or the mobile app, or if you’d 
eventually like to upgrade. 
 
5. Blueletterbible.org 
 
This is the one we’ll be using as we do word studies together. We have a couple more things to 
talk about regarding word studies in general, but then we’ll get into some practice words using 
this tool.  
 


