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Shades of meaning

Put these words in order. Explain how you have ordered them. 

say

explain

mention

tell

inform
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What is inference?

When people write or speak, they rarely tell you everything – and thank 
goodness. Think about these two sentences:

1. Go to bed!

2. Stop what you are doing, go to your room, change into your pyjamas, go 
to the bathroom, have a wash, clean your teeth, go to the toilet, wash 
your hands, go back to your bedroom, pull back the covers, get into bed 
and turn the lights out.



What is inference?

Sentence 1 gets straight to the point. It tells you 
what you really want to know and assumes that 
you can work out the rest. 

Sentence 2 might be accurate but you were probably 
either bored or annoyed by all the detail.

Sentence 1 expects you to use inference – to fill in the gaps yourself. That 
means the speaker or writer can focus on the more interesting information.
Other ways of describing inference include:
• joining the dots
• reading between the lines. 



What is inference?

It’s not just the words that can help you to infer what is happening. 
What might you guess is happening in this sentence?

Harvey left the room. 
Discuss your suggestions, then click to see if your ideas change.

Now, what do you think is happening?

Remember, you have not been told what is 
going on – you’ve looked at the picture and 

drawn your own inferences.


