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Introduction

In this day and age, words are perhaps more important than ever before. We are no longer just communicating with our neighbors, friends, and coworkers. Today, with Internet, e-mail, and even global businesses, we are communicating with people from all over the country, all over the world. One thing hasn't changed, however. The words we choose to express ourselves continue to be the strongest representation of who we are as individuals. Being able to express ourselves articulately continues to be one of the best ways we can present ourselves as intelligent, well-educated people.

Okay. Great. But how will this book help you? If you are studying for the SAT or the GRE standardized tests, the answer is relatively obvious. Every word in this book has been identified as one that you might encounter in the verbal sections of one, if not both, of those tests. Even if you are not studying for a standardized test, these words will increase your vocabulary and assist you in presenting yourself well.

This is the fourth book in the excellent Words You Should Know series by Adams Media. It follows a similar pattern as its predecessors. There are five parts to this book. The body of the text includes over 1,000 words that have a strong possibility of appearing on a standardized test. These words are defined in easy-to-understand language that won't leave you more confused than when you started. A pronunciation guide that actually makes sense and a sentence using the word correctly accompanies each entry. Along with the words, within the main body of the text, you will find helpful hints about word usage, definitions, and common mistakes. At the end, we have also provided a list of the words themselves as an easy reference.

The second part of the book is an exercise section. Following the exercises is an appendix on word roots. These are helpful if you should run across a word on the test or in other reading that you don't know. Often, understanding its root and being able to break down the word is enough to allow you to understand the new word within the context of the sentence. After the roots, you will find three more appendices that offer more information not only on many of the 1,000 words in the book, but other words as well. Words that mean something other than what you expected. Words that are commonly misused. Even some words that are not actually words at all, in spite of their regular use in everyday conversations. This section offers some helpful hints to help you prepare for the SAT and GRE. Wondering what you'll do if you just don't know a word? Concerned about improving sentences or dealing with antonyms? Intimidated by the thought of a timed essay? Be sure to keep reading after the book is “done.” These are appendices you really don't want to skip or ignore.

So what makes this book different from the other Words You Should Know books? The words in this book range from those that are probably refreshers for high school students to words that a professional who's been out of school for over a decade might never have run across. Also, we have made a concerted effort to ensure there is very little overlap among the words in Test Words You Should Know and the three previous books in the series. Most of the words in this book you will not find in the other three, which makes it both a great standalone guide and a perfect companion piece if you already have one or more of the others. If you are in high school and want to increase your SAT scores or if you have been out of high school longer than you want to admit and simply want to learn a new word or two, I believe you will find words that challenge you and, hopefully, enjoy this book.

Yes, I said enjoy this book. Because words should be and can be fun. That's one of the hardest concepts for some people to grasp, and yet it is true. The more fun you can have with words, the easier it becomes to remember them and use them correctly. The goal of this book, as with its predecessors, is to help make words—even words for a standardized test—fun and easy to use. So, whether you are studying for a test or for yourself, may you come to enjoy the book and the words.


abbreviate (a-BREE-vee-ate), verb

To shorten or condense by omitting letters or words

These days, not many people realize R.S.V.P. was originally used to abbreviate the French phrase “répondez s'il vous plait,” meaning “please reply.”

aberrant (aa-BER-ant), adjective

Unusual from accepted or expected norms; unexpected in light of past behaviors

The girl knew her brother wanted something because of his aberrant friendly behavior.

abet (AH-bet), verb

To assist or urge another person, usually to do something illegal; to help commit a crime

She was shocked to learn that by simply driving him to the airport, she had abetted in the commission of a crime.


What I Meant to Say Was…

Often, words look and/or sound almost identical, especially if you are unfamiliar with them. Abet (AH-bet) and abut (uh-BUT) can easily be confused, especially when you are reading quickly. Abet means to aid someone in a criminal act, and abut means to border or be on the edge. Remember to read carefully to catch words like these!



abeyance (uh-BAY-ens), noun

A temporary halt to an activity; a short suspension

The presentation was in abeyance until the technical problems could be resolved.

abjure (ab-JOOR), verb

To recant, take back, or publicly give up previously held thoughts, opinions, or beliefs

Thomas More's refusal to abjure his Catholic beliefs eventually cost him his life.

ablution (ab-LOO-shun), noun

The act of washing oneself usually for a ritual or as part of a religious rite

The surgeon considered scrubbing up not only hygienic but an act of ablution that helped prepare her mentally for her work.

abridge (uh-BRIJ), verb

To shorten a text without changing the meaning of the document

Over the years, many students have appreciated others' ability to abridge some of the longer literary works required in English classes.

abrogate (AB-ruh-gayt), verb

To cancel or remove by a person of authority

So many officers had abused the power of the position, it was finally abrogated and the authority for decisions split up among several different departments.

abscond (ab-SKOND), verb

To run away; to leave in a hurry and in secret to avoid detection or arrest

The plan was to abscond with the money and retire drinking margaritas on the beach.

abstemious (ab-STEE-mee-us), adjective

To actively avoid being self-indulgent, especially when eating or drinking

After a particularly wild night, he decided to be more abstemious in the future when it came to alcohol.

abstinence (AB-sti-nans), noun

The practice of avoiding certain specific behaviors

Some health professionals believe that encouraging abstinence while teaching about condoms is a legitimate and effective way to reduce the spread of STDs.

abstract (AB-strakt), adjective

Not based in fact or absolute existence; based in thought, idea, or theory

He prided himself on the fact that his students not only learned names and dates but could also grasp more abstract concepts by the end of the term.

abstruse (ab-TROOS), adjective

Confusing; not easy to understand; muddled and unclear

The dean thought the professor's teaching style was intentionally and unnecessarily abstruse.

abut (uh-BUT), verb

To be next to; to share a border; to come to the edge of something else

They were pleased their new: property would abut a national park, so no one could build too close to them.

accede (ak-SEED), verb

To take or rise to office or position of authority; or to agree to a demand

Gerald Ford never dreamed that he would accede to the office of President of the United States.

The police recommended the family accede to the ransom demands.

accessible (ak-SESS-uh-bul), adjective

Easily approached, reached, or entered

The developers knew the plaza had to be interesting, fun, and accessible for the project to succeed.


Similar but Not the Same

Many words are virtually synonymous—their definitions seem identical. However, they cannot always be used in exactly the same way. Just because they are similar doesn't mean they are interchangeable. Acclaim (uh-KLAYM) and accolade (AA-koh-layd) are two of these words. Use the word acclaim when you are referring to words of praise. An accolade, on the other hand, may be words of praise or something more tangible, such as a prize or an award. Be aware of the subtle differences between words that seem the same and you'll be sure to choose the right one.



acclaim (uh-KLAYM), verb or noun

To praise loudly (verb) or loud and public praise (noun)

The critical acclaim for her work made her hopeful for an award nomination.

Even other scientists acclaimed his work as the breakthrough that would change the way doctors treated illnesses.

accolade (AA-koh-layd), noun

Any word, token, or prize given in appreciation, usually formal

As nice as the official accolade from the school was, his father's look of pride meant more.

acerbic (AA-ser-bik), adjective

Blunt, bitter, and sarcastic, usually regarding a personal attitude or way of speaking

She knew underneath her grandfather's acerbic persona beat the heart of a teddy bear.

acquiesce (ak-wee-ESS), verb

To accept reluctantly but without complaint; to give in

He decided to acquiesce to his girlfriend's request that he wear a suit rather than face her hurt silence.

acrid (AK-rid), adjective

Sharp, bitter, unpleasant; generally describing a taste or smell

The acrid smell throughout the science wing was a telltale sign something had burned in the lab.

acrimony (AK-rhi-mo-nee), noun

Bitterness, anger, bad feelings, usually mutually held

The bride's parents agreed to set aside their feelings of acrimony in order to keep the wedding day peaceful.

acumen (AA-kyoo-men), noun

The ability to make wise decisions in a particular area or profession

He was well-respected, even early in his career, for his obvious business acumen.

adage (AD-ij), noun

A short saying or old phrase that states an accepted truth

Many adages currently in use were originally penned by Benjamin Franklin.

adamant (AD-uh-ment), adjective

Insistent; refusing to change one's mind; determined

Even though the actress was sick, she was adamant about going on with the performance.

admonition (ad-MON-ish-shun), noun

An official warning; a scolding, usually followed by the threat of greater punishment for another offense

The vice principal let the vandal go with detention and an admonition not to do it again or she would be expelled.

adulation (ad-dyoo-LAY-shun), noun

Excessive flattery; deep love and affection

Some public figures become so accustomed to the adulation of their fans that retirement is difficult.

adulterate (uh-DUL-ter-ayt), verb

To lower the quality of something by adding another substance

Her father could never understand why she chose to adulterate her coffee by adding cream and sugar.

adumbrate (AAD-um-brayt), verb

To explain very briefly; to outline the high points

The outline was supposed to adumbrate the research paper.


What I Meant to Say Was…

It's a common mistake to mean one word but write or read a completely different one, even if their meanings are not similar. Adversary (AAD-ver-sayr-ree) and adversity (AAD-vers-ih-tee) can easily trip you up. Adversary is someone working against you, and adversity is hardship.



adversary (AAD-ver-sayr-ree), noun

Opponent; someone on the other side of an argument or competition

History teaches us that even adversaries can come to respect one another's skills on the battlefield.

adversity (AAD-vers-ih-tee), noun

Trouble; misfortune; difficulty; a time of personal trials and challenges

She considered herself lucky to have had a relatively easy childhood instead of one filled with adversity and hardship.

advocate (AAD-vuh-kut), noun or (AAD-voh-kayt), verb

A person who publicly speaks for or on behalf of another (noun) or to speak for or on behalf of another; to argue or speak in favor of something (verb)

As a mother, she knew she must act as an advocate for all children, not just her own.

The panel was moved listening to the doctor advocate for patients' rights.


Which Word?

Many words can be used as either a noun or a verb. Advocate is one of them. The verb to advocate is pronounced (AAD-voh-kayt) and means to speak for and help another person. The noun advocate is pronounced (AAD-vuh-kut) and is the person doing the speaking for and helping of another person. Therefore, an advocate's job is to advocate for his clients. Be sure to pay attention to the context of the word so you don't get the verb confused with the noun!



aesthetic (ahs-THEH-tik), adjective

Regarding beauty and/or enjoyable appearance; pleasing to the senses

For aesthetic reasons, the girls enjoyed having the football team warm up outside their dorm.

affable (AAF-uh-bul), adjective

Friendly; likeable; easy to get along with

His affable nature meant he made friends all over campus even though he was only a freshman.

affirmation (AA-fur-may-shun), noun

A statement or declaration of support or acceptance; a statement of agreement

The student body president's affirmation of the school's new: homework policy was necessary for it to pass through the student government.

aggravate (AAG-gruh-vayt), verb

To make something worse; to exacerbate a situation; to annoy or frustrate

Picking at a scab will only aggravate it, not make it heal faster.

aggregate (AAG-gruh-gut), noun

A whole or total, usually made up of unexpected or disparate parts

Individually, the team members were a motley crew of different personalities and temperaments, but taken in aggregate, they were talented and effective.

agile (AA-jyl), adjective

Being able to move quickly and easily; light on one's feet; having quick reflexes

She learned quickly that being agile was her most important asset when babysitting the rambunctious child.

agog(AH-gog), adjective

Eager, excited, in anticipation of

The young woman was agog at the thought of seeing New York City for the first time.

alchemy (AL-khem-ee), noun

The ancient, scientific study of trying to turn one substance into another, specifically metal into gold

The practice of alchemy seems foolish today but it was once considered a legitimate science.

alcove (AL-kohv), noun

A small cut-out or deeper area, usually in a room

The small studio seemed larger than it was due to the alcove for the bed and the large windows that let in light.

alleviate (uh-LEE-vee-ayt), verb

To reduce, lessen, or make less severe

He took yoga classes in order to alleviate stress and improve his overall physical as well as mental health.

aloof (uh-LOOF), adjective

Emotionally cold, distant, or withdrawn

Most people thought he was stuck-up and aloof when really he was just very shy.

altruistic (al-TROO-is-tik), adjective

Selfless; concerned for the greater good

The family refused to take their altruistic donations off their taxes because they felt it would demean the gift.

ambidextrous (am-BEE-deks-truss), adjective

Able to use either the right or the left hand equally well

Although I can write my name with my left hand, I am in no way ambidextrous.

ambiguous (am-BIG-yoo-us), adjective

Having more than one possible meaning or interpretation; unclear and undecided

The rules on how to handle an abusive client were ambiguous so the staff members often had to use their own judgment and hope for the best.

ambivalence (am-BIV-uh-lenss), noun

The state of having strong yet conflicting feelings about the same situation or person

Breaking up with him should have been easy but she couldn't get past her own ambivalence about doing so.

amenable (uh-MEEN-ah-bul), adjective

Responsive to suggestion; able to be swayed to do something

The class hoped the teacher would be amenable to giving them another day to work on their research papers.

amicable (AM-ik-ah-bul), adjective

Friendly, nice; without serious disagreement

The landlord hoped to fill the apartments with people who were amicable, relatively quiet, and tidy.

amorphous (UH-mor-fus), adjective

Without clear shape or form; undefined

Everyone involved was thrilled to see a thriving business grow from what started as an amorphous idea.

anachronistic (uh-NAK-kron-is-tik), adjective

Based on another, earlier period in history; out of place in the present time

The idea of being a gentleman may seem anachronistic but many women still appreciate the effort.

analogous (uh-NAL-uh-gus), adjective

Similar to; easily comparable; alike in core ways

Although their backgrounds were analogous, they discovered they didn't agree on many issues.

anarchist (AN-ar-kist), noun

One who believes in, wants, and may work toward a society without government where the individuals are free from societal laws

Many teens consider themselves anarchists but it is usually because they don't understand the ramifications of a lawless society.

anecdote (AN-ek-doht), noun

A short, sometimes amusing retelling of an event

Some of my favorite memories involve sitting listening to my grandfather tell anecdotes about my father's childhood.


What I Meant to Say Was…

Words that look or sound almost identical can cause confusion, especially if they are unfamiliar. Anecdote (AN-ek-doht) and antidote (AN-tee-doht) are two commonly confused words. An anecdote is a humorous story, and an antidote is a medicinal cure. Just remember to read carefully!



anomaly (ah-NOM-ah-lee), noun

Something unusual or out of the norm; unexpected based on previous actions or occurrences

Her poor grade on the test was an anomaly considering she was usually the professors best student.

anonymous (uh-NON-uh-mus), adjective

Unnamed; by an unknown person

Many authors use pseudonyms because they want to remain anonymous.

antagonist (an-TAG-ohn-ist), noun

One who is openly adversarial or hostile; an enemy

The substitute teacher was easily able to identify both the antagonists and the studious kids in the class.

antediluvian (an-tee-deh-LOO-vee-ahn), adjective

Old-fashioned to the point of being humorous; traditionally, during the time before the biblical flood

The senior partner decided it was time to retire when he realized the younger partners considered his ideas antediluvian.

antidote (AN-tee-doht), noun

Cure for poison; anything that makes a person feel better

Her friends took her out dancing in the hopes a night out would be an antidote for the funk she had been in all month.

antiquated (AN-tee-kway-ted), adjective

Old-fashioned, often to the point of being obsolete

The plumbing in the old building was antiquated and needed to be replaced before the couple could move in.

antithesis (an-TIH-theh-sus), noun

Something that is in direct opposition to something else

The run-down motel was the antithesis of the luxury hotel they had hoped for on their honeymoon.

apathy (AA-puth-ee), noun

A notable lack of interest, emotional connection, or passion; indifference

Many people believe it is voter apathy that causes election turnout to be so low:.

aplomb (uh-PLUM), noun

Self-assurance and grace, especially when under pressure; the ability to handle oneself well in stressful situations

Her friends were impressed with her aplomb when her ex-boyfriend brought a new girl to the party.

apogee (AA-poh-gee), noun

The point in the moon's or a satellite's orbit at which it is furthest from the earth; the climax or culmination of a project or event

He knew presenting his dissertation would be the apogee in his quest to receive a Ph.D.

apostate (ah-PAH-stayt), noun

A person who rejects a religious or political belief

In countries without religious freedom, apostates are usually outcasts.

apotheosis (uh-PAH-thee-oh-sis), noun

The raising of someone to divine status

Even many non-Catholics believe that the apotheosis of Mother Teresa from nun to saint is appropriate.

apparition (aa-puh-RIH-shun), noun

A phantom or ghostlike image

The girls thought they were being visited by an apparition but it was just their brother making shadows on the wall.

appease (uh-PEEZ), verb

To placate, calm, or satisfy a person by meeting his or her demands

He always wore his seatbelt when driving in order to appease his mother.

apposite (AA-puh-zit), adjective

Appropriate for the situation; completely suitable

The woman was relieved she had worn a dress instead of pants as it was apposite for the garden lunch she decided to attend.

apprehension (app-ree-HEN-shun), noun

Fear, concern, or anxiety that something bad will occur; nerves or jitters

New mothers often have a difficult time letting go of their apprehension over having a new baby.

apprise (uh-PRYZ), verb

To inform, tell, or fill in; to bring up to date

When his parents got to the hospital, they could not find a doctor who could apprise them of their son's situation.

approbation (aa-pro-BAY-shun), noun

Great praise; rave reviews; high compliments and honors, generally formal or public

Everyone expected great things from the young writer after she had received such approbation for her first book.

arable (AYR-uh-bul), adjective

Suitable or ready for planning and growing plants or crops

As a city girl, she had no idea if the farmland was arable or not.

arbitrary (AHR-buh-trayr-ree), adjective

Left to personal interpretation; vague and undefined; without strict guidelines

Due to the arbitrary nature of the coach's instructions, none of the players understood what was expected of them.

arboreal (uh-BOR-ee-uhl), adjective

Living in trees; describing animals living in trees; regarding or having to do with trees

The rainforest is a good place to see gibbons, sloths, and other arboreal creatures.

archaic (ar-KAY-ik), adjective

Very old-fashioned; from an earlier point in history and no longer in use

Before judging the past, we must remember that in 1,000 years what we now consider normal will be considered archaic and out of date.

ardor (AR-dor), noun

Emotional heat or passion; passionate, often overwhelming love

I admit I was amazed by the ardor in my grandfathers old letters to my grandmother.

argot (AR-go), noun

The language or slang used by a specific group

Her most difficult adjustment in college was no longer using the argot of the streets where she had grown up.

arid (AYR-id), adjective

Very dry; desert-like, often used to describe climate

It is important to stay hydrated when visiting arid climates, or you risk a number of unpleasant physical problems.

arrant (AYR-unt), adjective

Complete and total; unarguable; plainly obvious

She couldn't understand why her son missed the arrant logic in finishing his report early instead of putting it off until the last minute.

arrogance (AYR-uh-ganz), noun

A sense of being better than others; exaggerated pride

Underdogs are often inspired to play better by the arrogance of higher ranked teams.

articulate (ar-TIH-kyu-lut), adjective

Able to speak clearly and express one's thoughts well; well spoken

He resented people's surprise that he was articulate when they learned he had grown up in the inner city.

artifact (AR-tih-fakt), noun

Something made by humans that has historical or archeological importance

The museum hosted a display of priceless artifacts from the early third century.

artisan (AR-tih-zen), noun

Someone skilled in making crafts by hand

Although I had heard his mother was talented, I didn't realize she was such an artisan until I saw her woven baskets.

ascendancy (AH-sen-den-see), noun
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palate (PAHL-eht), noun


The roof of the mouth; or appreciation for; taste or liking


She burned her palate as well as her tongue gulping the hot coffee too quickly.


He developed a refined palate after months of eating in the finest restaurants in Paris.


palatial (puh-LAY-shul), adjective


Easily compared to a palace; large and impressive


The realtor knew that the palatial estate would sell quickly.


palliate (PAHL-ee-ayt), verb


To make a crime or wrongdoing less severe, serious, or harsh; or to moderate or alleviate, generally fears, concerns, or suspicions; or to remove the symptoms of a disease or an illness without providing a cure


The attorney argued that the defendant's history of abuse and neglect should serve to palliate the crime.


The babysitter tried to palliate the young couple's concerns about going out without the baby for the first time.


Cold medicines effectively palliate most characteristics of the cold so a person can continue to function even while sick.


palpable (PAL-puh-bul), adjective


Able to be felt, touched, or seen by humans; tangible; or so intense, it can practically be felt, touched, or seen; or obvious, plain, clearly seen


When the baby first kicked, the young parents were thrilled to have palpable evidence of its health and well-being


The love between her grandparents was palpable to anyone who spent more than five minutes in their presence.


Although the scratches were palpable, he couldn't get his head around the fact that someone had vandalized his brand-new car.


panacea (pan-ah-SEE-ah), noun


A cure or remedy for every ailment or discomfort


In his grandmother's opinion, a strong cup of tea was the panacea, regardless of the problem.


panegyric (pan-ih-JIHR-ik) or (pan-ih-JIY-rik), noun or adjective


A formal statement of praise, usually made in the form of a public speech or a published work (noun) or praising; highly complimentary (adjective)


The actor took out a full page ad as a panegyric about how he had enjoyed working with his costar on their latest movie.


The panegyric nature of the dean's introduction of her son made the woman swell with pride and happiness.


panoply (PAN-ah-plee), noun


A large, sometimes complete, impressive display or collection; or complete ceremonial attire; or a protective covering


The opening ceremony of the Olympics creates the magnificent panoply of colors and sounds as the nations of the world gather to celebrate and compete.


The prince rarely appeared in full panoply, preferring instead to wear a plain black, pinstripe suit to most functions.


The spiky panoply of a cactus makes an inconvenient source of food or water for desert animals.


pariah (puh-RIY-ah), noun


A social outcast; one who is completely rejected from a community or a society at large


Many whistleblowers discover they have suddenly become pariahs in the same cities and towns where they were once well-respected members of the community.


paroxysm (PAHR-oks-izm), noun


A sudden and unexpected display of emotion; or an unexpected convulsion, generally related to a disease or illness


His story was so funny that his friends were all in the grip of paroxysms of laughter by the end of it.


The paroxysm was brought on when the doctors could not lower the child's fever.


partisan (PAHR-tih-zen), noun or adjective


An avid and devout follower of a group, cause, or political party (noun) or devoted to a particular cause to the point of being biased against anything else (adjective)


The partisans following the general were willing to risk their lives to bring him to power.


His partisan devotion to human rights and heartfelt speeches made him a leader many oppressed people could believe in and follow.


pathos (PAY-thohs) or (PAY-thuhs), noun


A certain quality or experience that invokes or creates feelings of pity and sympathy, often used to describe a reaction to artwork; or the pity and sympathy created by such art


No one in the audience was immune to the pathos of the ballet's death scene as the beautiful swan danced her last dance and died.


His pathos at the sight of the painting soon turned to amusement when he discovered it hadn't been drawn by one of the masters but by a seven-year-old girl.


peccadillo (pek-uh-DIL-oh), noun


A small, virtually insignificant error; a petty misdeed or sin


An action that for a common man would be considered a peccadillo can become a scandal when performed by a world leader.


pedagogy (ped-ih-GAH-gee) or (ped-ih-GOH-gee), noun


The method and principles of teaching, especially subjects requiring intellectual thought as opposed to straight facts or rote learning; or the teaching profession, especially at postsecondary levels


She grasped philosophy so quickly that her professors were shocked that these were her first experiences with philosophical pedagogy.


Although he had never expected to go into pedagogy, teaching at the seminary was a logical progression in his career.


pedantic (ped-DAN-tik), adjective


Characterized by a narrow, somewhat petty, attention to facts and book learning; focused only on the trivial facts of a certain topic; marked by a tiresome need to prove book smarts about a topic


The lecturer's pedantic style bored those in the field and simply confused those who weren't in the field.


pellucid (peh-LOO-sid), adjective


Clear, see-through, admitting light; able to look through; or easy to understand; clearly stated; plain and obvious


The pellucid waters surrounding the island revealed a host of sea life not common in lakes or rivers.


The author's pellucid style won her critical praise but the public found her work to be sparse and cold.


penchant (PEN-chuhnt), noun


A strong liking; an intense but healthy interest in a subject matter; a tendency to participate in a specific event with gusto and enjoyment


In spite of his academic, slightly nerdy appearance, he had a strong penchant for sports, following his favorite teams closely every season.


penurious (PEH-nyoo-ree-us) or (PEH-noo-ree-us), adjective


Very poor, bordering on destitute; unable to pay for common necessities; or unwilling to spend money for indulgences; stingy; or barren or unfertile; not productive; can be used literally to describe land or figuratively to describe a mindset


In spite of America's overall wealth, there are still many penurious communities where whole neighborhoods and towns struggle simply to survive.


Her penurious ways had made her very wealthy but she had little to show for it besides a large bank account.


His penurious thought process was not up to the challenge of coming up with creative ways to solve the company's financial woes.


penury (PEN-yeh-ree), noun


Destitution; extreme poverty; financial want; or barrenness; having no resources or ability; infertile


Few tourists to resort islands ever see the penury in which most locals live their day-to-day lives.


In spite of the farmer's best efforts, the penury of the fields would simply not produce the crops he had hoped for.


peregrination (pehr-uh-gruh-NAY-shun), noun


A trip taken by foot; a traveling or wandering, usually by foot


Instead of a whirlwind tour of Europe, the friends decided on a slower but more in-depth peregrination of the French countryside.


peremptory (peh-REMP-toh-ree), adjective


Refusing to allow debate, conversation, or refusal; requiring immediate attention and action without question; or urgent; characterized by being a command, not a request; or offensively arrogant and self-assured; bossy; self-important


Even more than his rank, the drill sergeant's peremptory tone and attitude made the new recruits fall in line.


Their boss was so laid-back that on the rare occasions she used a peremptory tone, no one even considered arguing with her.


His peremptory attitude had put off so many people that none of his coworkers felt sorry for him when he was publicly chastised for losing the account.


perennial (per-EHN-ee-uhl), adjective or noun


Lasting for a long period of time, perhaps even indefinitely; rejuvenating or reoccurring (adjective) or a plant that grows three or more seasons; or anything that reoccurs year after year (noun)


Eating properly and exercising are two known keys to perennial health and longevity.


She didn't have much time to garden so she planted perennials, knowing they would bloom year after year.


The Thanksgiving Day Parade is a trusted perennial and, for many families, signifies the start of the holiday season.


perfidy (PUR-fih-dee), noun


Treason or treachery; a deliberate and intentional breach of trust; an act of betrayal


As Benedict Arnold learned, one act of perfidy is enough to erase years of loyalty and devotion to a cause.


perfunctory (per-FUNK-tuh-ree), adjective


Managed or handled without care or particular thought; done because it has to be done, not because it is cared about; phoned in; done with indifference


The bored clerk gave a perfunctory glance at the paperwork before automatically forwarding it on to the next department.


peripatetic (pehr-ih-peh-TET-ik), adjective


Moving about; changing locations frequently; staying in place for short periods of time; traveling, traditionally by foot but common usage is more generalized


Growing up in a military family, his childhood was peripatetic so he was often the new: kid on the block.


peripheral (peh-RIF-er-uhl), adjective


On the edge; regarding the outer limits or boundaries; or being a secondary or less important concern; of less importance; not the main focus


The peripheral suburbs of the city were popular because rents were much lower but downtown was still easily accessible.


Many parents encourage their children to focus on grades and attendance instead of worrying about peripheral concerns while they are still in school.


permeate (PER-mee-ayt), verb


To fill a space; to spread throughout; to flow or pass through


The excitement leading up to graduation had permeated the whole school, so that even the teachers seemed happier and more enthusiastic.


pernicious (pur-NIH-shus), adjective


Harmful in a slow, subtle way; dangerous and sly at the same time; causing damage in a slow, constant way; or deadly; highly destructive


The pernicious rumors about her, though false, managed to undermine her chances for promotion.


The doctors prescribed an aggressive course of treatment to counteract the pernicious disease.


perpetuate (per-PEHT-yoo-ayt), verb


To prolong or cause to continue; to keep something going, usually an attitude or belief


Glamour and fashion magazines risk perpetuating an ideal of feminine beauty that very few: real women can ever hope to achieve.


persiflage (PUR-suh-flahgz), noun


Pleasant, joking chatter; gentle and good-natured teasing; lighthearted mockery; or a lighthearted, easy way of discussing even serious matters


The man was so well-respected that the jokes and stories told at his retirement ceremony never crossed beyond persiflage.


The same persiflage that made the reporter so good with human interest stories prevented him from ever making anchor and tackling hard-hitting news stories.


perturbation (pur-tur-BAY-shun), noun


Anxiety; the state of being worried or disturbed; uneasiness


The young dancer often wondered if the perturbation caused by auditions was worth the chance to land a Broadway role.


peruse (peh-ROOZ), verb


To read, examine, or study with great care and attention to detail; to study thoroughly


She knew she couldn't just skim the text but would need to peruse it if she was going to pass the test.


pervade (per-VAYD), verb


To exist throughout; to spread completely


A sense of panic began to pervade the freshman dorms as the students got closer and closer to their first set of finals.


pessimism (PES-ih-mih-zim), noun


A gloomy mindset; the habit of seeing only the negative aspects of things; an attitude that the worst will always come of every situation


Although her friends tried to be understanding, her constant pessimism made her difficult and depressing to be around for very long.


petrified (PEHT-trih-fiyd), adjective


Frightened or scared to the point of being unable to move, function, or think; or to turn an organic matter, such as wood, into a stonelike substance, generally caused by great lengths of time and pressure


Ever since she had been a child, the very thought of, let alone the presence of, spiders had petrified her.


The stone in her mothers necklace was actually petrified wood, polished to a high shine.


petulant


Petty, childish, and sullen; demandingly pouty


The spoiled little boy grew up to be a petulant man who couldn't take no for an answer and always expected to get his way.


phenomena (fih-NOM-ih-nah), noun


Unusual, extraordinary events or happenings; significant and remarkable occurrences; the plural of phenomenon; or any happenings, occurrences, or events that can be recognized by any of the five senses


The strange lights and colors that appeared over the town during the week were phenomena that no scientist could every truly explain.


After his ear surgery, he was struck by the phenomena of sounds as he heard them for the first time in his life.



Goose, Geese, Mooseâ�¦ Meese?


Some plurals aren't as simple as adding an s or es to the end of a word. A phenomenon (fih-NOM-ih-non) is one extraordinary event. But two or more extraordinary events are phenomena (fih-NOM-ih-nah). Therefore, a single UFO is a phenomenon. Three sightings of UFOs are phenomena. The first means there is only one, while the second indicates more than one.




philanthropist (fih-LAN-throh-pist), noun


A person who donates money, time, and resources to improve the overall welfare of humanity


He became a philanthropist after making his first million as a way to give back to the world that had given him so much.


phlegmatic (fleg-MA-tik), adjective


Having an even, level temperament; unemotional; calm and difficult to fluster


Her phlegmatic nature made her an excellent police officer because she kept her head no matter what the crisis.


physiognomy (fiz-ee-OG-noh-mee), noun


The facial features, generally used when using the facial features to tell a person's character or ethnic background; or the skill of reading or judging a person by his or her facial features; or the overall features, character, and look of any particular subject, living or nonliving


Subtle differences exist in the physiognomy of the various races and ethnicities found throughout the world.


Skilled in physiognomy after years of listening to students' excuses and rationales, most teachers can tell when someone is lying.


The physiognomy of the American Southwest is usually exactly what tourists hope it will be: warm, wide open, and full of friendly, welcoming people.


piety (PIY-eh-tee), noun


The state of being religious, faithful, and devout


The priest's piety was balanced by his sense of humor and willingness to listen.


pious (PIY-us), adjective


Having extreme religious devotion and faith; marked by a strict moral code, usually based on religious belief; or marked by false faith or hypocritical devotion; falsely devout; or commendable, admirable, and honorable; praiseworthy


The woman's pious nature led her to consider becoming a nun.


His pious anger toward the hate crime managed to insult the people who truly followed the faith.


The man's pious efforts to quit drinking finally paid off when he celebrated his one-year anniversary of not drinking alcohol.


pique (PEEK), verb or noun


To make someone feel irritated or put out; to wound someone's pride; or to create, stir up, or arouse; or to pride oneself on (verb) or a feeling of irritation or being put out, caused by a perceived slight or insult (noun)


She unintentionally piqued her neighbors when she didn't invite them to her annual Halloween party.


The staff's interest was piqued by the arrival of a dozen red roses for the young woman who worked in the mailroom.


He piqued himself on his ability to get along with anyone and fit into any crowd.


Her pique at not being elected homecoming queen quickly dissolved when the young man she was interested in asked her to dance.


pitfall (PIT-fal), noun


An unrecognized or hidden source of trouble, difficulty, or danger; or a covered hole in the ground acting as a trap


It was his job to be on the lookout for any pitfall that could delay the completion of the project.


The tiger ran straight into the pitfall the hunters had dug when they realized it was on the hunt in the area.


pith (PIHTH), noun


The white, spongy lining inside the rind of many citrus fruits; or the soft center of the stem of a plant; or the heart of the matter; the essence or core of a thought, concept, or idea; the important part


Although the flesh of an orange is sweet, many people find the pith to be a bitter distraction.


The cat had chewed the plants down to their pith before anyone noticed it was happening.


The pith of the speech was hidden among flowery language and fawning compliments.


platitude (PLA-tih-tood), noun


A statement that has been used so often it has lost any meaning or significance; a clichÃ©; an unoriginal, obvious remark or observation, often made as if it were original or meaningful


The grieving widow had to fight to keep her patience when insensitive people offered her platitudes instead of sincerity.


plenary (PLEH-neh-ree), adjective or noun


Entire and complete; full; without reservation; or attended by all members and qualified participants (adjective) or a meeting attended by all members, who would otherwise meet in smaller committees on a more regular basis (noun)


The United States government is a three-branch system with checks and balances built in so not even the president has plenary powers.


It was difficult to find a time to hold the plenary meeting because so many people's schedules had to be considered.


She enjoyed attending the plenary because it gave her a chance to see other people involved in the organization who were not on her committee.


plethora (PLETH-uh-rah), noun


Excess; overabundance; an embarrassing amount


The house manager rolled his eyes at the plethora of demands made by the diva performing later in the week.


plumb (PLUM), verb, noun, adjective, or adverb


To figure out the depth or vertical alignment using a specific piece of metal; or to make straight; or to explore or experience completely; or to be employed or perform the work of a plumber (verb) or a metal weight at the end of a line used to measure water depth or vertical alignment (noun) or perfectly upright; vertical; straight up and down; or complete, absolute, and unquestionable; used only in very informal conversation (adjective) or perfectly; directly; squarely; used only in very informal conversation; or completely; absolutely; entirely; used only in very informal conversation (adverb)


The sailors had to plumb the waters to make sure the ship would not run aground in the shallows.


It was a struggle for the architect to get the weight-bearing wall plumb given the size and shape of the room.


Looking back on her past, she realized she had plumbed the depths and the heights of emotion and had lived a full life.


Since it was midnight and he didn't want to pay an extra fee, he tried to plumb the leaking pipe himself.


The plumb was lost when the line snagged on an underwater rock and snapped.


Even though they were, the walls of the haunted house didn't appear plumb due to the angles and intentionally misleading paint job.


Instead of impressing his date, his antics just made him appear a plumb idiot.


She squealed when his arrow flew: plumb in the center of the bull's-eye.


He knew he was so tired after the all-nighter that his granny would have said he was plumb worn out.â��


polyglot (PAH-lee-glot), adjective or noun


Made up of or containing more than one language; or being able to communicate fluently in many different languages (adjective) or a person who can communicate and is comfortable with several different languages (noun)


The polyglot text was helpful to students studying several languages.


The polyglot travelers always managed to communicate with someone, regardless of what country they were visiting.


The embassy was hiring extra polyglots as additional staff during the particularly heavy tourist season.


ponderous (PON-duhr-us), adjective


Clumsy and slow, often due to great weight; laborious; or unnecessarily solemn and serious; boring; emotionally tiring and weighty


The rancher's usually graceful horse was slowed under the ponderous burden of two extra riders.


By the end of the ponderous speech, even the most attentive listeners were beginning to doze and lose interest.


portent (POR-tent), noun


A sign or omen; an indication that something unusual or important, although often evil or bad luck, is about to occur


The mother of the bride refused to believe that rain on the wedding day was a portent of what was to come in the marriage.


pragmatic (prag-MA-tik), adjective


Handling things in a straightforward, logical manner; concerned only with facts; practical


He learned being pragmatic rather than becoming emotionally involved was the best way to handle business dealings.


prattle (PRAT-tuhl), verb or noun


To chatter mindlessly; pointless, superficial talk (verb) or small talk; light, unimportant conversation (noun)


The examiner let the students prattle on before the test because it seemed to calm their nerves.


Her daughter's prattle was a pleasing background for her while she cleaned up after dinner.


precarious (pree-CAYR-ee-uhs), adjective


Dangerously unstable; likely to fall, slip or collapse; hazardous; or dependent on unknown qualities; uncertain; shaky or questionable; or based on questionable, unproven theories or concepts


The walk down the steep slope was made more precarious by the rain that had loosened the rocks and soil.


The cyclist's lead in the race was precarious with 100 more miles to ride and his closest competitor only two minutes behind him.


Her boss was hesitant to follow her advice due to the precarious nature of the polls that had been conducted.


precedent (PRES-ih-dent), noun


A previous event that can be used as a guide for handling a current, similar event; earlier actions that can be used to justify taking similar actions in a similar situation


The office manager was concerned about the precedent she might be setting if she continued to let her assistant come into work late and leave on time.


precipitate (pree-SIP-ih-tayt), verb or (pree-SIP-ih-tiht), adjective


To fall or be thrown from a great height; or to happen quickly, usually unexpectedly and often without thought or planning; or to pour from clouds, to rain, snow, sleet, or hail (verb) or characterized by speeding ahead without caution; rushing headlong without thought or concern; or marked by acting with unnecessary and unwise haste; reckless; or unexpected, sudden, and without plan (adjective)


When the landslide hit, several houses on the coast were precipitated down the cliff and into the ocean.


The police feared a â��not guiltyâ�� verdict in the latest hate crime case would precipitate a riot among the protesters.


The rain in February annoyed her because if it was going to precipitate in winter, she wanted it to snow.


The teens' precipitate race down the mountain could have ended very badly if another car had come along in the opposite direction.


The young couple realized their decision to move in together after only knowing each other a month had been precipitate.


The precipitate arrival of the king sent the household into a mad dash to prepare food and lodging for him and his retainers.


preclude (PREE-klood), verb


To take an action that makes something impossible; to actively prevent; or to be impossible due to a pre-existing condition


The club refused to preclude any child from joining because of inability to pay the fees.


Her susceptibility to migraines precluded her from drinking red wine.


precocious (PREE-coh-shus), adjective


Showing an early maturity; marked by earlier than usual mental development


The precocious little boy found it easier to relate to adults than to children his own age.



Similar but Not the Same


Many words have virtually identical definitions. However, they cannot always be used in exactly the same way. Precursor (PREE-cur-ser) and predecessor (PREHD-ih-ses-ohr) are two of these words. The word precursor describes the forerunner or early model of a thing currently in use. It implies that the current model is better, more modern, or more effective than the original. Predecessor, however, is any person or thing that was previously used in the same capacity. It does not imply any evolution or growth.




precursor (PREE-cur-ser), noun


An event or concept that indicates what is to follow; or one that comes before; a forerunner


His mother secretly hoped that his earring and long black coat were not precursors to a rebellious, goth stage.


The precursors to today's sleek cell phones were large and unwieldy and had very little range.


predator (PREHD-ah-tehr), noun


A creature that hunts and feeds on other beings for its own survival; or one who destroys, hunts, hurts, or injures another, especially for selfish purposes


The big cats are some of the best known and fiercest predators on the planet.


As a businessman, he was a predator, but as a father, husband, and friend, he was gentle, loyal, and trustworthy.


predecessor (PREHD-ih-ses-ohr), noun


One who comes before another; the person who held the office or position before the person now in the role; or anything that has come before the current item


She hadn't been on the job long when she realized that her predecessor had left behind many unfinished projects that needed to be addressed quickly.


The new arena is more comfortable but it doesn't have the character of its predecessor.


predilection (preh-dih-LEHK-shun) or (pree-dih-LEHK-shun), noun


A preference; an established liking or fondness for something


Her small frame made it hard to believe she had a predilection for ice cream sundaes with extra hot fudge.


preen (PREEN), verb


To primp; to take extra care with grooming and appearance; or to clean fur or feathers, referring to an animal's bathing; or to boast, brag or be otherwise self-congratulatory


The women's bathroom was full of girls taking a break from the dance floor to preen and generally freshen up.


The cat sat in the warm sunlight preening its thick, golden fur.


Everyone forgave his preening because they were as excited as he was about his recent promotion.


presage (PREHS-ihj), noun or (PREES-ayj), verb


A warning or foretelling that something bad is going to occur; an omen (noun) or to warn or predict something bad is going to occur (verb)


Medieval knights considered storm clouds on the night before a battle to be a presage of failure and possibly death.


She was concerned that her father's ailing health as he got older presaged an unpleasant future.


pretentious (PREE-ten-shus), adjective


Showy in a way that tries to impress; characterized by attempting to appear grander, more important, or worthy of more esteem than is actually merited


The elaborately remodeled house looked pretentious instead of elegant surrounded by the more modest homes in the neighborhood.


preternatural (pree-tuhr-NATCH-uhr-uhl) or (pree-tuhr-NATCH-ruhl), adjective


Extreme or extraordinary; far above and beyond what is normal


The characters' preternatural happiness and friendliness appealed to young children and reminded adults of an earlier, simpler time.


prevalent (PREH-veh-lent), adjective


Widespread and accepted; commonly occurring, especially at a specific time and place


The prevalent attitude throughout Hollywood was that the movie released by the young, new director was going to break box office records and send him straight to the top.


prevaricate (prih-VAYR-ih-kayt), verb


To beat around the bush; to act or speak in a manner that avoids the truth


The congressman was able to prevaricate so well that the journalists didn't realize he hadn't answered their questions until after the press conference was over.


probity (PROH-bih-tee), noun


Absolute integrity; the state of having strong principles and living by them; honor and honesty


History has painted many past leaders as men of probity, forgetting that they were also human with human flaws and failings.


proclivity (proh-KILHV-ih-tee), noun


A tendency to behave or act in a certain way


She had a proclivity toward humor that made her invaluable at the office when tensions started to run high.


procrastination (proh-cras-tih-NAY-shun), noun


The habit of putting something off until the very last minute; the act of putting off or delaying until later


She was grateful the professor gave her an incomplete in the class rather than failing her due to her procrastination in completing the final project.


prodigal (PRAH-dih-guhl), adjective or noun


Extravagant in spending habits; financially irresponsible and wasteful; or giving an impressive, generous amount; withholding nothing (adjective) or a person who spends large amounts of money frivolously and irresponsibly (noun)


The young graduate built up nearly insurmountable credit card debt with his prodigal spending habits before he realized what a mistake he was making.


Even her critics showered the mayor with prodigal praise after her handling of the threatened union strike.


Even after she had moved out on her own, the young woman continued to be such a prodigal that her father often slipped her extra cash.


prodigious (preh-DIHJ-uhs), adjective


Enormous; much larger in scope than usual; or impressive; awe-inspiring; extraordinary


He had a prodigious thirst for knowledge, so reading in the library was his favorite way to spend his spare time.


His prodigious talent brought audiences to their feet at the end of every performance.


profane (proh-FAYN), adjective or verb


Marked by cursing, inappropriate, and offensive words; or nonreligious; secular; or characterized by being insulting to religions or faith (adjective) or to treat religion or faith in an insulting and disrespectful manner (verb)


His profane humor that made him so popular in school didn't win him many friends in the business world.


The gospel singer had many religious CDs but also had a wide selection of profane music as well.


Although she was an atheist, she tried very hard not to be profane about her friends' religions and beliefs.


The young rebel had no problem spray painting the bridge but drew the line when his friends wanted to profane the church.


profligacy (PRUHF-lih-guh-see), noun


Indulgence; the tendency to spend money unwisely, generally on luxury or unnecessary items, and without regard to budget concerns


The sisters enjoyed living a life of profligacy while growing up but their parents made it clear the girls would have to make their own way once they were adults.


profuse (proh-FYOOS), adjective


Given in large amounts; handed out freely, with little reservation


The paper was so profuse in its compliments of even mediocre achievements that praise from the editors didn't mean much.


proliferation (proh-LIHF-eh-ray-shun), noun


Rapid growth or increase in numbers, parts, or aspects


The proliferation of the earth's population has long been a concern of both scientists and environmentalists.


prolific (proh-LIHF-ik), adjective


Creating large numbers of works or results; or reproducing in large quantities


The prolific author could write up to three novels in a single year.


It was the gardener's hope that his plants would be prolific so the entire area would be green within just a few seasons.


prolix (PROH-liks) or (proh-LIKS), adjective


Excessively long or wordy, used when describing writings or a speech


The challenge of writing a study guide is to make it long enough to be useful but not prolix.


propensity (proh-PEN-sih-tee), noun


Having a natural tendency to behave in a certain way


He had a propensity toward messiness that he knew he would have to get over.


propitious (proh-PIH-shus), adjective


Presenting a strong chance of success; favorable; appearing to be lucky


The man found it propitious that on the day he had finally gotten up his nerve to ask the woman out, she was sitting in the break room by herself.


prosaic (proh-ZAY-ik), adjective


Plain, straightforward, and easy to understand; not flowery or poetic; or dull, boring, and unimaginative


The professor encouraged his students to be prosaic in their papers because he knew that having a clear writing style would serve them well in later life.


The actor's prosaic interpretation of one of the most emotionally moving monologues ever written made the casting agents cringe.


proscribe (proh-SRIYB), verb


To prohibit, ban, or forbid; or to declare illegal or immoral; to openly condemn


The director of the children's program decided to proscribe smoking anywhere on the grounds so the staff wouldn't give the kids a bad impression.


Many nations joined together to proscribe the crimes the rebels had committed during the civil war in their country.


prosperity (pruh-SPAR-ih-tee), noun


The state of being financially well-off; financially successful and comfortable


Many people leave their homelands and come to the United States hoping to find prosperity and a better life.


protuberant (proh-TOO-buh-rant) or (proh-TYOO-buh-rant) or (preh-TOO-buh-rant), adjective


Sticking out; bulging; swollen out


The carnival mirror gave his nose a large, protuberant look.


provident (PRAH-vih-dent), adjective


Making financial arrangements for the future; planning for and thinking about the future


Her grandfather was provident enough to set up a savings account on her first birthday to pay for her college education.


provincial (proh-VIN-shul), adjective


Unsophisticated; not terribly educated; unworldly; may imply narrow mindedness or a certain degree of naivety


After living in the city for a year, she came to realize how provincial some of her attitudes had always been.


provocative (preh-VAHK-ah-tihv), adjective


Marked by an ability to excite, intrigue, or cause a reaction, usually intentionally; or intended to arouse sexually


The provocative editorial calling for the resignation of the chief of police caused outrage among his supporters.


The provocative blouse really wasn't her style but her friends had assured her it was still appropriate.


proximity (prok-SIM-ih-tee), noun


Closeness or nearness, either in time or actual distance; next to


Even though the young man was usually quite composed, he always became clumsy and flustered whenever the young woman was in close proximity to him.


prudence (PROO-dens), noun


The act of showing care and being concerned for the future; discretion; the ability to act in a way to avoid embarrassment, discomfort, or awkward situations


She suspected she would go into politics one day so she acted with prudence even when her friends were throwing caution to the wind.


punctilious (punk-TIL-ee-uhs), adjective


Very aware of the rules of conduct or etiquette; knowledgeable of every small detail


His grandmother was punctilious and had insisted upon perfect table manners, even when he and his brother had been children.


pungent (PUHN-jent), adjective


Marked by a sharp, strong, or even bitter taste or smell; or penetrating; nearly viciously to the point; sharp


The neighbors were first alerted to the fire when the pungent smell of smoke drifted from one apartment into the next.


Although she could be gracious and warm, she also had a reputation for making pungent remarks if anyone took advantage of her kindness.


pusillanimous (pyoo-sih-LAN-ih-mus), adjective


Cowardly; lacking courage; fearful or spineless


The students' pusillanimous whining when told they would be handling live reptiles annoyed the teacher even though she expected it.


putrefy (PYOO-trih-fiy), verb


To rot and produce a foul odor; to decay and smell bad


The family froze the chicken bones left over from dinner so they wouldn't putrefy before the trash went out later in the week.


pyre (PIYR), noun


A pile of wood, twigs, and other flammable material, usually used to burn a corpse as part of a funeral ritual


Even the guys choked up during the scene in the movie in which the hero lit the pyre for the heroine's funeral.


quaff(KWAHF), verb


To drink deeply with great gusto and enjoyment, usually an alcoholic beverage


Oktoberfest is a traditional time to find friends laughing and quaffing ale while toasting each others health.


qualm (KWALM), noun


A feeling of uneasiness; a feeling of doubt, worry, or concern


The woman's adventurous spirit allowed her to take great risks without the slightest qualm.


quandary (KWAHN-duh-ree) or (KWAHN-dree), noun


A state of confusion or uncertainty about how to handle a difficult situation; a dilemma


He found himself in a quandary when offered a job with a new company and a promotion from his current employer.


quell (KWEL), verb


To put an end to, often by the use of or threat of force; to force to stop; or to silence or subdue; or to ease; to calm; to make quiet


The military was able to quell the rebels before the resistance could gain afoot-hold and become bloody.


One look from the headmaster was enough to quell any thoughts the students might have had about making excuses or trying to get out of being punished.


If a child has been traumatized in some way, it becomes harder to quell even their irrational fears.


query (KWIHR-ee), noun or verb


A question or inquiry, generally used in formal situations (noun) or to ask a question, especially when expressing a doubt or concern; to request a clarification (verb)


The press corps had to present their queries about the new policy in advance to the prime minister's staff.


The thesis review board queried the candidate on many of the more unconventional and challenging aspects of the theories presented in her paper.


quibble (KWIH-bul), noun or verb


A minor objection or criticism, especially over a trivial matter (noun) or to find fault through nitpicking (verb)


The few quibbles brought up by the pickiest judge were not enough to drop the skaters score in the competition.


The coupled quibbled over many things but they were really deeply in love and both knew it.


quiescent (kwee-EH-sehnt), adjective


Marked by inactivity; being in a period of rest, usually temporary


The lab would seem quiescent for months at a time then there would be a flurry of activity as a new breakthrough was discovered.


quotidian (kwoh-TIH-dee-ahn), adjective


Everyday, ordinary, or commonplace


After having been away from home for so long, she found pleasure in even the most quotidian activities of daily life.


raconteur (rak-uhn-TUHR), noun


An excellent storyteller; one who tells amusing and interesting stories


He was such a gifted raconteur he managed to make even the most ordinary events sound lively and interesting.


ramify (RAM-ih-fiy), verb


To have or cause complications; to cause further difficulties to develop


The steps the group first took to repair the problem only seemed to ramify the situation further.


rancor (rang-KOR), noun


Long-standing anger; bitterness, especially when held and nurtured over time


None of her friends understood why she still spoke with such rancor about an event that had happened when they were all still in school.


rapacious (ruh-PAY-shus), adjective


Greedy in an aggressive way; wanting more than one's fair share


In his will, the old man left everything to his servants and a few close friends because he was too aware of the rapacious nature of his family.


rarefy or rarify (RAER-eh-fiy), verb


To become thin; to make less dense; to weaken; or to have less oxygen than the norm, generally used to describe air at high altitudes


Women should be sure to take calcium as they age so that their bones do not rarefy and become brittle.


As the mountaineers climbed higher, the air began to rarefy, making it more difficult to breathe.



How Do You Spell That?


Most words have one spelling. However, every rule has exceptions. Rarefy is one of those exceptions. While the most common spelling is r-a-r-e-f-y, it is sometimes spelled r-a-r-i-f-y. They are both pronounced (RAER-eh-fiy.) Use the most common spelling should you choose to write the word. Just know that, if you see it spelled with an i, it is the same word and still spelled correctly.




raucous (RAW-kuhs), adjective


Loud and unruly; rowdy; disruptive and noisy


The neighbors were generally patient with the raucous parties thrown by the fraternity but sometimes called the police when things got too out of hand.


raze (RAYZ), verb


To flatten; to completely destroy; to tear down to the ground


The town council decided to raze the run-down city hall and build a modern one on the same site.


reactionary (ree-AK-shun-ayr-ee), adjective or noun


Marked by opposing liberal political and social views; characterized by being against reform (adjective) or a person who holds very conservative views and beliefs (noun)


Most news talk show hosts are either so liberal or so reactionary that the programs turn into nothing more than shouting matches.


She enjoyed her reputation as the only reactionary on a campus of bleeding heart liberals.


rebuff (ree-BUF), noun or verb


A deliberately cold and abrupt rejection or refusal (noun) or to reject in a particularly cold or unfeeling way; or to push back; to repel (verb)


Although he hadn't expected to be granted an interview, he didn't think the secretary should have given him such a harsh rebuff.


She tried to be subtle but eventually had to rebuff his advances.


The defense managed to rebuff the opposing team's final effort to make a score-tying goal.


rebuttal (rih-BUHT-tuhl), noun


A statement or speech given to contradict or answer a statement or speech that has come before it


The State of the Union Address is always immediately followed by a short rebuttal made by a ranking member of the minority party.


recant (ree-KANT), verb


To take back a statement; to vow one no longer believes a specific opinion or idea previously believed, generally made under pressure


In the 1600s and 1700s, many scientists whose discoveries challenged the Church were forced to recant their findings or else face death.


reciprocal (ree-sih-PROH-cul), adjective


Given in return; exchanged; felt or performed by each side


Although the generals were on opposing sides of the war, they had developed a reciprocal admiration for the other's skill.


reciprocity (res-ih-PRAH-sih-tee), noun


The practice of exchanging goods, services, or ideals with another for mutual benefit; an exchange in which both parties gain


The couple said the reason they had stayed together for so long was they had a marriage of reciprocity, love, and respect.


recondite (reh-KON-diyt) or (rih-KON-diyt), adjective


Difficult to understand; outside of common knowledge; or hidden; out of view; concealed


The New York Times crossword puzzle is recognized as one of the most challenging and recondite of any word puzzles.


She hoped her dissertation would address some recondite, undiscovered aspect of her field that would bring her acclaim.


recrudescent (ree-KROO-dih-sent), adjective


To start up again; to reoccur after a period of being dormant; to come out of remission


The brief truce hadn't made the recrudescent hostilities any less violent.


rectify (REK-tih-fiy), verb


To set straight or make right; to make amends by correcting the situation


He knew: he had hurt his sister badly enough that a simple apology was not going to rectify the matter.


redoubtable (rih-DOW-tuh-bul), adjective


Instilling fear or respect; causing awe; or worthy of respect and recognition


He used his redoubtable reputation in the military to gain a political appointment in civilian life.


Thomas Jefferson's redoubtable words declaring independence from Britain still have the power to move people the first time they read them.


redress (rih-DREHS), verb or noun


To remedy or make right; to make amends for or to (verb) or compensation; a remedy for a wrong done (noun)


The company promised to redress the customer's complaints.


The jury was able to give the man financial redress but it could never restore the emotional peace he had lost to the crime.


refractory (rih-FRAK-tih-ree), adjective


Openly and stubbornly resistant to authority or control; or resistant to heat or other stimulus; or difficult to treat, referring to a medical condition


In the 1960s and 1970s, any time large groups formed to listen to a passionate speaker, there was always the concern the situation would change from peaceful gathering to refractory mob.


Refractory glass is ideal for use in cooking because it will not break when exposed to high temperatures.


Her acne proved refractory enough she finally went to a dermatologist.


refulgent (rih-FUHL-jent) or (rih-FOOL-jent), adjective


Shining brightly; as if lit by the sun


The young mother had a refulgent glow that lasted throughout her pregnancy.


refute (ree-FYOOT), verb


To prove false or incorrect; to present opposing facts


The adventures he claimed to have always took place when he was alone so, as unbelievable as they seemed, no one could ever refute them.


regicide (REH-jih-siyd), noun


The intentional killing of a king; murder or assassination of a king


Historically, regicide was a risky if effective way for a pretender to the throne to take over the monarchy.


reiterate (ree-IH-tuhr-ayt), verb


To repeat something, usually for clarification or emphasis


The professor s policy was never to reiterate instructions.


relegate (rehl-uh-GAYT), verb


To refer to another; to pass off responsibility for; or to demote; to lower in rank or responsibility; or to banish or expel; to put in an obscure or out of the way place


One of the joys of being CEO was that she could relegate the minor tasks she hated.


The police officer was relegated to desk work until he completely healed from the fall he took on the ice.


The ugly sculpture from her aunt was relegated to the dusty top of a bookshelf.


remonstrate (ree-MON-strayt) or (reh-MUHN-strayt), verb


To forcefully protest; to argue against


Although she was the only person to remonstrate the action, several people in the meeting voted against it.


remorse (rih-MORS), noun


Deep regret or guilt for actions taken in the past


The jury gave the young man the lightest sentence possible because he showed such obvious and sincere remorse for his behavior.


renege (rih-NIHG) or (rih-NEHG), verb


To go back on a promise; to fail to keep a commitment


The director was left in a bind when his financial backers reneged on their contract to fund the shoot.


renounce (RIH-nowns) or (REE-nowns), verb


To formally give up on a claim, title, or position; or to refuse to support any further; to deny or refuse to obey any longer


The prince shocked the world when he renounced his claim to the throne in order to enter the priesthood.


The Civil War began when the southern states renounced the authority the United States had over them and seceded from the nation.


repast (rih-PAST), noun


A meal


The poor man's repast may have been small but it was made with love and shared willingly.


repine (rih-PIYN), verb


To complain; to be discontented; to express dissatisfaction; or to long for; to miss


The woman seemed determine to repine about everything at the resort from the food to the weather in spite of the fact that everyone else was enjoying it.


Usually she enjoyed living in California but in autumn she repined for her childhood home in New England.


reprehensible (rep-rhee-HENS-ih-bul), adjective


Truly disgusting or deplorable; deserving of scorn


Some people believe the death penalty is a reprehensible abuse of power while others believe it deters crime and provides the victims some justice.


reprove (rih-PROOV), verb


To reprimand or scold; to express displeasure


The principal reproved the students he caught under the stairwell cutting classes.


repudiate (rih-PYOO-dee-ayt), verb


To claim as invalid; to reject as being valid; or to vigorously deny as having any truth; to state something is completely false


Since the couple was married by a justice of the peace, the bride's mother repudiated the union until it had been blessed by a priest.


He repudiated the accusations against him long before the investigation proved he was not involved in the situation.



Similar but Not the Same


Many words have similar meanings but are used in different contexts. This is the case for renounce (RIH-nowns) or (REE-nowns) and repudiate (rih-PYOO-dee-ayt). To renounce something is to state it no longer has power or control, meaning it once did. On the other hand, to repudiate something is to claim it is and always has been false. To renounce is to reject as false now. To repudiate is to reject as false always.




requisite (REH-kwih-zit), adjective or noun


Necessary; required; vital (adjective) or that which is required; something essential (noun)


In order to lose weight, a person must take the requisite steps of eating well and exercising.


The requisites for the job included phone skills, a basic understanding of data entry, and attention to detail.


requite (rih-KWIYT), verb


To repay, as a debt; or to return an emotion; to feel the same way


The candidate knew she could never completely requite all the debts she owed the people who had helped get her nominated.


His heart leapt when he realized the young woman did indeed requite his feelings for her.



What I Meant to Say Wasâ�¦


Words that are spelled similarly can cause confusion if you read too quickly. Requisite (REH-kwih-zit) and requite (rih-KWIYT) are close but not the same. A requisite is something that is required or vital, but to requite means to return feelings or pay back.




rescind (rih-SIHND), verb


To take back; to make void; to negate


The man's driver's license was rescinded after he was convicted.


resilient (rih-ZIHL-yehnt), adjective


Able to bounce back after a problem or difficulty; unbroken emotionally and spiritually; or springy; able to reshape after being squeezed or misshapen


Her friends were not too concerned about her when she lost the job because they knew how resilient she had always been.


The toy was resilient enough to withstand even a toddler's attention.


resolution (rehz-uh-LOO-shun), noun


Firm, unwavering determination; or a decision to do something; or the clarity or detail that can be seen in an electronically produced image; or the part of a book, movie, or story in which the plot is wrapped up; or an act or official suggestion presented to an official, voting body


Her resolution to be the first in her family to attend college drove her to study harder and more often than most of her peers.


Most people make at least one resolution at the beginning of every new: year.


The resolution to the book was unsatisfying considering how much the readers had come to care about the characters.


The board could not vote on the resolution before it until a majority of the members were in attendance.


resonance (REHZ-eh-nehns), noun


The quality of being resounding or having great meaning; or deep, rich tones


The resonance of President Roosevelt's words during World War II uplifted an entire nation and helped the world stay strong during a dark, frightening time.


The resonance of the church bells rang out over the city.


resplendent (reh-SPLEND-ehnt), adjective


Unusually beautiful and dazzling; decorated in a breathtaking way


The cathedral was impressive at any time but when lit by the sunset it was resplendent and awe-inspiring.


restrained (rhih-STRAYND), adjective or verb


Marked by emotional control or a cool manner; dispassionate (adjective) or held in place; physically controlled; kept from freedom of movement (verb)


His restrained manner made him appear indifferent, but he was simply very professional and knew when to control his emotions.


The dog was restrained by his leash and the tall fence but the mail carrier still didn't like the look of its teeth.


retinue (RHEH-tih-noo), noun


The group of employees accompanying an important person


The singer required rooms for herself and her entire retinue.


retract (rih-TRAKT), verb


To draw back in; to pull back; or to take back a statement


Once the puppy left her alone, the cat relaxed, retracted its claws, and went to sleep in the sun.


When he saw: the shock on the young woman's face, he wished he could retract the invitation but was grateful he hadn't when she accepted.


reverence (REH-ver-uhns), noun


A deep, loving respect or awe; great admiration combined with love; or an act that shows respect, often a bow or curtsy


The reverence shown the old king was testament to what a fair and benevolent ruler he had always been.


The visitors kissed the cardinal's ring in reverence as they entered the room before getting on with the interview.


reverent (REHV-er-ehnt), adjective


Characterized by showing respect; worthy of admiration


It is appropriate to maintain a reverent silence in all places of worship, regardless of your own beliefs.


rigor (RHIH-gehr), noun


Something hard to live through or manage; difficulty; difficult to endure; or strictness; extreme hardship


Many southerners who move north soon discover they are not cut out for the rigor of even one winter in Montana.


The rigors of boot camp are meant to weed out people who cannot handle the trials of combat.


risible (RlZ-uh-bul), adjective


Funny or amusing; worthy of laughter


The risible antics of him as a baby with the puppy made him wish his mother had never gotten a video camera.


robust (ROH-bust) or (roh-BUST), adjective


Healthy, vigorous; or strong; well-built; able to withstand stress; or characterized by fullness and depth; hearty


The trainer's robust health made her an inspiration to everyone in the gym, not just her own clients.


The robust wrestler was willing to take on all challengers who thought they could go three minutes with him.


The robust laughter coming from the basement assured her the men were having a good time shooting pool and watching the game.


rotund (roh-TUND), adjective


Plump or chubby; curvy; referring to a person; or round; shaped as a sphere or orb; referring to an item or structure


His full beard, jolly laugh and rotund tummy made him a perfect man to play Santa Claus in the parade.


The cook stacked the pots in the cupboard because they were too rotund to fit on the shelves.


ruffian (RUF-ee-uhn) or (RUF-yuhn), noun


A person who is tough and disorderly, particularly one who commits a crime


The store owner knew the teens were just bored kids, not ruffians, so he let them hang out in the parking lot after school.


sage (SAYJ), noun or adjective


A wise person, usually implies wisdom gained from age (noun) or characterized by a sense of calm and great wisdom (adjective)


The old woman was considered a sage within the small community.


As a teenager, he had always rebelled against his grandparents' sage advice but longed for it once he was an adult.



Don't I Know That Word?


Sometimes you may know only the most common definition of a word. Sage (SAYJ) may be one of those words. You know that sage is a shade of green. If you cook, you may know that sage is also a spice. However, if you double-check the listing in the book, you'll discover it is also a very wise person or an adjective indicating the presence of great wisdom.




salacious (suh-LAY-shus), adjective


Having to do with lust or sexual desire; bawdy; dealing with sexual matters in an indecent way


She preferred to work out at home so she didn't have to deal with the salacious looks that followed her when she was at the gym.


salient (SAY-lee-ehnt) or (SAY-lyent), adjective


The most important or striking aspect; the part that demands the most attention


Part of the attorney's job was to keep the jurors from being distracted away from the salient points of the case.


salubrious (sa-LOO-bree-uhs), adjective


Promoting or encouraging health and well-being


The couple realized that the occasional weekend away from the demands of their jobs and children had a salubrious effect on their relationship.


salutary (SAL-yeh-tayr-ree), adjective


Intending to be helpful or to repair a situation; healing; having a good result


Taking a salutary soak in the hot springs may not cure every physical condition as once believed, but it is very good for curing stress-related ones.


sanction (SANG-shun), verb


To give formal or official approval; or to punish with the intent of changing a behavior, generally on a national or international level


The family of the great actor convinced him to sanction a biography while he could still be interviewed directly.


The United Nations will sanction countries that don't abide by international treaties or law.


sardonic (sar-DON-ik), adjective


Cynically ironic; bitterly humorous


Her sardonic smile didn't quite hide her disappointment at being the last one cut from the competition.


satiate (SAY-shee-ayt), verb


To satisfy completely; to want or need no more of a longing or appetite


The enormous library held enough books to satiate even the most enthusiastic reader.


saturate (saht-CHUR-ayt), verb


To drench with a liquid until no more can be held; to soak completely; to totally fill


The trick to growing basil from a seed is to saturate the soil when the seed is first planted and then keep it very moist thereafter.


satyr (SAY-ter), or (SAH-ter), noun


A character from Greek mythology with the torso and head of a man but the ears, legs, and horns of a goat, known for enjoying self-indulgent celebrations


Pan, a Greek character who loved mischief and troublemaking, is often drawn or sculpted to appear as a satyr.


savor (SAY-vor), verb


To enjoy completely; to appreciate with great gusto; often referring to the flavor of food


The historian was determined to savor every moment, sight, and sound during her first visit to Washington, D.C.


savory (SAY-vuh-ree), adjective


A spicy, rather than sweet, flavoring; or morally pure; uncorrupted


The savory meat pie was delicious and complemented the creamy sweet potatoes perfectly on a cold winter night.


When the judge's less-than-savory past became public, he withdrew from the nomination process to save himself and the president further embarrassment.



Watch Out!


It seems obvious that sweet and sweetly are related words. But look out for words that look related but really aren't. Savor and savory appear to be different forms of the same word, but they really are not. Savor (SAY-vor) means to appreciate greatly. Savory (SAY-vuh-ree) means either a spicy flavoring or pure and innocent.




scabbard (SKA-burd), noun


The sheath or holder for a knife or sword, usually made of steel or leather


The pirate withdrew his sword from its scabbard with an ease that indicated great experience in dueling.


scanty (SKAN-tee), adjective


Small to the point of being barely useful; less than is needed; barely adequate


Her scanty paycheck was barely enough to cover her monthly expenses, but it was worth it to live in the city she loved.


scintilla (sin-TIHL-lah), adjective


A tiny amount or a trace; a quick flash


The scintilla of fear that shuddered through her when the power appeared to be out disappeared when the lights came on and her friends yelled, â��Surprise!â��


scrupulous (SKROO-pyoo-lus), adjective


Having great attention to detail; thorough and attentive; or highly moral; concerned with behaving well


The students took scrupulous notes knowing they could learn as much from the guest lecturer as they could any of their full-time professors.


Even when their relationship was rocky, he was too scrupulous to even think about having an affair.


seclusion (seh-KLOO-shun), noun


The state of being away from other people; being in an exceedingly private place


The writer found it helpful to go into seclusion the last month before an approaching deadline with her publisher.


sedentary (SEHD-ehn-tayr-ee), adjective


Inactive; characterized by sitting often and not getting much exercise


He discovered he was gaining weight once he took a sedentary job after being a camp counselor for so long.


sedition (seh-DIH-shun), noun


Actions or words that encourage rebellion against a government; the act of trying to motivate people to overthrow the government


While complaining about the government is protected by the right of free speech, actual sedition is not protected.


sedulous (SED-jel-lus), adjective


Characterized by constant and diligent care and concern


She was willing to relax her sedulous attempts to lose weight while they were on the cruise because she knew: she would be diligent again at the end of the week.


servile (SER-viyl), adjective


Willing to serve others; most comfortable when serving another in a lesser or submissive role


The feminist movement grew: from women wanting to be more than just servile homemakers.


severance (SEHV-er-ans) or (SEHV-rans), noun


The separation of parties or parts


The severance of the smaller movie studio from its larger parent company was a shock to everyone who followed the film industry.


shard (SHARD), noun


A piece of broken glass, pottery, metal, or other breakable material, usually having sharp edges


The shards from the broken glass scattered across the kitchen floor, making it treacherous for anyone in bare feet.


sinecure (SIYN-ih-kyoor) or (SIHN-ih-kyoor), noun


A job that requires very little work but that offers a paycheck and other benefits


He needed a position that was basically a sinecure so he would have time to study while he was at the office in order to keep his grades up.


sinuous (SIN-yoo-uhs), adjective


Curvy; characterized by having many turns and twists; or graceful and smooth


The sinuous road through the mountains was more dangerous than ever after the ice storm.


The cat's sinuous speed allowed it to outmaneuver the gangly puppy with ease.



How Do You Spell That?


Think you know how to spell a word? Some words have multiple correct spellings. Skeptic is one of them. While the most common spelling is s-k-e-p-t-i-c, it is sometimes spelled s-c-e-p-t-i-c. They are both pronounced (SKEP-tik). Use the most common spelling when you write the word. But know that if you see it spelled with a c, it is the same word and it is spelled correctly.




skeptic (SKEHP-tik), noun


A person who automatically doubts the truth about ideas, concepts, or beliefs commonly accepted by others


She was such a skeptic that she rarely believed in anything she couldn't see or touch, regardless of how strong an argument someone made in favor of the concept.


skiff (SKIF), noun


A certain kind of small boat propelled by oar, sail, or motor, usually with a flat bottom


A skiff was available during summer to take tourists from one side of the lake to the other.


sluggard (SLUH-gehrd), noun


An overall lazy person, has negative connotations


He was so busy that his wife often reminded him that spending one afternoon relaxing would not turn him into a sluggard.


sluggish (SLUH-gish), adjective


Slow moving; slow to respond; having a lack of energy


The August day was so hot and lazy that even the river behind the house seemed sluggish.


solace (SOH-luhs), noun


Comfort in difficult or trying times; ease from pain


After her grandfather died, she found solace in the company of others who had loved him.


solicitous (soh-LIHS-ih-tus), adjective


Marked by being concerned; characterized by offering care and attention


She knew her friend was trying to be helpful while she was sick, but his solicitous nature was beginning to get on her nerves.


solvent (SAWL-vent), adjective


Having enough money to meet all financial obligations; being able to pay one's debts


He worked very hard to pay off all his loans after college and planned to stay solvent from then on out.


somniferous (sahm-NIF-her-uhs), adjective


Bringing on sleep or tiredness


Hot cocoa always had a somniferous effect on her, so it was her favorite late night drink when she couldn't sleep.


somnolent (SAHM-nuh-lent), adjective


Drowsy, sleepy, or lazy in a tired way


The baby fell asleep on her father's chest listening to the somnolent tones of his voice as he whispered to her.



Similar but Not the Same


Many words may seem synonymous, but subtle differences in meaning mean they cannot be used interchangeably. Somniferous (sahm-NIF-her-uhs) and somnolent (SAHM-nuh-lent) are two of these words. Something that is somniferous will bring on sleep or cause tiredness, whereas something that is somnolent is already sleepy and drowsy.




sonorous (saw-NUH-rus) or (SAW-nuh-rus) or (SOH-nuh-rus), adjective


Impressively deep, rich, and full, generally referring to a sound


His sonorous bass voice made him perfect to play the villain in the movie.


sophistry (SOF-ih-stree), noun


An intentionally misleading and false argument or claim used to misrepresent


Most people in the office were accustomed to his sophistry so it was more difficult for him to get the projects he wanted.


soporific (sah-POR-if-ik) or (soh-POR-if-ik), adjective or noun


Tending to bring about sleep; sleepy (adjective) or a product or substance that brings about sleepiness (noun)


Riding in the car had a soporific effect on the baby, so her parents drove her around the block when she wouldn'tgo to sleep.


The medicine was great for her headaches but it was also a soporific, so she could only take it at night.


specious (SPEE-shus), adjective


Reasonable at first glance but actually false; believable on the surface but not true; plausible but incorrect


Part of the professor's job was to point out the specious logic in her students' arguments and help them find the truth of the situation.


spurn (SPERN), verb


To reject in a cold and rude manner


She pretended to spurn the girls getting ready for the dance but in reality she was just hurt because no one had asked her to go.


squalid (SKWAH-lihd), adjective


Disgustingly dirty; grimy and practically unlivable; or completely without morals or standards


The neighborhood had once been a squalid, dangerous part of town but the current residents had worked hard to make a decent place to live and raise a family.


The new CEO put an end to the squalid business practices his predecessor had developed and encouraged.


stagnation (stag-NAY-shun), noun


A period of time without growth; the state of not moving forward; often referring to an economic condition


The mountain village decided to turn itself into a tourist attraction to break the stagnation that had settled there since the last mine closed.


stigma (STIG-mah), noun


A mark of shame or embarrassment; something considered appropriate to hide


There is still such a stigma associated with counseling and therapy that many people are not getting the care they need because they don't want to be seen as crazy.


stoic (STOH-ik), adjective or noun


Showing no expression; apparently immune to pain, hurt, or other emotion (adjective) or a person who shows little or no emotion regardless of the situation (noun)


She was so stoic at the funeral that even her sister thought she was unaffected by their grandmother's death.


Although strangers thought he was a stoic, his friends knew he was actually quite warm and open once he was comfortable in a situation.


stolid (STAH-luhd), adjective


Exceedingly calm; rarely emotionally out of control; dependable and unexcitable


Her stolid presence was a blessing for the children who were confused by the other adults' reaction to the crisis.


strident (STRIY-dent), adjective


Obnoxiously and often unnecessarily loud


His strident objections to the plane's delay tried the gate attendant's patience.


stupefy (STOO-pih-fiy), verb


To make a person unable to think clearly; to stun; to dull the senses; or to amaze, shock, and astonish


The teacher's lectures were so boring they managed to stupefy all but the most attentive students.


His parents were stupefied by his decision to take a year traveling around Europe instead of accepting the scholarship offered him by the university.


stymie (STIY-mee), verb


To confuse to the point of being unable to figure out the situation; to stop or halt progress


The construction of the bookshelf was stymied when he accidentally dropped the screws behind the couch.


subordinate (suh-BOR-dih-nuht), adjective or noun or (sub-BOR-dih-nayt), verb


Considered less important; secondary; lower in the hierarchy (adjective) or a person who is below another in rank or position (noun) or to make something or someone lower in importance than something or someone else (verb)


He was unwilling to take a position that was subordinate to the one he had previously held.


She was well-liked as a supervisor because she treated her subordinates professionally and with respect.


In modern relationships, the women do not need to subordinate their desires to men's.


subpoena (suh-PEE-nah), noun or verb


An order requiring a person to appear in court to testify (noun) or to order a person to appear in court to testify (verb)


After witnessing the accident, she received a subpoena to give her version of events.


The lawyer didn't want to subpoena the child if there was any way to avoid it.



Which Word?


Many words can be used as a noun, an adjective, or a verb. Subordinate is one of them. When used as a noun or an adjective, it is pronounced suh-BOR-dih-nuht. The noun subordinate is a person of lower rank or standing than someone else. The adjective subordinate indicates a lower rank or standing. When used as a verb, it is pronounced sub-BOR-dih-nayt. The verb to subordinate means to make something or someone less important than something else. Ready for a fun sentence? The president's immediate subordinate was only subordinate to the president, so his wishes were rarely subordinated to anyone else's wishes. Read closely so you don't confuse the parts of speech!




subside (suhb-SIYD), verb


To lower to normal or almost normal levels; to decrease; to ease off


The doctors told her she could not work out until two weeks after the pain in her broken foot had subsided.


substantiate (suhb-STAN-shee-ayt), verb


To confirm; to give proof of presented or presumed facts


The students had to substantiate every claim they made in their research papers.


subterfuge (SUB-tehr-fyooj), noun


A plan or strategy developed to mislead or trick


It took an elaborate subterfuge and the assistance of several of her friends to pull off the surprise birthday party.


sumptuous (sum-CHYOO-uhs), adjective


Large and elegant enough to indicate great time or expense; splendid


The reception included a sumptuous spread of delicacies and fine wines.


supercilious (soo-per-SIL-ee-uhs), adjective


Acting as if one is better than others; snobby


The supercilious girl ended up feeling foolish when she realized the young woman she had ignored was the daughter of a famous rock star.


superfluous (soo-PER-floo-us), adjective


Unnecessary; extra; more than enough


Since her walls were already covered in posters, buying another one seemed superfluous.


supernumerary (soo-per-NOO-muh-ruh-ree) or (soo-per-NYOO-muh-ruh-ree), adjective


Extra and not necessary; more than the usual amount; excessive


The coach was always grateful when he had a supernumerary number of hopefuls try out because it meant he could be picky about his team and not have settle for poor players.


supersede (soo-pehr-SEED), verb


Take the place of; replace; or to override or overrule


The SUV has superseded the minivan as the choice for large families who need a roomy vehicle.


The boss' ideas superseded all other suggestions, regardless of how: valid they were.


supine (soo-PIYN) or (SOO-piyn), adjective


Having one's face up; lying on the back, face up; or showing lack of care, concern or resistance in the face of injustice or wrongdoing


After her knee surgery, she could only lay supine until the doctors took her out of traction.


The field workers found the residents of the neighborhood frustratingly supine considering the crime rates in the area.


supplant (suh-PLANT), verb


To replace; to take the place of and perform the same function of another


The United Nations' goal was to supplant the dictatorship with a democratic government on the small island.


supplicate (SUP-lih-cayt), verb


To ask humbly for something; to plead with great earnestness


The people at the vigil took a moment of silence to supplicate God for the health and safety of the men and women serving in the military.


surcharge (SUHR-charj), noun


An additional charge above and beyond the price or original amount


He was going to get cash from the ATM but decided the $2 surcharge was too much to pay just to have some extra money in his pocket.


surfeit (SUHR-fit), adjective


An extra amount; more than is necessary


Although she knew: she would have a surfeit of food at the party, she thought it was better to have leftovers than have people leave hungry.


sybarite (SIY-ber-iyt), noun


A person devoted to luxury; one who is self-indulgent when it comes to pleasure and living well


Having grown up without any money at all, the wealthy actress quickly developed a reputation for being a sybarite.


synthesis (SIN-thih-sihs), noun


The combining of two or more individual parts to create a new whole


The synthesis of his charm and her intelligence made them an almost unbeatable debate team.


taciturn (TAS-ih-tern), adjective


Quiet or uncommunicative; not given to talking or making conversation


Her taciturn uncle was embarrassed but flattered when asked to make a toast at the wedding.


tantamount (TANT-uh-mownt), adjective


Being equal to in importance or seriousness; being as good as


For the young actor, the award nomination was tantamount to a declaration that he had succeeded in achieving his life's dream.


temerity (tuh-MEHR-ih-tee), noun


Fearless self-confidence; bravery and courage


Her temerity allowed her to march into the dean's office and hand him her application in person.


tentative (TENT-ah-tive), adjective


Not completely set or agreed upon; still subject to change; or shy; timid; hesitant


She was not sure what time the meeting would end, so they made tentative plans to meet at eight o'clock.


The baby's first, tentative steps made his parents cheer so loudly she got scared and lost her balance.


tenuous (TEN-yoo-uhs), adjective


Weak, slight, and liable to break


The loose button on her coat was being held by one last tenuous thread so she knew she needed to repair it or risk losing the button.


terrestrial (tehr-RES-tree-uhl), adjective


Having to do with the earth or land


Although polar bears are mostly terrestrial, they are also very comfortable in the water.


terse (TERS), adjective


Short and to the point; abrupt; brief, may imply an unwillingness to speak


When he was angry, he answers to questions became terse and sarcastic.


timorous (TIM-er-us), adjective


Nervous and hesitant; showing a lack of confidence or courage


The young singer's voice was timorous in front of the audience until she relaxed and got into the song.


torpid (TOR-pid), adjective


Slow, lacking energy or enthusiasm; inactive and lazy


The oppressive heat made even the dogs torpid, lying in the shade, tongues lolling.


torpor (TOR-pur), noun


The state of being tired, lazy, or inactive; apathy or indifference


The torpor that settled over the offices when the candidate appeared to be losing couldn't be shaken even by a slight rise in the polls.


torque (TORK), verb


To twist; to apply pressure causing a turn or rotation


The football player torqued his knee badly enough that he left the game, but not badly enough to cause serious damage to the ligaments.


torrid (TOR-ihd), adjective


Scorching hot; overheated; parched; or passionate and fiery; or energetic to the point of frenzy


Traveling through the torrid desert sands takes care and preparation or it can be a dangerous journey.


Their torrid love affair evolved into a marriage that lasted over fifty years.


The torrid activity at the hotel before the arrival of the prime minister was well masked by a calm and professional lobby staff.


tout (TOUT), verb


To praise highly, usually hoping to convince of worth or even to sell


She touted the benefits of yoga for overall health so often that her friends finally tried it in spite of being skeptical.


tractable (TRAKT-ah-bul), adjective


Controlled or managed easily, referring to a being or a situation


The puppy became far more tractable after six weeks of obedience school.


transient (TRAN-zee-ent), adjective or noun


Fleeting or temporary; passing with time; or staying in one place for a short period of time before moving on (adjective) or a person who moves from place to place (noun)


She was grateful for her friends' encouragement and reminders that the depression caused by the breakup was only transient and she would feel happier soon.


Few civilians understand the transient nature of the military and how often soldiers move from one post to the next.


He was skilled enough to get work wherever he went so he chose to be a transient in order to see the country.


transitory (TRAN-zih-tor-ee), adjective


Temporary and short-lived


The transitory stress of meeting her deadlines was worth the joy she found in her job on a dayâ��to-day basis.


travesty (TRAV-ehs-tee), noun


An over-the-top, exaggerated, or twisted take on the truth of something; a distorted version


The sound of her singing was a travesty until after the surgery when her voice was returned to its former range.


trenchant (TREHN-chent), adjective


Forceful, meaningful, and emotionally heated


Their politics were different enough that they often engaged in trenchant debates but neither took them personally.


trifling (TRIY-fling), adjective


Unimportant; not worth dealing with; insignificant, referring to an amount or the importance of a thing


She saved the trifling paperwork for the end of the day so she could handle the major issues when she was most alert earlier in the day.


truculence (TRUK-yoo-lens), noun


The state of being eager and ready to fight over petty issues


The truculence that he had been known for throughout high school mellowed while he was in college to the point his friends from home barely recognized him.


truculent (TRUK-yoo-lehnt), adjective


Easily angered; having a chip on one's shoulder; defiant and aggressive


The young woman spent a good deal of time in detention because of her truculent attitude in the classroom.


truncate (TRUNG-kayt), verb


To shorten by cutting off an end, used figuratively and literally


The dance was unexpectedly truncated when the fire alarm went off, triggering the sprinklers.


turbid (TUR-bid), adjective


Muddy and unclear; stirred up, can be used literally or figuratively


She knew she would never find the ring she had dropped in the turbid river.


turgid (TER-jid), adjective


Swollen due to fluid; or excessively fancy and flowery, used to describe a way of speaking or writing; pompous


The turgid fruit practically exploded when the children bit into the flesh, dripping juices down their chins.


He meant his turgid speech to sound impressive but it only sounded as if he was putting on airs.


turmoil (TER-moyl), noun


A state of great confusion or agitation; frightening uncertainty


The country was thrown into turmoil after the assassination of the prime minister.


turpitude (TER-pih-tood) or (TER-pih-tyood), noun


Wicked, immoral behavior; evilness; obscene and vulgar actions


He lived a life of turpitude before cleaning up his act.


tutelage (TOOT-uh-lidj) or (TYOOT-uh-lidj), noun


Protection or guardianship; or the acts of a teacher or mentor; instruction


While the great works of art toured the country, they fell under the tutelage of the museums hosting them, so security was increased at each site.


She learned more about the business world in six weeks under her supervisor's tutelage than she had throughout her entire college career.


tyro (TIY-roh), noun


A beginner; someone new to a field of study or business


The firefighters respected each tyro more and more the longer they were willing to put up with the gentle hazing every new guy was put through.


ulterior (uhl-TEER-ree-ohr), adjective


Hidden; beyond what is acknowledged or admitted to


Since he didn't feel he deserved the promotion, the young man wondered if his boss had ulterior motives for giving it to him.


undulate (UN-jeh-layt) or (UN-dyeh-layt), verb


To move in a smooth, steady motion; to sway; to swing


The motion of the sea caused the ship to undulate in a soothing way, practically rocking the passengers to sleep.


untenable (uhn-TEN-ah-bul), adjective


Unjustifiable; impossible to defend or maintain an argument for


The entire group found his comments on a woman's role in workplace to be untenable and sexist.


untoward (un-TOHRD), adjective


Inappropriate; socially unacceptable and uncomfortable; improper


Everyone at the party tried to ignore his untoward behavior as the man got drunker and drunker.


unwarranted (un-WAR-rehn-ted), adjective


Having no justification or basis in fact


Enough of her friends were at the dance that she quickly decided her fears of being bored and alone all night had been unwarranted.


upbraid (up-BRAYD), verb


To scold; to criticize


The boys looked so miserable and their plans had failed so terribly that their mother couldn't bring herself to upbraid them for going against her wishes and trying to launch the raft into the river.


usurp (YOO-surp) or (YOO-zurp), verb


To take the place or power of another illegally


In the past, it was vital for a king to have a legitimate heir or else risk others trying to usurp the throne.


vagary (VAY-guh-ree), noun


An unexpected, unpredictable change; a sudden change that cannot be explained


Her mother was constantly amazed by the vagaries of teenage fashion and style.


vainglory (VAYN-glohr-ee), noun


Excessive and undeserved arrogance in oneself; extreme, undeserved arrogance


The young light designer's vainglory only made him look foolish in front of the older, more experienced stage hands.


valorous (VAH-ler-us), adjective


Marked by extreme bravery; daringly courageous


The valorous teen saved his little sisters from the fire after a candle tipped over in their room.


vapid (VA-pid), adjective


Uninteresting and unchallenging


His parents knew: he was maturing when he brought home an intelligent and witty young woman instead of the vapid girls he usually dated.


variegated (VAYR-ih-gay-ted) or (VAYR-ee-gay-ted), adjective


Having different colored streaks or spots; marked by having variety, can be used literally or figuratively


The variegated leaves in early September were the first signs that autumn was coming and the leaves would soon be changing fully.


vehement (VEE-uh-ment), adjective


Intense; forceful; marked by strong feelings or emotions


The old woman was vehement in her insistence that her grandson go to college, even if she had to pay for it herself.


venal (VEE-nuhl), adjective


Corrupt; willing to take bribes; able to be paid off


The new warden fired every guard who had a venal reputation in order to restore order to the prison.


vendetta (ven-DEHD-dah), noun


A long, drawn out feud between two parties or families, usually implies a desire on at least one side to seriously damage the other side


Conservatives claim liberals have a vendetta against them while the liberals tend to claim just the opposite.


veneer (VIN-eer), noun


A false front or false face; a superficial and phony attitude


She emitted a veneer of happiness for the party but was actually very stressed over the deadline she faced at work the next day.


venerable (VEN-her-ah-bul), adjective


Due great respect, usually because of age, character, or wisdom


The venerable rabbi was sought for advice not only by his own synagogue but by other leaders in the community.


venial (VEE-nyul) or (VEE-nee-uhl), adjective


Slight and easy to forgive; minor, used to describe actions that aren't quite acceptable


The police took the girl home and made her tell her parents about her venial act of vandalism for spray painting the bridge rather than charge her with a crime because she had never done anything like it before.


veracious (ver-AY-shus), adjective


Consistently honest and truthful; accurate most of the time


The veracious newspaper frequently received praise on the national level for being unbiased and straightforward.


verbiage (VER-bee-idj) or (VER-bidj), noun


Speech or writing that is wordy; the use of too many words


The editor's job was to take the authors verbiage and make it easier for the average reader to understand clearly.


verbose (ver-BOHS), adjective


Using or having more words than necessary; using such flowery or technical language that the meaning is obscured


The professor was known to be so verbose that his students often had a hard time recognizing what was important and what could be ignored.


verdant (VER-duhnt), adjective


Lush and green, such as grass or other plants


The verdant park was the perfect and most romantic place he could think of to propose.


veritable (VEHR-ih-tuh-bul), adjective


Real or actual, often used to intensify a metaphor


He was so good at trivia games that they teased him that he was a veritable encyclopedia of trivial information.


vestige (VEST-idj), noun


A small amount; a trace; a tiny indication that something exists


The last vestiges of anxiety about owning her own home disappeared the first time she walked in the door after signing the paperwork.


vexation (VEKS-ay-shun), noun


Being annoyed or frustrated; or that which causes someone to be annoyed or frustrated


He tried to hide his vexation with the young woman who was holding up the line when he was already late for a meeting.


Although the vexations of high school seem important at the time, they become less so as time passes and people mature.


vicissitude (vis-SIHS-ah-tood) or (vis-SIHS-ah-tyood), noun


Regular and methodical changes and variations taking place over a very long time, usually pluralized; or unforeseen or unexpected changes, often leading one to another, usually pluralized


The two women, now old and gray, had known each other since childhood and had seen each other through all the vicissitudes of life.


hooking back at the diner where she had gotten her first job, the actress was amazed at the vicissitudes that had brought her to the awards podium.


vigilant (VIJ-eh-lent), adjective


Watchful; aware and attentive


The baby's aunt was even more vigilant than his parents because she was so nervous about something happening while she was babysitting.


vilify (VIL-ih-fiy), verb


To speak or write harshly and often incorrectly about something or someone; to insult cruelly


She took the high road and refused, in spite of embarrassing questions, to vilify her ex-husband in the press.


vindicate (VIN-dih-kayt), verb


To clear of charges or prove innocent; or to prove justified; to be proven right or correct


The testimony of the eye witness vindicated the wrongly accused man.


In spite of herself, the young mother felt vindicated when her husband had a hard time getting the baby bathed and dressed after he'd criticized her for how: long it took.



Which Word?


Many words can be used as either a verb or an adjective. Vindicate (VIN-dih-kayt) is one of them. The verb to vindicate means to prove innocent. The adjective vindicate is the way someone feels when they have been proven innocent or their stance has been justified. When used as an adjective, the word is often vindicated. So it could be said that a wrongly accused man will feel vindicated once the evidence vindicates him.




virago (vuh-RAY-goh) or (vuh-RAH-goh), noun


An extraordinary woman of uncommon strength, courage, and vigor; or a woman considered noisy, violent, and demanding


Nearly every man who helped settle the American West had a virago by his side, willing to take every risk right along with him.


The president's secretary was such a virago that everyone from the customers to the president himself were just a little afraid of her.


virtu (vihr-TOO), noun


An appreciation for and love of art or the arts; or a grouping of fine art pieces taken or considered together


Few people expected a police officer to have such virtu that he quite happily spent his days off at the museum.


The virtu of boxes displayed at the museum were all that survived from the larger collection owned by the queen prior to the revolution.


virtuoso (vihr-choo-OH-soh) or (vihr-choo-OH-zoh), noun or adjective


A master in the field of study, usually the arts (noun) or showing mastery of the skills required for a specific field of study, usually the arts (adjective)


The university prided itself on hiring only virtuosos to teach even the most basic freshman classes.


The critics called the singers virtuoso performance the best ever heard in the opera house.


visage (VIZ-idj), noun


The face; facial features or expressions; or the outward appearance


Regardless of the situation, he maintained a calm visage that didn't even hint at worry or concern.


The rocky visage of the cliff became more intimidating as the climbers got closer and could see it clearly.


viscous (VIHS-kuhs), adjective


Having a thick, gooey texture that does not flow easily


The students knew: the lab experiment had gone wrong when the liquid, which was supposed to pour easily, turned into viscous ooze instead.


vitiate (VISH-ee-ayt), verb


To decrease the value; to make less worthy or worthwhile


The counselors were afraid the rules that were put in place to protect the program would actually vitiate it and hamper the children's success.


vituperate (vih-TOO-per-ayt) or (vih-TYOO-per-ayt), verb


To use harsh, blaming, and vicious language, especially against another person


The senator was known to vituperate against whichever group or organization had most recently spoken out against her pet projects, so no one paid her any attention.


vituperative (vih-TOO-per-ah-tiv) or (vih-TYOO-per-ah-tiv), adjective


Abusive; unnecessarily harsh


She was shocked by the vituperative message her sister left on the answering machine after their recent quarrel.


vivify (VIV-ih-fiy), verb


To make more interesting or lively; to make come alive


A good teacher can vivify even the dullest of subjects for a class.



What I Meant to Say Wasâ�¦


Don't get confused by words that look or sound almost identical. Vilify (VIL-ih-fiy) and vivify (VIV-ih-fiy) can easily be confused. To vilify is to spread lies and say nasty things about another person. To vivify is to energize or bring something to life. Just remember to read carefully!




vociferous (voh-SIHF-er-us), adjective


Loud and noisy; unrestrained and boisterous; generally referring to protests or cheers


The Red Sox were met with vociferous cheers and rowdy celebrations after winning the World Series for the first time in over eighty years.


voluble (VOL-yuh-bul), adjective


Characterized by talking a great deal, usually implies speaking well and intelligently


The candidate's voluble style was effective because she could sound like an intellectual or a small-town girl, depending on which was appropriate.


wary (WAHR-ee), adjective


Cautious; alert and on guard


A smart woman is wary but not afraid when she is out on her own after dark.


wean (WEEN), verb


To ease someone off of something they have become dependent on


The doctors noted it was time to wean him off the pain medication he'd been given after the surgery so he wouldn't become addicted.


whimsical (WHIM-sihk-uhl), adjective


Characterized by acting playfully or amusingly erratic; lighthearted; or dependent on chance; unpredictable


Although he had been dreading taking his sister and her friends to the fair, the children's whimsical enjoyment of the day turned out to be contagious and he enjoyed himself after all.


The weather in Scotland seemed whimsical throughout their vacation, bringing rain and fog one day and bright, warm sunshine the next.


witticism (WIT-ih-sihz-em), noun


A pun, joke, or funny remark


Her witticism was the perfect remedy for the tension that had been building in the staff meeting.


xenophobia (zeh-neh-FOH-bee-yah) or (zee-noh-FOH-bee-yah), noun


The irrational fear of anything or anyone from another country or foreign country


Although international travel tends to be an excellent cure for xenophobia, the people who suffer from it the most are usually the least likely to go overseas.


xerophyte (zihr-ih-FIYT), noun


Any plant that requires very little water in order to grow and thrive


Many gardeners will actually drown cacti not realizing they are xerophytes and therefore grow better without being watered on a weekly basis.


xylography (ziy-LOG-raf-ee), noun


The act of making art or print using woodprints and blocks to transfer ink, generally refers to a primitive technique


Although it was eventually replaced by typesetting, originally, xylography was considered a fast and efficient way to illustrate and print documents.


xylophagous (ziy-LOF-ih-gus), adjective


Feeding on, living on, or burrowing into wood, as an insect


Termites can cause nearly irreparable damage to wood structures because they are xylophagous by nature.


yare (YAR), adjective


Easily moved, steered or maneuverable, generally used when describing sailing vessels


The small boat was yare in a way the captain of the large yacht wasn't expecting, so he had to adjust his style to match the boat's responsiveness.


yearling (YEER-ling), noun or adjective


A creature that is one year old (noun) One year old (adjective)


The yearlings in the petting zoo were popular attractions with the children who were afraid of the older, larger animals.


The entire world watched the yearling government to see if the country would settle into a democracy or if civil war would break out again.


yen (YEN), noun


A longing; an urge or desire; craving


The young man had always had a yen to travel to Ireland and see the town where his grandfather had grown up.


yeti (YEH-tee), noun


A large, hairy creature, rumored to live in the mountains


The locals' stories about the yeti that roamed the mountainside were no longer humorous now: that the hikers were isolated and alone at their campsite.


yew (YOO), noun


A particular type of evergreen tree, surrounded by myth and legend because of its extremely long life span


It was once believed that witches would gather under the boughs of the yew: trees on the night of the full moon in order to cast spells and work magic.


zealot (ZEL-eht), noun


A person who believes so strongly in an idea, political party, or religion that it becomes more important than just about anything else


Even though there are zealots at either end of the political spectrum in the United States, most people consider something other than politics their top priority.


zeitgeist (ZIHT-giyst), noun


The defining spirit of a time; the overall mood of an era


The free-spirited Zeitgeist of the 1920s was too quickly replaced by the despair of the Depression in the 1930s.




