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Etymological Word Origins
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Learning Intention & Success Criteria

We are learning to explain how the history and parts of a word can give clues to its meaning.

• I can identify a root and explain its meaning.

• I can recognise words borrowed from other languages.

• I can use word origins to infer an unfamiliar word.
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What Is Etymology?

Etymology is the study of a word’s history. It investigates where a word came from, how 

people used it, and how its form or meaning changed over time.

Knowing a word’s history can turn an unfamiliar word into a set of useful clues.
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Words Have Parts

A root is the core part that carries meaning.

A prefix is added before a root.

A suffix is added after a root.

Example: tele + scope = telescope
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Root Clues: audi and bio

audi = hear or listen

audible — able to be heard

audience — a group that listens

bio = life

biology — the study of living things

biography — writing about a life
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Root Clues: geo and graph

geo = earth

geography — the study and description of Earth

graph = write or record

autograph — a person’s own written signature

photograph — an image recorded using light
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Root Clues: tele and therm

tele = far

telephone — carries voices across distance

telescope — helps us view far-away objects

therm = heat

thermometer — a tool that measures temperature
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Borrowed Words Travel

English has borrowed and adapted words through travel, trade, learning and everyday 

contact.

sushi — Japanese

café — French

kindergarten — German

robot — Czech
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Australian English Has Many Histories

Australian English developed through contact among many dialects and languages. 

Migration continues to add new words and expressions.

English also includes words from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander languages. 

Boomerang, dingo and wombat are associated with Dharug, an Aboriginal language of the 

Sydney region.
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How Australia Got Its Name

European mapmakers once used the Latin name Terra Australis, meaning ‘southern land’.

Dutch explorers later used New Holland for parts of the continent.

Matthew Flinders supported the name Australia, which became the name used today.
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A Word Detective Strategy

1. NOTICE the unfamiliar word.

2. SPLIT it into possible word parts.

3. CONNECT a known root to the sentence.

4. CHECK the meaning in context or in a dictionary.

A root clue guides a sensible first inference.
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Guided Practice: telescope

tele = far

scope = viewing instrument

Put the clues together:

A telescope is an instrument used to view far-away objects.

Where might you use a telescope?
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Guided Practice: biography

bio = life

graph = write or record

-y helps form a noun

Put the clues together:

A biography is writing about a person’s life.
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Guided Practice: thermometer

therm = heat

meter = measure

Put the clues together:

A thermometer is a tool that measures temperature.

What other words begin with therm?
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Language Keeps Changing

Speakers borrow words, invent words and give old words new meanings.

For example, tablet once named a flat writing surface. Today it can also mean a portable 

digital device.

A word’s history is a record of how people communicate.
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Word Origins Review

• Roots carry useful meaning clues.

• Borrowed words show how languages connect.

• Etymology reveals a word’s history.

• Context helps us check an inference.

Exit prompt: What word will you investigate next?
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Well Done!
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Etymological Word Origins Quiz
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Question 1

The words century, centimetre and cents share the root cent.

What does cent mean?

A. one

B. ten

C. one hundred

D. one thousand
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Answer 1

C. one hundred

The root cent means one hundred.
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Question 2

Short answer

The words audible and audience share the root audi.

What does audi mean?
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Answer 2

audi means hear or listen.

An audible sound can be heard, and an audience listens.
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Question 3

True or false?

A biography is writing about a person’s life.
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Answer 3

True

bio means life, and graph means write or record.
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Question 4

Which word contains the root geo, meaning earth?

A. geography

B. audience

C. telescope

D. thermos
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Answer 4

A. geography

geo means earth.
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Question 5

Short answer

Use the root clue tele = far to explain the word telescope.
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Answer 5

A telescope is a tool used to view far-away objects.

The root tele gives the clue far.
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Question 6

Which word entered English from Japanese?

A. ballet

B. sushi

C. robot

D. kindergarten
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Answer 6

B. sushi

English borrowed sushi from Japanese.
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Question 7

True or false?

Etymology studies only the spelling of a word.

PREVIEW



Answer 7

False

Etymology studies a word’s history, origin and changes in form or meaning.
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Question 8

Short answer

The root therm means heat. What is a thermometer likely to do?
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Answer 8

A thermometer measures temperature.

The root therm gives the clue heat.
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Question 9

Which pair shares the root graph, meaning write or record?

A. audience and audible

B. autograph and biography

C. telescope and thermometer

D. dentist and chronology
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Answer 9

B. autograph and biography

Both words contain graph, meaning write or record.
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Question 10

Short answer

Explain one way word origins can help a reader understand an unfamiliar word.
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Answer 10

Roots and word histories provide meaning clues. A reader can use those clues with the sentence to 

make a sensible inference.

Equivalent clear answers are correct.
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Well Done!
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