
CAT VERBAL ABILITY | VOCABULARY

CONTEXTUAL VOCABULARY · SENTENCE CORRECTIONS AND USAGE

TOPIC WEIGHTAGE

Parameter Detail

Exam / Section Name CAT — Verbal Ability & Reading Comprehension (Vocabulary
Foundation)

Historical Weightage Rarely tested as standalone MCQs (0–1 direct items); functions as the
load-bearing layer beneath all 24 VARC questions

Core Influence Governs reading speed, option differentiation in RC inference
questions, para-summary accuracy, and odd-sentence/para-jumble
logic

Guide Length / Best Used
As

8 Sections — Word Root System + Context Decoding Sheet

Primary Failure Mode
Addressed

Students lose 2–4 marks per slot not from ignorance of RC content but
from misreading tone-bearing academic vocabulary

HISTORICAL TREND TRACKER (LAST 4 CYCLES)

CAT

Cycle
Testing Pattern Observed

Dominant Passage

Genre

Vocabulary Demand

Level

CAT
2022

Direct synonym-antonym items fully
absent; word meaning embedded inside
inference-based RC questions

Philosophy of science,
art criticism

Moderate — single-
layer inference

CAT
2023

Vocabulary tested via "which statement
best captures the author's tone" questions
requiring connotation tracking

Anthropology, cultural
studies

High — connotative
shift tracking
required

CAT
2024

Increased density of Latinate/Greek-root
academic terms in socio-economic
passages; option sets built on near-
synonyms with opposite charge

Socio-economics,
political theory,
linguistics

Very High —
polysemy + tonal
reversal

CAT
2025

Continued abstraction; para-summary
questions penalized students who read
technical terms with conversational

Behavioural
economics,
epistemology,

Very High —
boundary-case term
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CAT

Cycle
Testing Pattern Observed

Dominant Passage

Genre

Vocabulary Demand

Level

meaning ("arrest," "plastic,"
"compromise")

ecological
anthropology

confusion is primary
error driver

Predictive Trend — CAT 2026: Expect zero standalone vocabulary items, but a further rise in dense
abstract passages (epistemology, institutional economics, environmental humanities) where 3–4 of every
10 RC questions hinge on correctly reading the connotative charge of a single embedded academic term.
Preparation must shift entirely from "word-meaning memorization" to "contextual-tone reconstruction." 
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1 | INTRODUCTION & PURPOSE

CAT does not test vocabulary as a memorization exercise; it tests whether you can reconstruct a
word's precise operative meaning purely from its structural position inside a sentence or paragraph.
The exam consistently favors test-takers who can track how a word's charge — positive, negative, or
neutral — shifts under the pressure of surrounding qualifiers, negators, and transitional connectors.
Success is therefore a function of contextual reasoning speed, not dictionary recall.
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2 | CORE CONCEPTS

Concept Working Definition Diagnostic Question to Ask

Contextual
Denotation

The literal meaning a word carries 
only within the given passage, which
may diverge from its dictionary-first
meaning

"What does this word point to,
given the sentence it sits in?"

Connotative Charge The emotional loading of a word —
Positive / Negative / Neutral — as
installed by the author's intent

"Is the author praising, criticizing,
or merely describing?"

Etymological Root The Latin/Greek/Old-English base
morpheme that carries the word's core
semantic seed

"What does the root literally
mean, stripped of prefix/suffix?"

Polysemy A single word carrying multiple
unrelated or loosely related meanings
depending on field (economics vs.
literature vs. daily speech)

"Which field is this passage
operating in — does that change
the meaning?"

Semantic Shift A word's meaning drifting from its
historical sense to a modern academic
or technical sense

"Is this the old meaning or has
usage evolved it?"

Key Insight — The Flip Mechanism: Transitional keywords (however, although, notwithstanding, yet,
but for, far from) are meaning-inverters. A word that reads as positive in isolation can be forced into
negative territory the instant it follows a contrast connector. 

Word (Positive default) + "far from" → Charge inverted to Negative 

The Golden Question (memorize this): "What is the structural role and emotional tone of this word
within this sentence?" Ask it before evaluating any answer option. Never ask "what does this word mean
in general." 
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3 | STRUCTURAL FRAMEWORKS & WORD ENGINEERING

3A | Classical Prefixes & Suffixes

Prefix Core Alteration Default Charge Shift
Example → Reconstructed

Meaning

An- / A- Negation / absence of the
root quality

Neutral → Negative Anomalous → "away from
the norm" → irregular

Ob- Against, in front of, blocking Neutral → Negative Obdurate → "hardened
against" → stubborn

Per- Through, thoroughly,
completing

Neutral → Intensifier
(amplifies existing
charge)

Pervasive → "spread
thoroughly through" →
widespread

Contra- Against, opposing Neutral → Negative
(relational, not
absolute)

Contravene → "go against" →
violate

Ex- Out of, former, beyond Neutral → context-
dependent

Extant → "standing out (of
the past)" → still existing

Dis- Reversal, negation Neutral → Negative Disabuse → "remove false
belief" → correct

Sub- Under, lesser degree Neutral → Diminishing Subvert → "turn from
under" → undermine

Circum- Around, indirect Neutral → often
Negative (evasive)

Circumlocution → "speaking
around" → evasive
wordiness

Trap Warning: Prefixes indicate direction, not automatic negativity. "Per-" and "Circum-" do not negate
— they modify degree or path. Applying a blanket "prefix = bad" rule causes false negatives on neutral-
to-positive words like pervasive achievement or circumnavigate. 

3B | High-Yield Roots by Field

Root Literal Meaning Field Sample Derivation → Meaning

-log/-logos Word, reason, study Philosophy

CAT Verbal Ability · Vocabulary Foundation 5



Root Literal Meaning Field Sample Derivation → Meaning

Tautology → "same word
repeated" → needless repetition

-nom/-nomos Law, order, governance Socio-political Autonomous → "self-governing" →
independent

-morph Shape, form Anthropology/
Science

Polymorphic → "many shapes" →
variable in form

-gen/-genesis Origin, birth,
production

Science/
Economics

Endogenous → "born within" →
internally caused

-phil Love, affinity Social science Xenophilia → "love of the foreign"
→ attraction to outsiders

-phobia Fear, aversion Social science Technophobia → "fear of
technology" → aversion to tech

-cracy/-crat Rule, power Political theory Meritocracy → "rule by merit" →
merit-based governance

-metry/-meter Measure Economics/
Science

Econometric → "economic
measurement" → quantitative
economic analysis

-tropy Turning, change Science Entropy → "turning toward
disorder" → system decay

-onym Name Linguistics Eponymous → "upon a name" →
named after

3C | Special Boundary Cases (Conversational vs. Academic Meaning)

Word Conversational Meaning Academic/CAT Passage Meaning

Plastic Material (bottles, bags) Malleable; capable of being molded — "a
plastic identity" means an adaptable,
changeable one

Arrest Police detention To halt or stop a process — "arrest the
decline" means to stop the decline

Compromise Mutual concession in a deal To weaken or endanger — "compromised
immunity" means weakened, not negotiated
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Word Conversational Meaning Academic/CAT Passage Meaning

Table (verb) To bring up for discussion (India/
US usage)

In British academic usage: to postpone or
shelve a matter

Discriminate Prejudicial bias To distinguish finely between categories — 
"a discriminating reader" is a compliment

Sanction Penalty, punishment Can also mean official permission/approval
— context alone decides polarity

Temper To lose one's cool To moderate or balance — "temper
enthusiasm with caution"

CAT Tip: Never lock in an answer based on the first, most familiar meaning of a boundary-case word. If
the sentence sounds odd using the conversational sense, that itself is the signal to search for the
academic sense. 

Derive-on-the-Spot Framework

Unknown Word → Isolate Root → Isolate Prefix/Suffix → Combine Literal Senses → Cross-check with Sentence

Tone → Assign Working Charge 

Example: Verisimilitude → root ver- (truth) + simil- (similar) → "similar to truth" → working meaning: the
appearance of being true/realistic. Confirm against sentence: if surrounding text discusses fiction/realism,
charge is Neutral-Positive (a literary quality), not Negative.
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4 | TOPIC-WISE CONCEPT SUMMARIES & SOLVED EXAMPLES

4A | Words from Philosophy & Abstract Thought

Core Concept 1: Philosophical vocabulary is almost always Neutral in isolation — charge is
installed entirely by the surrounding argument's stance (skeptical, affirming, dismissive).

Core Concept 2: Roots from Greek (-log, -soph, -gnos) dominate; tracking these gives a fast literal
skeleton before tone is applied.

Core Concept 3: Words like contingent, axiomatic, teleological are frequently tested via elimination
of the option that sounds most "textbook correct" but ignores the passage's specific qualifying
clause.

CAT Tip: Do not select an option because it matches the "dictionary first definition" of a philosophy
term. CAT tests the term's function inside that specific argument's logic chain, not its general use. 

Solved Example:

Q: The professor's claims, though internally consistent, were ultimately ______ — resting on
assumptions accepted without proof.

Options: (A) axiomatic   (B) empirical   (C) ambivalent   (D) redundant

4B | Words from Social Sciences & Cultural Anthropology

Core Concept 1: Anthropological vocabulary frequently carries a hidden judgment (e.g., 
ethnocentric, parochial) — CAT tests whether you catch the embedded criticism.

Core Concept 2: Words describing group behavior (syncretism, assimilation, insularity) require
tracking whether the passage frames the process as enriching or eroding.

Core Concept 3: Many terms are polysemous between everyday and disciplinary use — "culture", 
"structure", "agency" mean something field-specific in anthropology/sociology passages.

CAT Tip: Watch for words that sound neutral-scientific (syncretism, hybridity) but are being used
pejoratively or approvingly depending on the author's ideological stance in that paragraph — never
assume neutrality by default in this field. 

• 

• 

• 

"resting on assumptions accepted without proof" → definition of axiom-based reasoning→

(B) empirical eliminated: empirical means evidence-based, opposite of "without proof"→

(C) ambivalent eliminated: means having mixed feelings, no root connection to assumptions→

(D) redundant eliminated: means unnecessary repetition, unrelated to proof-basis→

Answer: (A) axiomatic — root "axio" (worth/self-evident) directly matches "accepted without proof"→

• 

• 

• 
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Solved Example:

Q: Far from celebrating diversity, the policy enforced a rigid ______ that erased minority customs.

Options: (A) pluralism   (B) uniformity   (C) syncretism   (D) cosmopolitanism

4C | Words from Economics & Science Literature

Core Concept 1: Economic vocabulary is heavily Latinate and quantitative (endogenous,
exogenous, elasticity, stagflation) — root tracking is faster here than tone-guessing.

Core Concept 2: Scientific terms in RC passages often retain their precise technical charge (e.g., 
entropy = disorder, always negative-leaning in context of systems) — do not soften this with
conversational reading.

Core Concept 3: Distinguish "growth/change" words by direction: proliferate (increase, often
uncontrolled = negative-leaning) vs. augment (increase, neutral-positive) vs. attenuate (decrease).

CAT Tip: In economics passages, never confuse a term's technical direction (increase/decrease) with its
emotional charge — a technically "negative" (decreasing) term can appear in a positive argument (e.g.,
"attenuating inequality" is a good outcome). 

Solved Example:

Q: The reform did not create new inequality but merely made ______ disparities, present all along,
visible to policymakers.

Options: (A) exogenous   (B) endogenous   (C) latent   (D) transient

"far from celebrating diversity" → contrast connector flips expectation to opposite of diversity→

(A) pluralism eliminated: means coexistence of diverse groups, matches diversity not its opposite→

(C) syncretism eliminated: means blending of different traditions, still diversity-positive→

(D) cosmopolitanism eliminated: implies openness to many cultures→

Answer: (B) uniformity — root "uni" (one) directly matches "erased minority customs"→

• 

• 

• 

"present all along" → disparities existed internally before becoming visible→

(A) exogenous eliminated: means externally caused/originating outside, contradicts "present all along"
internally

→

(B) endogenous eliminated: means internally caused, close but describes origin of disparity not its
dormant state

→

(D) transient eliminated: means temporary/short-lived, contradicts "present all along"→

Answer: (C) latent — root "latere" (to lie hidden) directly matches "present but not visible"→
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5 | CAT TRAP IDENTIFIER

The Trap Matrix

Trap Name Mechanism How It Costs Marks

The Conversational
Bias Trap

Student selects the option whose everyday,
non-academic meaning sounds most
familiar

Correct academic-sense
option gets rejected as
"doesn't sound right"

The Visual Match
Trap

Two words look/sound similar but carry
unrelated meanings (Ingenuous vs.
Ingenious; Credible vs. Credulous; Discreet
vs. Discrete)

Student picks the visually
familiar word instead of
reading the root difference

The Intensity
Mismatch Trap

Correct root/tone identified, but wrong
degree/intensity selected (e.g., choosing
"disdain" when passage only supports mild
"skepticism")

Option is thematically right
but too strong/weak for the
sentence's actual force

Trap Comparison — Ingenuous vs. Ingenious: Ingenuous (root: genu-, born naturally) = innocent,
artless, unsophisticated. Ingenious (root: gen-, cleverness) = inventive, clever. CAT routinely places both
in the same option set specifically to punish visual skimming. 

Pre-Attempt Mental Checklist

Does this word's academic-field meaning differ from its street meaning here?

Is there a contrast connector (however/yet/far from) flipping the expected charge?

Am I confusing this word with a visually similar one (spelling proximity check)?

Does the intensity of this option match the intensity implied by the passage, or is it too extreme/
mild?

Have I checked the root literally before assuming a "textbook" definition?

Does selecting this option require me to ignore any qualifying clause in the sentence?

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 
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6 | SPEED TECHNIQUES & SHORTCUTS

Table A: Tone Extraction Matrix

Prefix/Suffix Pattern Typical Charge Speed Rule

An-, A-, Dis-, Mal-, Mis- Negative Default negative unless root itself is negative
(double negative = positive)

Eu-, Bene-, Pro- (in
"progress" sense)

Positive Default positive

Poly-, Multi-, Omni- Neutral Quantity marker, not charge; do not assign
charge; check root instead

-phobia, -pathy (in
"suffering" sense)

Negative Strongly negative, rarely flipped

-crat/-cracy, -nomy Neutral Structural/descriptive; charge comes from
passage's stance on the system, not the suffix

Table B: High-Yield Academic Synonym Bank

Concept Cluster Words (Same Charge Family)

Excessive/Overflowing Profuse, Prolific, Superfluous, Copious, Surfeit

Scarce/Insufficient Meagre, Paucity, Dearth, Scant, Exiguous

Stubborn/Unyielding Obdurate, Intransigent, Adamant, Recalcitrant

Wandering/Digressing Circuitous, Discursive, Tangential, Peripatetic

Concealing/Hidden Latent, Occult (technical sense), Clandestine, Surreptitious

Weakening/Reducing Attenuate, Diminish, Erode, Mitigate

Strategic Directives Table

Situation Recommended Approach

Word is Latin/Greek-rooted and
unfamiliar, but passage context is thin

Use root-based structural analysis first
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Situation Recommended Approach

Word is common/familiar but placed
unusually

Rely on surrounding contextual clues, ignore the "known"
meaning

Passage has a strong argumentative
stance (critique/praise)

Use contextual tone before root — author's stance overrides
literal root sense

Passage is descriptive/technical
(science, economics data)

Use root-based analysis — technical precision matters more
than tone

Elimination Framework: Even without knowing every option's exact meaning, sort all four options by
charge (Positive/Negative/Neutral) using prefix/suffix cues alone. Match this charge-sort against the
sentence's established tone. This alone eliminates 2 of 4 options in under 10 seconds, before any deep
definitional recall is needed. 
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7 | COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Mistake 1: Literal Translation Under Pressure
• WRONG: Reading "compromised" as "negotiated a deal" in a biology/security passage.
• CORRECT: Recognize "compromised" as "weakened/endangered" when paired with nouns like 
immunity, security, integrity.

Mistake 2: Ignoring the Contrast Connector
• WRONG: Assigning positive charge to a word simply because it looks positive, ignoring a preceding
"far from" or "hardly."
• CORRECT: Always process the connector first — it can fully invert the expected charge before the
word is even evaluated.

Mistake 3: Visual-Similarity Substitution
• WRONG: Selecting "discrete" when the sentence demands "discreet" (or vice versa) because the
words look nearly identical.
• CORRECT: Consciously separate spelling-twins by root: discrete (separate, root: discretus) vs. discreet
(careful/prudent, root: discretio – judgment).

Mistake 4: Over-Trusting the "Textbook" Definition
• WRONG: Picking the option that matches a word's most commonly taught dictionary meaning,
ignoring the passage's narrower technical use.
• CORRECT: Re-verify against the sentence's specific field (economics/anthropology/philosophy) —
technical usage frequently overrides general usage.

Mistake 5: Mismatched Intensity Selection
• WRONG: Choosing an extreme word (e.g., "contempt") when the passage only supports mild
disapproval ("skepticism" or "reservation").
• CORRECT: Match not just the direction of charge but its magnitude — re-read the sentence for
intensity markers ("slightly," "deeply," "utterly") before finalizing.
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8 | QUICK REVISION CARD

High-Yield Roots & Prefixes Master Table

Element Meaning Charge Default

An-/A- Without, negation Negative

Ob- Against Negative

Per- Through/thoroughly Intensifier

Contra- Against Negative (relational)

-log/-nom/-morph/-
gen/-phil/-phobia/-
cracy/-metry/-tropy/-
onym

Word / Law / Shape / Origin / Love / Fear /
Rule / Measure / Change / Name

Neutral — charge from
context

Context Tone Checklist

Locate the nearest connector (however/yet/far from/notwithstanding).

Identify the field (philosophy/anthropology/economics/science).

Isolate root before assuming dictionary-first meaning.

Check for boundary-case words (plastic, arrest, compromise, sanction).

Match intensity, not just direction.

Top 5 Vocabulary Traps — Summary

Conversational Bias Trap

Visual Match Trap

Intensity Mismatch Trap

Literal Translation Under Pressure

Over-Trusting the Textbook Definition

Flash Decoding Checklist

Unknown Word → Root → Prefix/Suffix → Field Context → Connector Check → Final Charge 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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Timing & Target Metrics

Task Target Time Target Accuracy

Context Mapping (identifying tone/field) Under 30 seconds —

Option Filtering (charge-based elimination) Under 30 seconds —

Overall Vocabulary-in-Context Accuracy — 85%+

Final Axiom: CAT rewards structural reasoning over memorized definitions. Every unfamiliar word is a
decoding puzzle: root + field + connector = meaning. Never guess from familiarity; always reconstruct
from structure. 
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