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WHY SOLVING A
CROSSWORD IS A
REWARDING
CHALLENGE

For  many,  the  daily
newspaper  r i tua l
includes  a  glance  at
the  crossword  puzzle.
It  sits there, a grid of
b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e
squares,  promising  a
mental  workout.  The
moment you decide to
pick  up  a  penci l  i s
where it all starts. That
in i t ia l  s tep,  o f ten
described as the point
where  one  begins
crossword  solving,
can  be  both  exciting
and  intimidating.  The
b l a n k  s q u a r e s
represent  potential,
while  the  clues  offer  a

path. Whether you are
a  complete  novice  or
someone  looking  to
sharpen  their  skills,
understanding  how  to
approach  this  classic
puzzle  is  the  key  to
unlocking  a  world  of
l ingu is t ic  fun  and
cognitive  benefit.
Crosswords  are  more
than  just  a  pastime.
They  are  a  tes t  o f
vocabulary,  general
knowledge, and lateral
thinking.  The  moment
y o u  b e g i n s
crossword  solving,
you  engage  multiple
areas  of  your  brain.
Y o u  r e c a l l  f a c t s ,
r e c o g n i z e  w o r d
p a t t e r n s ,  a n d
sometimes, you guess.
The  beauty  o f  the
p u z z l e  l i e s  i n  i t s
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structure. Each answer
interlocks  with  others,
providing  a  system of
checks and balances. A
correct  letter  in  one
word  helps  confirm  a
letter  in  another.  This
interconnected  nature
i s  w h y  a  s m a l l
breakthrough can lead
t o  a  c a s c a d e  o f
solutions. For someone
new,  the  first  step  is
always the hardest, but
i t  i s  a lso  the  most
important.
Peop le  o f ten  ask ,
" W h e r e  d o  I  e v e n
begin?" The answer is
simpler than you think.
You start with the clues
you know. You look for
fill-in-the-blank  clues,
s h o r t  w o r d s ,  o r
common abbreviations.
As  you  fill  in  a  few
letters,  the  puzzle
begins  to  y ie ld  i ts
secrets. The process of
solving  is  a  dialogue
between  you  and  the
setter.  You  interpret

the clue,  consider  the
possibilities,  and  write
down your answer. This
article  will  guide  you
through  the  entire
process,  from  the  first
glance  to  the  final
square. We will explore
the  strategies,  the
common  pitfalls,  and
the  sheer  joy  that
comes when you finally
complete  a  tough
puzzle.

THE ANATOMY OF
A CROSSWORD
PUZZLE

Before  you  begins
crossword  solving,  it
i s  h e l p f u l  t o
understand  what  you
a r e  l o o k i n g  a t .  A
standard  crossword
puzzle  consists  of  a
grid.  The  grid  is  filled
with  white  and  black
squares.  The  white
squares are where you
write letters. The black
squares  separate
words.  The  gr id  is
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usually  symmetrical,
meaning the pattern of
black  squares  is  the
same  when  rotated
180 degrees. There are
two  sets  o f  c lues :
Across and Down. Each
numbered  square
corresponds  to  a  clue
number.  When  you
begins  crossword
solving,  the  first  thing
you should do is scan
t h e  c l u e s  f o r  t h e
easiest  ones.

Understa
nding the
Grid
T h e  g r i d  i s  y o u r
canvas. It dictates the
length of each answer.
T h e  n u m b e r  i n
parentheses at the end
of a clue tells you how
m a n y  l e t t e r s  t h e
a n s w e r  h a s .  F o r
example,  "Cat  (3)"

means  a  three-letter
word.  The  grid  also
s h o w s  y o u  w h e r e
words start and end. A
sol id  black  square
i n d i c a t e s  a  w o r d
boundary.  When  you
begins  crossword
solv ing,  pay  c lose
a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e
number ing .  Each
Across and Down clue
has a unique number.
T h e  n u m b e r s  a r e
assigned based on the
starting  square  of  the
word.  This  system
helps  you  locate  the
correct  place  to  write
your answer.

Types of
Clues
Crossword clues  come
i n  m a n y  f o r m s .
Recognizing  these
types  wil l  help  you
solve  faster.  Here  are
the most common:
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Fill-in-the-
Blank: These are
often the easiest.
Example: "___
and the Sun"
(Answer: SON).
Setters want you
to complete a
familiar phrase.
When you
begins
crossword
solving, these
are your best
friends.
Definition: A
straightforward
clue. Example:
"Feline" (Answer:
CAT). The clue is
a synonym for
the answer.
Wordplay:
These are
trickier. They
involve
anagrams,
hidden words, or
reversals.
Example: "Dice
reformed (5)"
(Answer: ICED).

"Dice" is an
anagram of
"iced".
Abbreviations:
Common
abbreviations are
used frequently.
Example: "Doctor
(abbr.)" (Answer:
DR). Knowing
standard
abbreviations
(US state codes,
chemical
symbols, etc.) is
very helpful.
Double
Definitions: The
clue gives two
separate
meanings for the
same word.
Example: "Tree,
also a number"
(Answer: PINE).
Pine is a tree,
and to pine is to
yearn. This is a
trick clue.

FIRST STEPS: HOW
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TO BEGIN SOLVING

S o ,  h o w  d o  y o u
actually  start?  The
moment  you  begins
crossword  solving,
your  strategy  should
be  conservative.  Do
not  try  to  solve  the
hardest  clue  first.
Instead, work your way
up.  This  approach
builds momentum and
confidence.  Here  is  a
step-by-step  method
for  beginners.

1. Scan
for Short
Words
and Easy
Clues
Look  for  three-letter
and  four-letter  words.
These  are  often  the
b u i l d i n g  b l o c k s .

Common  short  words
include  "AND",  "THE",
"ARE",  "NOT",  "YOU".
Fill-in-the-blank  clues
are almost always the
easiest.  For  example,
"___-in-the-box"  is
clearly  "JACK".  Write
t h e s e  d o w n
immediately.  Each
correct  answer  gives
you  letters  that  will
help  with  intersecting
w o r d s .  W h e n  y o u
begins  crossword
solving,  this  is  the
most  efficient  use  of
your  time.

2. Use a
Pencil,
Not a Pen
T h i s  m i g h t  s e e m
obvious,  but  it  is  a
critical piece of advice.
Y o u  w i l l  m a k e
mistakes.  A  penci l
allows  you  to  erase
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e a s i l y .  M o r e
importantly,  using  a
pencil  frees  you  to
guess.  You  are  not
committed to your first
answer. If  you think a
clue might be "EARN",
w r i t e  i t  i n .  I f  t h e
intersecting  words  do
not  fit,  you  can  erase
it.  This  trial-and-error
process is natural and
effective.  The  mental
flexibility  you  gain
when  you  begins
crossword  solving
w i t h  a  p e n c i l  i s
invaluable.

3.
Identify
Common
Prefixes

and
Suffixes
M a n y  c r o s s w o r d
answers  use  common
word  parts.  Prefixes
like "RE-", "UN-", "PRE-
",  and "DIS-" are very
common.  Suffixes  like
"-ING",  "-ED",  "-ER",
and  "-EST"  appear
frequently. If you have
a clue that might be a
verb in the past tense,
look for "-ED". If a clue
suggests  repetition,
think  of  "RE-".  These
pat terns  are  your
fr iends.  When  you
begins  crossword
solving,  train  yourself
to spot these. They act
as  anchors  for  longer
words.

4. Read
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Clues
Carefully
Crossword  clues  are
precise. Every word in
a clue matters. Setters
often  use  punctuation
to indicate wordplay. A
question  mark  at  the
end  of  a  clue  usually
signals a pun or a trick.
For  example,  "Tree
that grows on money?
(4)"  might be "CASH".
(Cash  i s  s lang  fo r
money,  and  it  sounds
l ike  "cach".)  Also,
watch  for  words  like
"maybe" or "perhaps".
They indicate that the
answer  is  a  type  of
s o m e t h i n g .  F o r
ins tance ,  "Dr ink ,
perhaps  (4)"  could  be
"BEER".  When  you
begins  crossword
solving,  develop  a
habit  of  parsing  each
clue carefully.

BUILDING YOUR
CROSSWORD
VOCABULARY

Crosswords  have  their
own vocabulary. This is
not  the same as your
everyday  vocabulary.
Certain  words  appear
over and over because
they have many vowels
o r  unusua l  l e t te r
combinations. Knowing
these words will speed
up your solving. When
y o u  b e g i n s
crossword  solving,
familiarize  yourself
with  these  common
crossword  staples.

Common
Short
Words

ERE (before)
OLE (Spanish
exclamation)
EKE (to add with
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difficulty)
ALEE (away from
the wind)
OLIO (a mixture)
ANOA (a type of
buffalo)
ETUI (a small
case)
AGEE (turned to
one side)

These  words  might
seem obscure, but they
are  staples.  The  best
way to learn them is by
solving  puzzles.  When
y o u  b e g i n s
crossword  solving,
you  wi l l  see  these
words again and again.
Wr i te  them  down.
Create  a  mental  list.
T h e y  a r e  t h e
scaffolding  of  the
crossword  world.

Vowel-
Heavy

Words
C r o s s w o r d s  l o v e
vowels.  Words  l ike
"AERIE"  (an  eagle's
n e s t ) ,  " O B O E "  ( a
musical  instrument),
a n d  " I D E A "  a r e
common.  Vowels  help
connect other words. If
you  are  stuck  on  a
word  that  has  many
vowels,  think of  these
common  vowel-heavy
w o r d s .  W h e n  y o u
begins  crossword
solving, remember that
u n u s u a l  l e t t e r
combinations like "AE"
or "EI" often appear.

Abbreviat
ions and
Short
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Forms
Nearly  every  puzzle
uses  abbreviations.
Here  are  some  you
should  know:

US state
abbreviations:
AL, AK, AZ, CA,
etc.
Chemical
symbols: FE
(iron), NA
(sodium), AU
(gold), etc.
Common
abbreviations:
DR (doctor), ST
(street), AVE
(avenue), MT
(mount), RD
(road).
Roman
numerals: I, V,
X, L, C, D, M.
Days and
months: MON,
TUE, JAN, FEB,
etc.

When  you  begins

crossword  solving,
having  these  at  your
fingertips  is  a  huge
advantage.  Consider
making  a  flashcard  set
or  a  s imple  l i s t  to
review.

DEVELOPING
PROBLEM-SOLVING
STRATEGIES

Solving a crossword is
like solving a mystery.
You  have  clues,  you
have  evidence,  and
you  need  to  build  a
c a s e .  W h e n  y o u
begins  crossword
s o l v i n g ,  a d o p t  a
detective's  mindset.
H e r e  a r e  s o m e
advanced  strategies
for moving beyond the
basics.

Look for
Intersecti
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ons
Intersections are where
two words cross. This is
the most powerful tool
in your arsenal. If you
have a guess for a five-
letter word but you are
not  sure,  look  at  the
cross words.  If  one of
the  cross  words  gives
you a letter that makes
your guess invalid, you
know  your  guess  is
wrong.  If  the  letters
m a t c h ,  y o u  g a i n
confidence.  When  you
begins  crossword
solving,  always  use
intersections  to  verify
your answers. They are
the puzzle's own error-
checking system.

Use
Common

Letter
Patterns
English  has  certain
letter  patterns  that
appear  frequently.  For
example,  the  letter
combination  "QU"  is
always  followed  by  a
vowel.  "TH"  is  very
common.  "ED"  often
ends a word. "ING" is a
common  suffix.  "S"  is
the  most  common
plural.  When  you  are
stuck on a word, think
about  what  le t ter
combinat ions  are
possible. If you have "C
_  R  _",  the  missing
le t te r s  a re  l i ke l y
vowels, like "CARE" or
"CORE".  When  you
begins  crossword
s o l v i n g ,  p a t t e r n
recognition  becomes
second  nature.



Begins Crossword 11

11

Patience
and
Persisten

ce
Not  every  puzzle  is
solvable in one sitting.
It  is  common to hit  a
wall.  If  you  find
yourself  stuck,  take  a
break. Step away from
the puzzle.  Your  brain
will  continue  to  work

on  it  subconsciously.
When you come back,
you  might  see  the
answer  immediately.
Also,  do not be afraid
to  l ook  up  a  f a c t .
Crosswords  are  about
knowledge,  but  they
a r e  a l s o  a b o u t
learning. If you learn a
new word or fact from
a puzzle, you are doing
i t  r ight .  When  you
begins  crossword
solving, remember that
the  goal  is  enjoyment
and mental


