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The English of Science

The English of science differs in some ways from
the English of literature and of everyday life.
‘Words and symbols‘
~ Scientific texts can almost always be recognized at
once because scientists freely use diagrams, symbols, ab-
breviations, formulae and equations which are used only
in science,

- Without reeding the extracts A, B and C which fol-
low, you can set at once that A and C are abeut science.
A The main results obtained were:

(1) If an oscillatory motion was superimpesed on
steady shearing the maximum torque on the top plate

T e 2 %
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during the combined motion was scarcely more than the
torque in steady shearing alone; the minimum was consid-
erably less. The average torque was much less in the
combined motion and it is possible that the average rate at
which work was absorbed was less in the combined motion
than in the steady shearing alone. (A later analysis has
shown an inerease in these two cases. )

(2) The response of the material to oscillatory mo-
tion was non-linear below about 20 c/s in these experi-
ments. For a shear rate of the form:

s=gycost (1)
The stress was of the form:
- 9'—‘:2-42,14008([2”*‘1](”—¢2n-1) (2
n=1
B In the country, trees had been torn up, and sails
of windmills carried away;and gloomy accounts had come
in from the coast, of shipwreck and death. Violent blasts
of rain had accompanied these rages of wind, and the
day just closed as I sat down to read had been the
worst of all,

Alterations have been made in that part of the
Temple since that time, and it has not now so lonely a
character as it had then, nor is it so exposed to the river.
We lived at the top of the last house, and the wind
rushing up the river shook the house that night, likb
discharges of cannon, or breakings of a sea. When the
rain came with it and dashed against the windows, {

L



thought, raising my eyes to them as they rocked, that I
might have fancied myself in a storm-beaten light-house.
C In experiment 1) the recipients were: (a) unsensi-
tized mice; (b) mice sensitized by grafting with CBA
skin 4 weeks prior to testing and by intraperitoneal inject-
ion of 107 spleen cells 3 weeks later.

In experiment 2) the recipients were: (¢) mice graft-
ed with (AxCBA —T6) F, skin 16 days prior to test-
ing; (d) mice injected intraperitoneally with 10° or 10%
(A< CBA~—T6) F, spleen cells 7 days before testing; (e)
unsensitized mice.

In experiment 3) (AxCBA) F, or CBA cells were
injected into two groups of adult CBA animals. The
recipients were: (f) unsensitized mice; (g) mice grafted
with A-strain skin 12 days previously.

Symbols, formulae or equations almost certainly indi-
cate a scientific text. Fortunately, the symbols of science
are the same in all countries. They look the same in
almost all written languages, although they have different
sounds when spoken in different languages.

The words of science

Scientists do not use symbols or equations in all the
statements they make. They may use only words, and
many of the words will, of course, also be commonly
used outside science. It is always possible to say in which
language a scientific paper is written even though it may

s 4 o



"

consist almost wholly of symbols. Every scientist also
uses the special vocabulary of his particular science — of
physics or chemistry or biology or engineering, for exam-
ple — and many of the words of these special vocabu-
laries, like the symbols, occur in similar forms in almost
all lahguages. In different alphabets, of course, such words
may look different and yet some of them sound the same
when spoken. The following words, for .example, are
found in almost all languages:

melre, gram, volt, ampere, atom, laser, carbureticr,
transistor. But there are also many words in science
which are not the same in all languages. These words
can be very important scientifically; they are the basic
words of the older sciences such as mechanics. In these
older sciences, words were taken from everyday language
and defined for scientific use, as for example the follew-
ing English words;

matter, mass, force, power, work, energy, moment.
Outside scientific contexts these words have less precise
uses,

Fortunately, the terms of science are well defined
and most languages have exact equivalents of Enghkish
scientific terms. A good technical dictionary solves mest
preblems of translating scientific terms. And so, if ycu
understand the scientific ‘subject already, the scientific
vecabulary of an English-speaking scientist will cause
you ho serious difficulties.



Secntence patterns in science

Scientists try to be objective. The facts they study
are statements about things which can be seen, heard,
touched or smelt by any norimal person and on which all
observers would agree. To make agreement easier, scient-
ists try to express all observations in numbers or by
meter readings. A non-scientist may be content to say
that he can see a green light when he looks into an
optical instrument. But ‘green’ is a subjective word and
green is a colour of many possible shades. Verbal des-
criptions of colour given by different observers do not
agree closely. So a scientist prefers to describe a colour
by stating its wavelength, or its range of wavelengths
and their intensities, because wavelengths and intensities
can be read on the scales of suitable meters by anyone
who is not blind, A scientist always invites others to
verify his descriptions of what he observes. So scientists
accept as facts only statements about things which can
be seen by any observers who choose to look. Statements
which are private or subjective do not belong to science,

This attitude of the scientist to his subject is natu-
rally reflected in the kinds of sentence patterns he pre-
fers to use. Because he tries to avoid reference to person-
al feelings or judgements, he usually puts his statements
in an impersonal way. For example, instead of saying
o weighed the specimen’, he would prefer to say ‘The
specimen was weighed’. He thus turns attention away
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from himself and towards the specimen. You may also
notice that the patterns of the two statements are differ-
ent. The first sentence has an active verb: ‘weighed’.
The second sentence has a passive verb: ‘was weighed’.
This use of the passive is very common in scientific
discourse in English.

The sentence patterns of scientific English are also
found in nonscientific English. There are no special pat-
terns to learn. The sentence patterns of the English of
science conform with the grammatical rules of English
language textbooks. Though its vocabularies may some-
times be difficult, the English of science is simpler than
the English of literature and of everyday life because its
sentence patterns are less varied.

The style of written scientific English

‘The scientist always writes with a definitée and rather
narrow practical purpose — it may be to describe a phe-
nomenon, an experiment or a process, or to explain a
theory. The scientist tries to keep his limited objective
always in view and so he tries to write clearly and logi-
cally. But in recent years the quantity of scientific writ-
ing has increased so rapidly that editors of scientific
Jjournals cannot accept all the papers they would like to
publish. This pressure on space in the journals has forced

scientists to co mpress their statements. The scientist

has to say as much as possible in the few words he is
allowed. He often omits words which can shorten a sen-
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tence without making it unintelligible. Here are two exam-
ples of compression:

(a) The results of this experiment show that AMX
significantly impairs the co-ordination of hand and eye,

This sentence might be shortened to read:

The AMX results show significant hand/eye co-
ordination impairment, :

(b) On the alternative theory, the deflection of the
beam of light is calculated to be 4°,

This sentence might be shortened io read:

The alternative calculated light beam deflection
is 4°.

Scientific speech

The English of science has been created by the wri-
tings of scientists. When scientists speak as scientists,
they naturally adopt the written forms of scientific
English. Unless a scientist is being deliberately informal,
he will tend to speak like s book when he is explaining
science. But of course a scientist is also a social person.
So you will hear the scientist speaking personally and
informally when he is being sociable, and impersonally
and more formally when he is being scientific. The con-
trasts between these twe styles illustrate how the English
of science differs from the English of literature and of
everyday life, Here is an example:

(Mr Smith enters Dr Brown’s office. Dr Brown is

e 8 .



a consultant. Dr Brown speaks.)

Good morning, Mr Smith.

Can I take your coat? Awful weather, isn’t it?

Do sit down.

Well, I’'ve been looking into your enquiry about the
corrosion trouble you’ve been getting in the control
valve. I'm sorry you’ve had trouble — quite unexpected

— but I think we have the answer.

The most probable cause of- corrosion at a metal-

to-metal junction immersed in an ionized fluid is electo-

lytic. In this particular valve, however, ..

Here the sociable Dr Brown welcomes his guest and

apologizes, using personal and informal language. Then

the sociable Dr Brown becomes the impersonal scientist
when he talks, as a scientist, about corrosion. '
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