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Defining and Explaining Terms 3-5

1. Unit Description:

Defining things and concepts is a critical skill required of scientists. The task of making
definitions both accurate and easy to understand is not, however, an easy one. Particularly if
one is an expert on the subject, definitions can be too technical for the listener or contain jumps
in logic making it difficult to follow or understand. In this unit we will practice defining
everyday words and concepts as well as more technical ones with a focus on allowing even
those with no background on the subject to be able to understand our definitions. To achieve
this goal, more indepth explanations will be needed to supplement the definitions. We will
also try to learn to distinguish which terms are known to the general public and which are
technical terms known only to specialists in a certain field.

2. Skills / Areas to be developed:
Defining, Clarifying, Explaining, Specifying, Generalizing

3. Allotted Class Time: Three periods

4. Goals: "“Can Do”
1) Be able to define and explain well known things from our daily lives.
2) Be able to define and explain things of a scientific nature to those with no background
knowledge while maintaining both accuracy and ease of understanding.
3) Be able to offer accurate and easy to understand definitions / explanations while avoiding
technical jargon.

5. Tasks:
1) General topics: Define the subject in plain English with supplementary explanations.
2) Specialized topics: Define / explain fairly technical ideas using everyday language.
3) Critical comments: Through listening to each other’s ideas and exchanging constructive
criticism, gain a better understanding or our own strong points and areas for improvement.
The instructor’'s comments will also serve as a reference.

6. Materials: PowerPoint slide show with copies provided for student use.
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