WRITING SENTENCE DEFINITIONS . -
The following Guidelines box presents more advice on sentence definitiong

‘ . PR
E]mm Writing Effective Sentence Definitions

The following five suggestions can help you write effective sentence definitions.

> Be specific in stating the category and the distinguishing characteristics. If you

write, “A Bunsen burner is a burner that consists of a vertical me'FaI tube con-. :
nected to a gas source,” the imprecise category—"a burner”—ruins the definition:
many types of large-scale burners use vertical metal tubes connected to gas

sources.

» Don't describe a specific item if you are defining a general class of items. If you
wish to define catamaran, don't describe a particular catamaran. The‘one you see
on the beach in front of you might be made by Hobie and have a white hull and
blue sails, but those characteristics are not essential to all catamarans.

» Avoid writing circular definitions—that is, definitions that merely repeat the
key words or the distinguishing characteristics of the item being defined in the
category. The definition “A required course is a course that is required”is useless:
required of whom, by whom? However, in defining electron microscope, you can
repeat microscope because microscope is not the difficult part of the term. The
purpose of defining electron microscope is to clarify electron as it applies to a
particular type of microscope.

» Be sure the category contains a noun or a noun phrase rather than a phrase
beginning with when, what, or where.
INCORRECT A brazier is whatis used to. ..
CORRECT A brazier is a metal pan used to ...
INCORRECT  Hypnoanalysis is when hypnosis is used to . . .

CORRECT Hypnoanalysis is a psychoanalytical technique in which.. ...

» Consider including a graphic. A definition of an electron microscope would
probably include a photograph, diagram, or drawing, for example.

WRITING EXTENDED DEFINITIONS
An extended definition is a more-detailed explanation—usually one or more
paragraphs—of an object, process, or idea. Often an extended definition
begins with a sentence definition, which is then elaborated. For instance,
the sentence definition “An electrophorus is a laboratory instrument used
to generate static electricity” tells you the basic function of the device, but it
doesn’t explain how it works, what it is used for, or its strengths and limita-
tions. An .extended definition would address these and other topics.

There is no one way to “extend” a definition. Your analysis of your audi-
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Additive color is the type of color that results from
mixing colored light, as opposed to mixing pigments
such as dyes or paints. When any two colored lights
are mixed, they produce a third color that is lighter
than either of the two original colors, as shown in this
diagram. And when green, red, and blue lights are
mixed together in equal parts, they form white light.
We are all familiar with the concept of additive color
from watching TV monitors. A TV monitor projects
three beams of electrons—one each for red, blue, and
green—onto a fluorescent screen. Depending on the

combinations of the three colors, we see different
colors on the screen.

The graphic effectively and
economically clarifies the
concept of additive color.

Examples Examples are particularly useful in making an abstract term
easier to understand. The following excerpt is an extended definition of

marine protected areas from the website of the National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration (NOAA.gov, 2016).

Marine protected areas (MPAs) in the U.S. come in a variety of forms and are
established and managed by all levels of government. There are marine sanctuaries,
estuarine research reserves, ocean parks, and marine wildlife refuges. Each of these
sites differ. MPAs may be established to protect ecosystems, preserve cultural
resources such as shipwrecks and archaeological sites, or sustain fisheries production.

There is often confusion and debate regarding what the term “marine protected
area” really means. Some people interpret MPAs to mean areas closed to a.II human
activities, while others interpret them as special areas set aside for recreation (e.g.,
national parks) or to sustain commercial use (e.g., fishery management areas). These
are just a few examples of the many t‘ypes of MPAs. :

In reality, "marine protected area”is a tgrm that gncompasses a variety of
conservation and management methods mlthe Unlt.ed States..|f you have bee.n .
fishing in central California, diving neara sh.lp.wreck in the Florida Keys, camping in
Acadia, snorkeling in the Virgin Islands, or hiking along the Olympic Coast, you were
probably one of thousands of visitors to.an MPA. :

In the U.S., MPAs span a range of habitats, including the open. ocea'n, coastal areas,
intertidal zones, estuaries, and the Great Lakes. They also vary w:.dely in purpose, legal
authorities, agencies, management approaches, level of protection, and restrictions
on human uses.

partition Partitioning is the process of dividing a thing or an idea into
smaller parts so that readers can understand it more easily. The following
example (Brain, 2005) uses partition to define computer infection.
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Types of Infection

When you listen to the news, you hear about many different forms of electronic
infection. The most common are:
« Viruses—A virus is a small piece of software that piggybacks on real programs. For

example, a virus might attach itself to a program suchasa spread‘sheet program,
Each time the spreadsheet program runs, the virus runs, too, and it has the chance
to reproduce (by attaching to other programs) or wreak havoc.

Email viruses—An email virus moves around in email messages, anfd usuall'y
replicates itself by automatically mailing itself to dozens of people in the victim’s
email address book.

Worms—A worm is a small piece of software that uses computer networks

and security holes to replicate itself. A copy of the worm scans the network for
another machine that has a specific security hole. It copies itself to the new
machine using the security hole, and then starts replicating from there, as well.
Trojan horses—A Trojan horse is simply a computer program. The program claims
to do one thing (it may claim to be a game) but instead does damage wh'en

you run it (it may erase your hard disk). Trojan horses have no way to replicate
automatically.

Principle of Operation Describing the principle of operation—the way
something works—is an effective way to develop an extended definition,
especially for an object or a process. The following excerpt from an extended
definition of adaptive cruise control is based on the mechanism’s principle of
operation.

Adaptive cruise control (ACC) employs sensing
and control systems to monitor the vehicle’s
position with respect to any vehicle ahead. When
a vehicle equipped with ACC approaches a slower-

moving vehicle, the ACC system reduces the vehicle
speed in order to maintain a preset following
distance (headway). However, when the traffic ahead
clears, the ACC system automatically accelerates the

vehicle back to the preset travel speed.

ACC systems use forward-looking radar or laser
detection (lidar) systems to monitor the vehicle’s

ACC reduces the green car’s speed and maintains the preset headway.

position with respect to any vehicle in front and
change the speed in order to maintain a preset
following distance (headway).

P — The system typically allows the driver to preset a
I

< “following time,” for example a two-second gap

- between vehicles. The ACC computer makes
calculations of speed, distance and time based

on the sensor inputs and makes appropriate

The green car overtakes the red car. The road ahead is clear. The ACC adjustments to the vehicle's speed to maintain the
system resumes the vehicle’s preset cruising speed. desired headway.

Information from Canadian Association of Road Safety Professionals.
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VolP is cons !')lyd'ie aper than traditional phone service: for as little as $20 per In this excerpt, the second “'d eivd
month, USErs 981 e imited local and domestic long-distance service. For international paragraphs briefly compare Yol?
calls, VoIP service is only about three cents per minute, about a third the rate of and traditional phone s

wraditional phone servtce In addition, any calls from one person to another person
4ith the same VolIP service provider are free.

However, sound guality on VoIP cannot match that of a traditional land-based
ghone. On 2 good day, the sound is fine on VolP, but frequent users comment on
clipping and dropouts that can last up to a second. In addition, sometimes the sound
has the distant, tinny quality of some of today’s cell phones.

Analogy An analogy is a specialized kind of comparison. In a traditional
comparison, the WTiter compares one item to another, similar item: an elec-
tron microscope to a light microscope, for example. In an analogy, however, the
item being defined is compared to an item that is in some ways completely
different but that shares some essential characteristic. For instance, the central
processing unit of a computer is often compared to a brain. Obviously, these
two items are very different, except that the relationship of the central pro-
cessing unit to the computer is similar to that of the brain to the body.

The following example from a definition of decellularization (Falco, 2008)
shows an effective use of an analogy.

Researchers at the University of Minnesota were able to create a beating [rat] heart The writer of this passage uses the
using the outer structure of one heart and injecting heart cells from another rat. analogy of gutting a house to darify
Their findings are reported in the journal Nature Medicine. Rather than building a the meaning of decefiudarization.

heart from scratch, which has often been mentioned as a possible use for stem cells,
this procedure takes a heart and breaks it down to the outermost shell. It’s similar

to taking a house and gutting it, then rebuilding everything inside. In the human
version, the patient’s own cells would be used.

Negation A special kind of contrast is negation, sometimes called negative

Statement. Negation clarifies a term by distinguishing it from a different term

;’“h Which readers might confuse it. The following example uses negation to
SUnguish the term ambulatory from ambulance.

A”a"b“atorypatiemisnota patient who must be moved by ambulance. On the contrary,
- patient is one who can walk without assistance from another person.

: Negation i rarely the only technique used in an extended definition; in
act, it ig used most often in a sentence or two at the start. Once you have
Plained yyp,qy something is not, you still have to explain what it is.



WRITING DEFINITIONS, DESCRIPTIONS, AND INSTRUCTIONS
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Etymology Citing a word's etymology, T deriva L S,

interesting way to develop a definition. The following ex
mology of spam—unsolicited junk email—to define 1t.

For many decades, Hormel Foods has manufactured a Iuncheor.1 meat called Spam,
which stands for “Shoulder Pork and hAM"/"SPiced hAM!Then, in t.he; 970s, the
English comedy team Monty Python's Flying Circus brqadcast 2 Sk,lt about a Jestausant
that served Spam with every dish. In describing each d's_h' faswaltress repeai‘::s ihe
word Spam over and over, and several Vikings standing in the corner chant the j

word repeatedly. In the mid-1990s, two businessmen hired a progr.ammer to write a
program that would send unsolicited ads to thousands of e|eCtrOI"\IC I’.leWSQFOUpS. Just
as Monty Python’s chanting Vikings drowned out other conversation in the restaurant,
the ads began drowning out regular communication online. As a result, people
started calling unsolicited junk email spam.

Etymology is a popular way to begin definitions of acronyms, which are
abbreviations pronounced as words:

RAID, which stands for redundant array of independent (or inexpensive) disks, refers
to a computer storage system that can withstand a single (or, in some cases, even
double) disk failure.

Etymology, like negation, is rarely used alone in technical communication,
but it provides an effective way to introduce an extended definition.

A Sample Extended Definition Figure 14.1is an example of an
extended definition addressed to a general audience.

Writing Descriptions

Technical communication often requires descriptions: verbal and visual rep-




