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What this unit is about
This unit will help you to increase your understanding of the central role of language in the
development of students’ understanding of science. It provides you with some simple
strategies to use in your classroom that will help your students to improve their scientific
literacy.
Learning science involves an initiation into a new language – the language of science. But
this language can be a major barrier to most students in learning science. The problems
that they experience in using scientific language can be a major block to their
understanding and reasoning in science. Good teachers will be aware of their students’
understanding of scientific words and will have strategies to help them to develop shared
understandings of specialist words.
The techniques here are illustrated in the context of the topic of ‘The fundamental unit of
life’ (cells). However, the techniques and suggestions described can be used in many
topics in the science curriculum.

What you can learn in this unit

l The importance of clear planning for language development in science.

l A number of techniques for tackling science language difficulties.

l Ways in which you can support your students’ language development by
encouraging them to write about science.

Why this approach is important
Language development and conceptual development are deeply linked: thought requires
language and language requires thought. So it is important to think about your students’
language development when planning your science lessons.
Many of your students will be multilingual so the language of the classroom may be
different to the language that they use outside their lessons. This makes it even more
important that you make time during your lessons for students to learn and practise using
new words.
You can do this by giving them the opportunity to use the words by talking in pairs or in
groups. Even the pronunciation will sometimes be difficult, let alone understanding the
meaning of a new word. Using the words in writing tasks will also help your students
develop understandings of the proper scientific meanings. If students do not understand
crucial science words, their understanding of scientific concepts will be limited.
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1 Making sense of difficult words
Science has a specialised and technical language that makes it a unique curriculum
subject. There are three main types of problems faced by students in learning scientific
vocabulary:

1 Unfamiliar words: Scientists often use scientific words for familiar objects. For
example, a scientist will say ‘aqua’ instead of ‘water’, ‘photo’ instead of ‘light’ or
‘micro’ when they mean ‘small’. Many of these words are then put together to make
complicated, compound words, like photosynthesis or microscope.

2 Specialist meanings: Many words in science have everyday meanings as well as
specific scientific meanings, words such as energy, conduct or potential. Students
often get confused about which meaning to use and need to be taught the accepted
scientific meaning for different contexts.

3 Difficult concepts: There are many non-technical words used in science like
‘illuminate’, ‘factor’ or ‘theory’. Teachers often assume that their students know the
meaning of words like these. This is because they are easy to read. But often these
words refer to complex difficult scientific concepts. Students may only have a partial
or incorrect understanding of these abstract concepts.

2 Decoding complicated compound words
Many scientific words in English have been created in a systematic way by the
combination of Greek or Latin word roots or stems. For example, ‘chlorophyll’ consists of
two parts: ‘chloro–’, which means green, and ‘–phyll’, which means leaf. So, a good guess
at the meaning of the word would be something to do with green leaves.
This is a good strategy to use to help your students to decode words. If students can work
out the meaning of a word for themselves, they are more likely to remember it in the
future. It will help their recognition of similar words and help them to build links between
different parts of the curriculum. For example, ‘photo–’ links ‘photosynthesis’ in biology
and to ‘photon’ or ‘photodiode’ in physics.
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