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Definition

Why is it important to define information?

Can you think of cases when definitions are especially needed?



What is a definition?

A definition answers the question “what is it?”

A definition gives readers information about the meanings of 

terms and concepts



Task 1

Each of these sentences has an element of information 

which is vague for most readers. Identify the terms that 

need explaining. 



1. The Mars mission was originally funded to last 90 sols and to 

end last April. 

2. The Mars Science Laboratory is scheduled to be launched on 

September 15, 2009.

3. The rover can perform all planned operations under solar 

panel power alone. 

4. The Mars rover will seem samples that have minerals 

deposited by water-related processes.

5. The space mission will carry more advanced scientific 

instruments than any other mission ever sent to Mars. 



1. The Mars mission was originally funded to last 90 sols (one sol 

equals 24.65 hours) and to end last April. 

2. The Mars Science Laboratory (MSL) is scheduled to be launched 

on September 15, 2009.

3. The rover can perform all planned operations (e.g. driving, 

communicating, imagining) under solar panel power alone. 

4. The Mars rover will seem samples that have minerals deposited 

by water-related processes, such as precipitation, evaporation, or 

sedimentary cementation.

5. The space mission will carry more advanced scientific 

instruments than any other mission ever sent to Mars, including 

those for analysis of samples scooped up from the soil. 



Task 2

Which one of these definitions is 
the most effective? 

What makes the others less 
effective?



a) An mp3 player is used when playing mp3 files.

b) A media player is a what? used to store, transfer, and play back digital media.

c) A media player is a device which can be used to store, transfer, and play 

back digital media, such as mp3 files and various video clips. 

d) A media player is an electronic device. It can be used to store, transfer, and 

play back digital media. For example, it can be used to play mp3 files and 

various video clips.

e) The media player is the device that can be used in storing, transferring, and 

playing back digital media, such as mp3 files and various video clips.



How much information do readers 
need?
• Always define new terms and concepts.

• Define terms you use in a non-standard way.

• Define the terms you use if you are unsure readers will 

understand them.

• The less readers know about the topic, the more you need to 

explain the terms using language they can understand.



Types of definition

1. Parenthetical definition

2. Sentence definition

3. Extended definition



1. Parenthetical definition
A parenthetical definition explains a term briefly in parenthesis or 

between commas using synonyms or examples. 

(1) A term (definition)

The Mars mission was originally funded to last 90 sols (one sol 

equals 24.65 hours) and to end last April.

(2)  A term, definition,

The Mars mission was originally funded to last 90 sols, the 

equivalent of 90 Mars days, and come to an end last April.



Common phrases used in 
parenthetical definitions:
• e.g.

The rover can perform all planned operations, e.g., driving, 

communicating, imaging, under solar panel power alone.

• such as

The Mars rover will seek samples that have minerals deposited by 

water-related processes, such as precipitation, evaporation, and 
sedimentary cementation.



Common phrases used in 
parenthetical definitions:
• including

The Mars rover has been designed to perform various tasks, 
including imagining, driving, and drilling. 

• i.e.

On Mars, the average duration between two successive risings of 

Phobos is just over 11 hours, i.e., Phobos rises and sets twice 

every Martian day.



2. Sentence definition

Good sentence definitions consists of three elements:

1. Term (= object/concept to be defined)

2. Class (= group to which the object belongs)

3. Characteristics (= specific details that separate it from others 

in the same class)





Task 3

1. A machine is any device that uses energy to perform some 

activity. 

2. Water distillation is a process in which volatile gases are 

removed in a degasification chamber. 

3. Body mass index (BMI) is a measure of body fat based on 

height and weight that applies to both adult men and women. 

4. Methane is a chemical compound with the molecular formula 

CH4. 



3. Extended definition
Extended definitions usually begin with a sentence definition.

Think: what other information can be added to amplify your 

definition?





Task 4

Take a look at these excerpts taken from extended definitions. 

Which method of amplification (1-8) has been used in each?



Task 4



Task 4



Task 4



Task 5

Read the extended definition here and discuss:

Can you identify which amplification methods have been used?

Which sentence provides the sentence definition? 











HOMEWORK

1. Assignment A3

2.   Online Modules 2&3



Questions?
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