
	I	am	honored	to	be	invited	once	again	to	take	part	in	this	Meet-the-Editors	
workshop.		It	is	good	to	see	old	friends	and	to	meet	new	ones,	and	to	discuss	the	topic	of	
sharing	scien=fic	work	in	English-language	journals.	
	

	One	of	my	jobs	as	Assistant	Editor	of	Reviews	of	Modern	Physics	was	to	polish	the	
English	of	authors	from	outside	the	United	States	and	to	train	our	copymarkers	to	do	the	
same.		Not	even	Nobel	Prize	winners,	whose	acceptance	lectures	we	published	every	year,	
escaped	our	editorial	aHen=on.		Two	or	three	of	them	really	needed	work	on	their	English.		
Most,	however,	wrote	very	well.		The	Nobel	lectures	were	among	our	most	accessible	
ar=cles,	not	only	because	they	were	wriHen	for	a	general	audience,	but	also	because	the	
laureates	were	smart—Albert	Einstein	once	remarked	that	it	takes	intelligence	to	write	about	
something	simply—and	because	their	passion	and	curiosity	for	their	subject	infused	their	
wri=ng.	
	

	Which	brings	us	to	your	wri=ng.		Two	years	ago,	I	read	a	sampling	of	ar=cles	
published	in	Physical	Review	B	and	PR	Le6ers	by	authors	from	Brazilian	ins=tu=ons.		I	knew	
that	these	journals	do	not	edit	for	language	as	Reviews	of	Modern	Physics	did.		They	publish	
too	large	a	volume	of	ar=cles	to	give	that	kind	of	close	aHen=on.		So,	if	there	are	problems	
with	English	in	the	original	papers,	they	go	unfiltered	into	print,	unless	the	authors	are	lucky	
enough	to	have	a	referee	point	them	out.		I	was	looking	for	classes	of	errors	that	recur	oMen	
in	the	work	of	Brazilian	authors,	errors	that	you	could	watch	for	and,	being	forewarned,	
could	avoid.		The	resul=ng	talk,	en=tled	“Brazilian	English,	an	Unscien=fic	Survey,”	looked	at	
the	eleven	most	frequent	types	of	problem.	
	

	This	year	I	read	another	set	of	ar=cles,	from	several	journals	of	the	American	Physical	
Society.		A	list	of	the	29	ar=cles	surveyed	is	available	on	request	as	supplementary	material.	
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They	include	fourteen	from	PR	B,	eight	from	PR	LeHers,	three	from	PR	A,	and	one	
each	from	C,	D,	E,	and	X.		At	least	one	author	from	each	paper,	and	oMen	all	co-
authors,	give	their	affilia=ons	at	ins=tu=ons	in	Brazil.		Seventeen	have	authors	at	the	
IFSC.	
	

	My	talk	today	will	follow	the	approach	of	the	earlier	survey,	iden=fying	the	
most	common	problems	that	I	found.		However,	as	we	have	only	an	hour,	there	will	
not	be	=me	enough	to	go	into	these	in	depth.		I	will	devote	the	most	=me	to	the	top	
five	most	frequent	errors	and	supplement	with	examples	on	a	problem	set	that	I	
hope	you	all	picked	up.		During	the	course	of	the	talk,	we’ll	pause	for	you	to	try	your	
hand	at	correc=ng	some	problem	sentences.		Don’t	be	surprised	if	you	recognize	a	
sentence	or	two	from	your	own	ar=cle.	
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There	are	several	reasons	why	this	survey	can	only	be	called	informal	or	unscien=fic.		First,	of	course,	29	ar=cles	is	a	small	
sample	(though	it	took	me	a	long	=me	to	read).	
	

	Second,	some	collabora=ons	include	writers	from	ins=tu=ons	outside	Brazil.		Others,	based	in	Brazil	have	co-authors	
with	Chinese	or	Russian	or	Indian	names,	but	I	have	no	way	of	knowing	whether	these	are	Brasileiros	or	visitors	from	abroad.	
	

	Third,	I	don’t	know	which	co-authors	did	the	wri=ng	for	their	group.		Was	it	the	senior	researcher	or	his	graduate	
student?		Who	is	responsible	for	the	good	wri=ng	and	for	the	errors?		No	idea!		I	must	assume	that	everyone	in	the	group	saw	
the	final	version,	so	that	all	the	co-authors	bear	at	least	some	responsibility.	
	

	Fourth,	condensed	maHer	physics	and	the	IFSC	are	overrepresented.		I	wanted	plenty	of	examples	from	this	
community,	as	you	are	my	core	audience.		Are	condensed	maHer	physicists	more	or	less	adept	in	their	wriHen	English	than	
people	in	other	disciplines	or	subfields	of	physics?		That	is	a	ques=on	I	do	not	address,	and	I	leave	it	for	you	to	determine.	
	

	Assigning	errors	to	one	category	or	another	was	oMen	subjec=ve.		The	same	phrase	might	be	counted	as	using	the	
wrong	word	or	as	misusing	an	English	idiom.		Under	which	category	should	I	count	it?		I	made	many	such	choices.		If	I	went	back	
and	re-read	these	ar=cles,	my	counts	might	be	distributed	slightly	differently,	but	the	general	picture	would	s=ll	be	the	same.		
And	finally,	not	every	sentence	was	simply	right	or	wrong.		Wordiness,	for	example,	occurs	over	a	con=nuum	and	may	be	slight,	
moderate,	or	unacceptable.		At	what	point	can	one	say	that	a	sentence	is	too	long	or	too	complex?		Another	example,	the	use	of	
ar=cles.		In	some	instances,	“the”	is	needed	or	is	wrong.		In	others	it	is	op=onal.		How	many	occurrences	count	as	excessive?		I	
counted	only	extreme	cases.	
	

	With	these	provisos,	I	s=ll	believe	that	the	survey	is	an	accurate	snapshot	of	the	English	used	by	speakers	of	Brazilian	
Portuguese,	which	I	am	calling	Brazilian	English.	It	ranges	from	polished	and	smooth	to	poor	and	broken,	but	when	there	are	
mistakes,	the	same	kinds	of	mistake	recur	over	the	whole	range.		I	hope	that	today’s	brief	look	will	alert	you	to	these	poten=al	
errors	and	help	you	to	avoid	them,	thereby	improving	the	chances	of	a	good	recep=on	for	your	work	and	a	good	percep=on	of	
your	ins=tu=on.		I	imagine	that	most	of	you	are	here	because,	like	an	athlete	or	a	musician,	you	know	you	are	good,	but	you	are	
hoping	to	get	beHer.		However,	there	may	be	one	or	two	who	are	thinking,	“Well,	our	ar;cle	was	published.		Our	results	are	out	
there.		Why	worry	about	trivial	details	of	language?”		As	an	editor	and	poet,	I	of	course	value	good	language,	not	just	as	a	tool	
for	reaching	others	but	also	as	a	desirable	thing	in	itself.		In	the	food	industry	they	speak	of	a	quality	called	presenta=on.		It	is	
what	makes	the	difference	between	a	plate	of	food	that	looks	like	this:	

3	



And	one	that	looks	like	this:	

4	



English	offers	many	opportuni=es	for	crea=ng	a	polished	presenta=on.		When	there	
are	beHer	ways	of	doing	something—and	of	saying	something—I	recommend	the	
beHer	way.	
	

	So	here,	in	order	of	frequency,	are	the	ten	most	common	weaknesses	that	I	
found	in	the	surveyed	ar=cles.	
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Sentences	with	these	features	obscure	their	intended	meaning	and	require	the	
reader	to	struggle	through	a	dense	jungle	of	words.	They	most	oMen	occur	in	
abstracts	and	opening	paragraphs,	a	kind	of	throat-clearing	before	the	authors	get	
underway.		We	shall	revisit	this	complex	of	problems	later	on.		
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	In	the	first	example,	a	comma	precedes	the	word	which,	a	clue	that	what	
follows	is	set	apart	from	the	main	thrust	of	the	sentence.	Here,	“which	allows	us	to	
inves;gate	…”		is	extra	informa=on,	but	the	sentence	would	s=ll	make	sense	without	
it.		The	pronoun	that,	on	the	other	hand	is	not	set	off	by	a	comma,	because	it	leads	to	
something	necessary	for	the	sentence,	the	point	of	what	it	is	saying.	
	

	These	are	the	ten	most	common	problems.		Others	showed	up	in	smaller	
numbers.		I	will	list	them	without	comment,	though	they	are	not	off	the	table	for	
discussion	if	you	are	interested	in	them.	
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	So,	let’s	look	more	closely	at	the	first	five	problems,	star=ng	with	Ar=cles.	
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In	Portuguese,	every	noun	gets	an	ar=cle,	even	people’s	names.		You	say	onde	é	o	
Carlos?,	Where	is	the	Carlos?,	which	sounds	peculiar	to	an	English	speaker.		No	doubt	
removing	that	ar=cle	sounds	peculiar	to	your	ear.		But	some	ar=cles	must	be	
removed.		Which	ones?		Here	are	the	main	ones,	though	there	are	some	excep=ons.		
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And	here	are	some	that	require	ar=cles.		Note	that	the	word	diffusion	is	an	
abstrac=on,	which	would	usually	not	take	an	ar=cle..		But	here	it	is	specific	and	
limited,	the	diffusion	we	observe,	so	it	is	preceded	by	the.	
			

	Your	Problem	Set	has	a	number	of	further	examples	taken	from	the	surveyed	
ar=cles.		Please	take	a	few	minutes	to	read	the	sentences	in	Part	1	and	delete	any	
instances	of	the	that	are	unnecessary.		If	you	find	a	sentence	from	your	own	ar=cle,	
let	me	say	now	that	I	do	not	mean	to	hold	anyone’s	words	up	for	ridicule.		Indeed,	I	
thank	all	the	authors	whose	papers	contributed	data	and	examples.		My	main	
purpose	was,	first,	to	iden=fy	the	most	common	weak	spots,	and	second,	to	illustrate	
these	with	sentences	taken	from	real	ar=cles.		All	these	sentences	are	from	papers	
that	were	accepted	and	published.		You	are	in	good	company.	

	Well,	how	did	you	do?		Answers	are	provided	at	the	end	of	the	problem	set.		
Do	you	have	any	ques=ons?	

	Let’s	move	on	to	the	second	most	frequent	source	of	trouble,	Word	Choice.		
Here	we	are	concerned	with	larger,	more	interes=ng	words	than	the	and	an,	the	sort	
of	words	you	might	look	up	online,	where	you	would	find	several	alterna=ves	and	not	
know	which	is	best	for	a	scien=fic	context.		Time	does	not	allow	us	to	consider	all	the	
interes=ng	choices	made	in	the	surveyed	ar=cles,	but	here	are	a	few	that	came	up	
repeatedly:.	
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	Considering	these	in	turn,	why	do	I	discourage	use	of	boost	and	trigger?	
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To	boost	and	to	trigger	are	rather	colorful	and	colloquial	for	a	scien=fic	ar=cle.		To	
boost	is	to	liM	something	or	someone	higher,	for	example,	to	help	someone	onto	a	
horse	or	over	a	wall.		And	to	trigger	is	to	cause	something	to	happen	suddenly	and	
forcefully.		Both	have	strong	and	unacademic	visual	associa=ons.		When	talking	about	
something	like	earlier	work	or	a	discovery	that	influenced	research	in	your	field,	you	
have	other,	more	appropriate	choices—for	example,	the	discovery	led	to,	s;mulated,	
prompted,	or	encouraged	further	work.	
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Some	characters	may	demand,	but	for	you	to	demand	that	T	be	less	than	1000	K	is	a	
bit	over	the	top.		When	expressing	a	constraint	or	condi=on,	the	appropriate	verb	is	
to	require.	
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These	two	words	look	like	synonyms	of	clearly	or	plainly,	but	they	are	not.		They	
could	be	translated	“It	appears	…,	but	it	is	not	yet	certain.”		A	classic	use	of	
apparently	is	in	TV	crime	shows,	when	the	detec=ve	no=ces	that	no	doors	or	
windows	have	been	forced	and	says,	“Apparently	the	vic=m	knew	her	killer.”		He	is	
remarking	on	how	the	evidence	appears	but	he	is	not	yet	ready	to	confirm	it.		If	you	
wish	to	be	more	decisive	than	this,	use	clearly	or	plainly.			
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Children	forced	to	work	in	a	tex=le	mill	or	a	mine	for	12	hours	a	day	are	being	
exploited.		A	grad	student	whose	advisor	asks	her	to	walk	the	family	dog	and	wash	
the	car	is	being	exploited.		But	when	you	are	talking	about	a	material,	a	method,	or	a	
theore=cal	model,	you	should	use	or	employ	it,	not	exploit	it..			
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A	figure	is	not	very	ac=ve.		You	get	informa=on	from	it	by	looking	at	it.			A	proof	on	
the	other	hand—whether	it	is	theore=cal	or	experimental—goes	through	several	
steps	and	confirms	something.	For	that	level	of	ac=vity,	you	can	say	that	the	proof	
demonstrates.		When	talking	about	a	figure,	it	is	more	appropriate	to	say	it	shows	or	
presents.	
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Of	course	you	want	to	tell	the	reader	what	is	new	about	your	work,	and	newness	IS	
the	first	defini=on	of	novelty.		However,	the	second	meaning—a	small	toy	or	souvenir	
item—gives	this	newness	an	air	of	unseriousness	that	does	not	belong	in	your	paper.		
Rather	than	refer	to	the	novelty	of	your	work,	you	might	men=on	a	new	feature	or	
tell	what	your	approach	enables	or	accomplishes	for	the	first	=me.				

		Are	you	ready	for	an	exercise	in	choosing	the	right	word?		Please	look	at	the	
second	exercise	on	your	Problem	Set.		It	contains	sentences	from	the	surveyed	
ar=cles	with	blanks	to	fill	in	from	the	choices	below.		We	will	pause	for	a	few	minutes	
while	you	do	the	exercise.	

	Now	we	come	to	the	third	most	common	problem	in	Brazilian	English,	idioms	
and	common	expressions.		Every	language	has	a	mul=tude	of	these.		Using	them	will	
make	your	wri=ng	style	smoother	and	decrease	the	perceived	distance	between	you	
and	your	reader—if	you	get	them	right.		The	ar=cles	in	my	survey	contained	144	near	
misses,	evidence	that	the	authors	were	trying	but	did	not	quite	produce	what	
someone	whose	first	language	was	English	would	have	said.	
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OMen	where	people	go	wrong	with	idioms	is	in	adding	words—not	taking	advantage	
of	the	economy	an	idiom	offers.		You	can	see	that	the	right	versions	here	are	shorter.		
Other	common	expressions	are	actually	longer	in	their	correct	version..	Are	you	
familiar	with	these?			
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A	word	about	the	last	two.		Unlike	a	physical	object,	behavior	is	an	ac=on	and	
therefore	should	be	described	as	occurring	or	not	occurring,	rather	than	being	
present	or	absent.		And	then	there	is	the	expression	“in	the	last	decades.”		This	
comes	up	frequently	in	papers	by	those	wri=ng	in	English	as	a	second	language.	
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“In	the	last	decades”	is	not	used	in	English,	partly	because	“last”	implies	only	one	and	
doesn’t	go	with	plural	decades.		So,	to	correct	this,	you	might	propose	“in	past	
decades,”	which	sounds	rather	historical,	or	“in	recent	decades.”		But	this	has	a	
problem,	too.		Any	=me	span	greater	than	10	years	is	not	recent,	unless	you	are	
considering	=me	on	a	cosmic	scale.		Moreover,	one	uses	“over”	rather	than	“in”	
when	describing	spans	and	ranges.		So	what	about	“Over	the	past	N	decades”?		Okay.	
It’s	gramma=cally	correct.			But	in	prac=ce,	an	English	speaker	would	not	say	this	
either.		He	or	she	does	not	think	of	the	past	in	quanta	of	10	years	and	is	more	likely	
to	say	“Over	the	past	N	years”	or	“Since	1916.”	
	

	These	are	only	a	few	of	the	idioms	I	encountered	in	the	surveyed	ar=cles.		
Plainly	(and	not	just	apparently),	we	can’t	cover	the	wide	variety	of	these	expressions	
in	a	short	talk.		You	are,	however	training	your	ear	for	them	simply	by	reading	the	
literature	in	your	field,	especially	ar=cles	by	writers	for	whom	English	is	the	first	
language.		The	ar=cles	you	read	for	your	work	contain	just	the	idioms	that	are	most	
useful	for	discussing	that	work.		There	is	no	problem	set	for	this	category,	so	let’s	
move	on	to	the	next	problem	area,	Wordiness.	…	
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Wordiness	=ed	for	fourth	place	with	Preposi=ons	as	a	problem	for	some	authors,	
though	not	all,	by	any	means.		Let’s	look	briefly	at	each	component	of	a	wordy	style.	
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I	have	a	personal	theory	that	people	with	a	wordy	style	do	not	trust	the	
intelligence	of	their	readers,	so	they	try	to	make	things	abundantly	clear,		
These	authors	need	to	have	a	bit	more	faith.	
	

	“We	have	that,”	placed	before	an	equa=on	is	a	special	case.		I	am	
guessing	that	this	phrase	came	into	use	by	people	who	feel	that	a	
sentence	should	provide	a	verb	in	word	form,	rather	than	rely	on	a	
symbol	in	the	equa=on	to	serve	as	a	verb—	equals,	is	greater	than,	are	
propor=onal	to,	etc.		If	this	is	a	concern	for	you,	it	is	legi=mate	to	say	“we	
have”	before	an	equa=on,	but	the	word	that	serves	no	useful	purpose	
and	should	be	omiHed.		

30	



	The	English	language	has	a	mixed	ancestry,	with	the	two	largest	components	
words	of	La=n	origin	and	of	Germanic	or	Anglo-Saxon	origin.		To	a	na=ve	English	ear,	
a	mix	of	these,	an	interplay	of	the	two	types,	sounds	most	pleasing.		Speakers	of	a	
Romance	language	like	Portuguese	are	likely	to	lean	more	heavily	on	words	of	La=n	
origin.		Here	are	some	familiar	La=nate	words.		Nothing	wrong	with	them.		But	to	an	
English	speaker,	sentences	dense	with	these	words,	though	correct,	sound	pedan=c	
and	stuffy.		Lighten	up	such	sentences	by	replacing	a	few	La=nate	words	with	their	
more	compact	counterparts	in	English.			



Wordy	ar=cles	oMen	are	difficult	to	read	because	of	cumbersome	sentences.	The	
presence	of	the	word	“of”	three	=mes	or	more	in	the	same	sentence	is	a	clue	that	
something	could	probably	be	said	more	smoothly	and	economically.	

		

32	



		The	final	component	of	wordiness	is	the	overlong	sentence.		These	occurred	
far	less	oMen	than	the	other	features	of	wordiness,	but	here	is	an	example.		Whew!		
No	errors	in	English,	perfectly	clear,	but	if	I	had	been	the	editor	of	this	ar=cle,	I	would	
have	suggested	breaking	this	into	two	or	more	sentences.	
	

	This	brings	us	to	the	fourth	of	the	five	problem	areas	we	will	look	at	today,	
Preposi=ons..	

	.	
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I	consider	preposi=on	errors	inevitable	when	wri=ng	in	a	foreign	language,	since	
every	language	uses	them	slightly	differently.		They	come	up	in	almost	every	
sentence,	so	the	poten=al	for	disaster	is	greater	than	you	might	think.		The	good	
news	is…	no	disaster	in	Brazilian	English.		In	my	sample	there	were	an	average	of	3	
preposi=on	errors	per	paper.		So,	I	don’t	think	we	need	to	talk	about	them	at	length.		
Instead,	I’ve	listed	a	a	few	of	the	trickier	ones	for		you	in	Problem	Set	3.		These	are	
given	in	incorrect	form.		Can	you	provide	a	correct	version	for	each?	
	

	I	trust	you	did	very	well	on	this	one.		As	before,	the	answers	are	given	at	the	
back	of	the	handout.		Any	ques=ons?	
	

	We	are	now	up	to	the	last	problem	we	are	going	to	address	today,	Tense.		
And	we’ll	only	look	at	one	aspect	of	tense,	as	there	will	be	more	about	it	in	my	talk	
on	Wednesday..			
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A	rather	strange	feature	that	I	found	in	about	one-third	of	the	surveyed	ar=cles	was	
the	prac=ce	of	shiMing	from	past	to	present	or	from	present	to	past,within	the	same	
discussion	or	even	the	same	sentence.		I	didn’t	count	all	instances	because	some	had	
transi=onal	material	that	soMened	the	abruptness	of	the	switch.		But	I	wonder	if	this	
is	a	common	feature	of	Portuguese	wri=ng..			
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Perhaps	the	authors	of	these	sentences	are	trying	to	accommodate	both	history	
(what	they	did)	and	truth	(which	is	=meless,	so	they	state	it	in	the	present).		This	is	
not	how	it	is	done	in	English.	
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Whether	to	use	the	past	or	the	present	is	a	personal	decision.		Either	would	be	
correct,	but	not	both.		The	same	principle	applies	on	a	larger	scale	to	paragraphs.		
Some=mes	the	Present	Perfect	tense	can	be	used	to	transi=on	between	earlier	work	
and	current	work,	or	other	kinds	of	transi=ons	are	used.		When	this	is	done	
appropriately,	the	change	seems	natural	and	there	is	no	disorienta=on.		Just	be	
careful	not	to	switch	back	and	forth	unnecessarily.	
	

	This	concludes	our	survey	of	the	most	frequent	problems	in	Brazilian	English	
and	our	closer	look	at	the	top	five	in	the	surveyed	papers.		Such	a	study	would	not	be	
complete,	however,	without	men=oning	the	strengths	and	posi=ve	quali=es	that	I	
found.			On	the	whole,	these	papers	were	well	organized,	clear,	and	professional.		A	
few	that	came	from	this	Ins=tute	were	par=cularly	well	wriHen,	and	one	was	a	model	
of	what	I	call	reader-friendly	presenta=on.		I	will	be	poin=ng	out	some	example	
sentences	from	this	paper	in	my	talk	Wednesday.,	examples	of	how	to	engage	the	
reader	and	not	be	boring.	Good	wri=ng	cannot	be	quan=fied	as	errors	can,	but	there	
was	plenty	of	good	wri=ng	among	the	ar=cles	I	read.	
		

		It	has	been	a	very	full	day,	and	I	thank	all	of	you	who	stayed	to	the	very	end.		
I	don’t	want	to	detain	anyone	further,	but	if	you	have	ques=ons	you	would	like	to	
discuss,	please	do	come	up	to	talk	with	me	aMerwards.		Have	a	good	evening!.	
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