
Before	   I	   re(red	   from	  Reviews	   of	  Modern	   Physics,	   one	   of	  my	   responsibili(es	  was	   to	   polish	   the	  
English	  of	  papers	  from	  countries	  other	  than	  the	  United	  States	  and	  to	  train	  copymarkers	  to	  do	  the	  
same.	   	  RMP	  differed	   from	  other	   journals	  of	   the	  American	  Physical	   Society	   in	   featuring	   	   review	  
ar(cles	  of	  about	  50	  pages,	  with	  a	  long	  half-‐life	  as	  archival	  references.	   	  We	  wanted	  them	  to	  be	  as	  
good	  as	  humanly	  possible.	   	  And	  with	  only	  five	  or	  six	  ar(cles	  per	   issue,	   four	   issues	  per	  year,	  we	  
could	  afford	  to	  give	  them	  extra	  care.	  
	  	  
Other	   APS	   journals	   have	   not	   had	   this	   luxury,	   as	   (a)	   they	   come	   out	   more	   frequently,	   (b)	   they	  
contain	  many	  more	  papers	  per	  issue,	  and	  (c)	  they	  receive	  a	  huge	  number	  of	  submissions.	   	  When	  
you	  submit	  an	  ar(cle	  to	  Physical	  Review	  B	  or	  Physical	  Review	  Le6ers,	  they	  might	  accept	  it,	  but—
judging	  from	  the	  evidence	  of	  my	  survey-‐-‐they	  will	  give	  it	  only	  minimal	  edi(ng.	   	   If	  you	  are	  lucky,	  
your	  referee	  might	  point	  out	  errors	  in	  grammar	  or	  usage.	   	  Otherwise,	  the	  ar(cle	  will	  go	  straight	  
into	  produc(on,	  including	  its	  flaws	  and—you	  may	  later	  discover—embarrassing	  errors	  in	  English.	  
	  	  
Your	  readers	  are	  smart	  people,	  who	  will	  generally	  be	  able	  to	  figure	  out	  what	  you	  are	  saying,	  even	  
if	   you	  don’t	   say	   it	   very	   clearly.	   	   And	   the	   equa(ons	   can	   almost	   speak	   for	   themselves.	   	   But	   the	  
matrix	  of	  words	  in	  which	  you	  present	  your	  results	  strongly	  influences	  how	  the	  work	  is	  received.	  	  
Smooth,	  correct	   language	  gains	   the	  confidence	  of	  your	  readers	   from	  the	  opening	  sentence	  and	  
will	   earn	   their	   respect	   as	   you	   proceed,	   whereas	   awkward	   construc(ons	   and	   not-‐quite-‐right	  
sentences	  raise	  doubts	  about	  the	  quality	  of	  the	  ins(tu(on	  where	  the	  work	  was	  done	  as	  well	  as	  of	  
the	  science.	  
	  	  
So,	   the	   ques(on	   arises,	   Are	   there	   par(cular	   errors	   that	   na(ve	   speakers	   of	   Portuguese	   commit	  
more	  oTen	  than	  others?	  	  And	  if	  so,	  which	  kinds	  of	  problems	  do	  you	  need	  to	  watch	  out	  for?	  	  As	  an	  
editor	  who	  has	  worked	  with	   some	  of	   you	  on	  papers	   you	  were	  wri(ng,	   I	   had	   some	   idea	  of	   the	  
answers,	  but	  was	  curious	  to	  examine	  a	  set	  of	  published	  ar(cles	  in	  a	  systema(c	  way.	  	  I	  conducted	  
a	  very	  small	  survey	  of	  16	  recent	  ar(cles	   in	  PRB	  and	  PRL	  by	  the	  following	  authors.	   	  At	   least	  one	  
author	  for	  each	  paper,	  and	  usually	  all,	  give	  their	  affilia(ons	  at	  ins(tu(ons	  in	  Brazil.	  	  
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So,	   how	   did	   I	   conduct	   this	   survey?	   First,	   with	   a	   yellow	   highlighter	   in	   hand,	   I	   read	  
printouts	  of	  the	  ar(cles,	  marking	  the	  incorrect	  words	  and	  phrases	  and	  labeling	  them	  
as	   to	   type,	   for	   example,	   subject-‐verb	   agreement,	   preposi(on,	   tense,	   etc.	   Then,	   I	  
totaled	  the	  number	  of	  occurrences	  in	  each	  category	  and	  ranked	  the	  errors	  from	  most	  
frequent	  to	  least	  frequent.	  Finally,	  I	  assembled	  many	  examples,	  by	  type,	  to	  be	  used	  in	  
discussion	  and	  prac(ce.	  	  
	  	  
Several	  considera(ons	  make	  this	  method	  	  “unscien(fic.”	  	  
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First,	  of	  course,	  is	  the	  small	  size	  of	  the	  sample.	  Second,	  half	  of	  the	  16	  ar(cles	  came	  from	  Physical	  Review	  B,	  so	  the	  
condensed	  maaer	  community	  is	  over-‐represented.	  It	  is	  conceivable	  that	  writers	  in	  other	  subfields	  of	  physics	  would	  
have	  different	  problems	  with	  English—but	  whether	  they	  would	  do	  beaer	  or	  worse,	  I	  leave	  for	  you	  to	  predict.	  	  	  	  
	  	  
Third,	  four	  of	  the	  ar(cles	  had	  foreign	  co-‐authors—from	  ins(tu(ons	  in	  Chile,	  India,	  Jordan,	  and	  Russia,	  respec(vely.	  
while	   other	   co-‐authors	   had	   foreign-‐sounding	   names,	   though	   at	   Brazilian	   ins(tu(ons.	   I	   had	   no	   way	   of	   knowing	  
which	  were	  na(ve	  speakers	  of	  Portuguese	  or	  which	  co-‐authors	  were	  responsible	  for	  the	  errors.	   	  We	  can	  probably	  
assume,	  though,	  that	  all	  members	  of	  the	  group	  would	  have	  seen	  the	  final	  version,	  so	  that	  the	  Brazilian	  co-‐authors	  
at	  least	  bear	  some	  responsibility	  for	  allowing	  the	  errors	  to	  remain.	  	  	  
	  	  
Fourth,	  11	  of	  the	  ar(cles	  had	  at	  least	  one	  co-‐author	  at	  this	  Ins(tute.	  These	  included	  the	  three	  best-‐wriaen	  papers	  
of	  the	  sample	  and	  did	  not	  include	  the	  worst	  one,	  which	  was	  so	  bad	  I	  was	  surprised	  it	  got	  published.	  Therefore	  the	  
IFSC	  writers	  may	  be	  skewing	  the	  sample	  towards	  a	  beaer	  quality	  of	  wri(ng	  than	  a	  broader	  survey	  would	  show.	  
	  	  
FiTh,	  when	  a	  par(cular	  paper	  had	  mul(ple	  occurrences	  of	  the	  same	  error,	  I	  counted	  every	  (me	  it	  appeared,	  thus	  
increasing	   the	   overall	   count	   for	   that	   type	   of	   problem.	   With	   a	   small	   sample,	   we	   can’t	   say	   with	   certainty	   that	  
Problem	  A	   is	   really	   as	  widespread	   as	   the	   totals	   imply.	  However,	   the	   errors	   that	   occurred	  mul(ple	  (mes	   in	   one	  
ar(cle	   also	   appeared	   in	   other	   ar(cles,	   so	   there	  was	   no	   doubt	   that	   they	   signaled	   a	   problem.	  Only	   their	   ranking	  
within	  the	  list	  of	  problems	  was	  in	  ques(on.	  
	  	  
With	   these	  caveats	   in	  mind,	  what	   can	  we	   say	  about	   so-‐called	  Brazilian	  English?	  Well,	  first,	   that	   it	   is	  quite	  good.	  	  
FiTeen	  of	  these	  papers	  conveyed	  their	  informa(on	  and	  discussed	  their	  findings	  clearly.	  In	  only	  one	  ar(cle	  was	  the	  
intended	  meaning	  obscured	  by	  inadequate	  command	  of	  the	  language.	  	  	  
	  	  
Rather,	  the	  most	  frequent	  types	  of	  errors	  were	  those	  that	  detracted	  from	  a	  polished	  presenta(on	  and	  were	  just	  
“off”	  enough	  to	  announce	  “English	  is	  not	  my	  na(ve	  tongue.”	  This	  would	  be	  OK	  if	  it	  weren’t	  for	  the	  prejudice	  on	  the	  
part	  of	  many	  readers	  that	  awkward	  language	  signals	  ins(tu(ons	  out	  of	  the	  mainstream	  or	  untrustworthy	  science.	  	  
We	  want	  to	  inspire	  confidence	  and	  respect.	  	  Hence	  our	  interest	  in	  roo(ng	  out	  as	  many	  of	  these	  flaws	  as	  possible.	  
	  	  	  
So,	  here,	  in	  order	  of	  frequency,	  are	  the	  types	  of	  problems	  I	  found	  in	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles.	   	  As	  you	  will	  note,	  they	  
include	  both	  errors	  in	  grammar	  or	  usage,	  and	  habits	  or	  tendencies	  that,	  while	  not	  outright	  wrong,	  work	  against	  the	  
favorable	  impression	  you	  wish	  to	  make.	  	  
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As	  you	  might	  expect,	  when	  your	  dic(onary	  or	  Google	  Translate	  offer	  several	  choices,	  
some	  of	  them	  are	  going	  to	  be	  wrong,	  at	   least,	  wrong	  for	  your	  context.	  You	  can	  test	  
this	  statement	  for	  yourself	  by	  looking	  up	  a	  Portuguese	  word	  like	  hot,	  quente.	  Several	  
synonyms	  will	  be	  offered:	  morno,	  caloroso,	  calido,	  ardente.	  But	  you	  know	  that	  each	  is	  
different	  and	  they	  have	  different	  uses.	  They	  are	  not	  interchangeable.	  	  
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Preposi(ons	   can	   quickly	   iden(fy	   you	   as	   a	   non-‐na(ve	   speaker.	   Words	   like	   to,	   for,	  
from,	   and	   of	   	   are	   usually	   linked	  with	   customary	   partners,	   the	   problem	   being	   that	  
English	  and	  Portuguese	  use	  different	  partners.	  	  	  
	  
The	  most	  common	  error	  involving	  a	  preposi(on	  in	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles?	  associated	  
to,	  which	   in	   English	   should	  be	  associated	  with.	   If	   you	   forget	  everything	  else	   in	   this	  
talk,	   I	   hope	   that,	   when	   you	   leave	   today,	   you	   will	   have	   associated	   with	   indelibly	  
imprinted	  on	  your	  memory.	  	  
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I	   am	   happy	   to	   see	   authors	   using	   English	   expressions.	   These	   show	   confidence	   and	  
establish	  greater	  rapport	  with	  English-‐speaking	  readers.	  But	  only	  when	  they	  are	  done	  
just	  right.	  	  With	  these	  expressions,	  almost	  right	  is	  not	  good	  enough.	  	  
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In	   an	   inflected	   language	   like	   Portuguese,	   you	   have	   many	   more	   verb	   endings	   to	  
remember	  than	  does	  English.	   	  Nonetheless,	  I	  found	  a	  surprising	  number	  of	  examples	  
like	  these.	  
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This	  is	  a	  somewhat	  subjec(ve	  count.	  	  The	  problem	  is	  more	  pervasive	  than	  its	  ranking	  
indicates,	  but	  I	  counted	  only	  the	  extreme	  cases.	  	  	  
	  	  
One	   symptom	   of	   wordiness	   in	   this	   sentence	   is	   the	   repeated	   preposi(on	   “of.”	  	  
Another	   is	   high	   density	   of	  mul(syllabic	   La(nate	  words.	   Sentences	   like	   this	   are	   not	  
incorrect,	   but	   tend	   to	  obscure	   their	   intended	  meaning	   and	   sound	  pompous.	   	   They	  
most	   oTen	   occur	   in	   abstracts	   and	   opening	   paragraphs,	   a	   kind	   of	   throat	   clearing	  
before	  the	  authors	  get	  underway.	  	  
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Phrases	   that	   use	   a	   word	   ending	   in	   –ing,	   calcula(ng,	   looking,	   focusing,	   need	   to	   be	  
immediately	   followed	   by	   an	   agent	  who	   is	   doing	   the	   looking,	   focusing,	   etc.	   	   In	   this	  
example,	   the	   agent	   who	   is	   calcula(ng	   should	   be	   named	   aTer	   “func(ons.”	   It	   is	  
probably	  we,	  not	  the	  qubit.	  
	  	  
Other	  weaknesses	  showed	  up	  in	  smaller	  numbers.	  	  I	  will	  list	  them	  without	  comment,	  
though	   they	   are	   certainly	   not	   off	   the	   table	   for	   discussion	   if	   you	   are	   interested	   in	  
them.	  	  
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In	   today’s	   talk	   I	  propose	   to	   look	  at	   the	  first	   four	   types	  of	  problem,	   if	  (me	  permits,	  
using	  examples	  drawn	  from	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles.	   	  I	  will	  spend	  the	  most	  (me	  on	  the	  
early	   items	  in	  the	   list,	  as	  they	  occurred	  so	  oTen,	  and	  then	  go	  more	  quickly	  through	  
the	  remainder.	  	  	  
	  	  
To	  give	  you	  some	  prac(ce	  for	  edi(ng	  your	  own	  ar(cles,	  I	  have	  distributed	  a	  problem	  
set	  made	  up	  en(rely	  of	  sentences	  from	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles	  and	  will	  be	  asking	  you	  to	  
try	   your	   hands	   at	   avoiding	   or	   correc(ng	   selected	   types	   of	   errors	   as	   we	   go	   along.	  	  
Tomorrow’s	  talk	  will	  pick	  up	  where	  we	  leT	  off.	  	  If	  we	  have	  (me,	  we	  might	  get	  into	  the	  
less	  numerous,	  but	  s(ll	  very	  interes(ng,	  wri(ng	  pinalls	  listed	  as	  “Other	  Problems.”	  
	  	  
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	   for	   this	   survey.	  	  
My	  main	  purpose	  was,	  first,	  to	  iden(fy	  the	  most	  common	  weak	  spots.	   	  As	  they	  say,	  
“Forewarned	   is	   forearmed”	   	   (Um	  homem	  prevenido	  vale	  por	  dois).	   	  And	  second,	   to	  
illustrate	  these	  with	  sentences	  taken	  from	  real	  ar(cles.	  
	  	  
If	  you	  recognize	  among	  the	  examples	  something	  that	  you	  wrote,	  take	  comfort	  in	  the	  
fact	  that	  you	  are	  in	  good	  company.	  	  And	  besides,	  your	  ar(cle	  was	  published.	  	  
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As	   a	   poet,	   I	   am	   free	   to	   be	   intoxicated	   by	  words,	   always	   looking	   for	  more	   colorful,	  
more	  musical,	   and	  more	   lively	   choices.	   	   As	   scien(sts,	   you	   do	   not	   enjoy	   the	   same	  
freedom.	  	  I	  can	  aaack	  a	  problem,	  while	  you	  merely	  address	  it.	  	  A	  poet	  might	  speak	  of	  
the	   vast,	   starry	   sky	   (not	   I,	   but	   some	   poets),	   while	   you	   will	   get	  more	   use	   out	   of	   a	  
modest	  adjec(ve	   like	  “widespread”	  or	  “broad”	   to	  describe	   interest	   in	  your	   topic	  or	  
work	   on	   a	   par(cular	   problem.	   	   The	   vocabulary	   of	   science	   is	   tradi(onally	   one	   of	  
understatement.	  
	  
Faced	  with	  a	  broad	  variety	  of	  choices	  (not	  vast),	  how	  does	  one	  know	  which	  words	  will	  
best	   serve	   the	   meaning?	   	   Fortunately,	   the	   physics	   literature	   helps	   to	   establish	   a	  
vocabulary	  for	  each	  subfield,	  and	  merely	  reading	  ar(cles	  in	  your	  field	  provides	  some	  
guidance,	  especially	  when	   the	  ar(cles	  are	  by	  na(ve	  English	   speakers.	   	  But	   it	  helps,	  
also,	   to	   be	   forewarned	   about	   some	   words	   that	   frequently	   lead	   physicists	   astray.	  	  
These	  all	  appeared	  in	  the	  survey.	  	  
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Taking	  these	   in	  order,	  what	   is	  wrong	  with	  saying	  “this	  was	  dubbed	  the	  nega(vity	  of	  quantumness”?	  	  	  	  
Dubbed	  is	  an	  archaic	  word,	  used	  when	  conferring	  knighthood.	  	  The	  king	  would	  tap	  his	  loyal	  subject	  on	  
the	  shoulder	  with	  a	  sword	  and	  say	  “I	  dub	  thee	  Sir	  Lancelot,”	  or	  whatever.	   	  Dub	   is	  occasionally	  used	  
today	  in	  a	  tone	  of	  mock	  seriousness,	  but	  is	  inappropriate	  for	  a	  scien(fic	  ar(cle.	  	  If	  you	  find	  it	  offered	  as	  
a	  synonym	  for	  the	  verbs	  “to	  call”	  and	  “to	  name,”	  ignore	  it.	  	  To	  call	  and	  to	  name	  are	  beaer.	  	  My	  choice	  
would	  be	  “call.”	  
	  	  
“Indicate,”	  “demonstrate,”	  and	  “show”	  are	  close	  cousins,	  but	  not	  synonymous.	  	  To	  indicate	  is	  to	  point	  
towards,	  that	  is,	  to	  hint	  or	  suggest,	  but	  not	  to	  confirm.	   	  To	  demonstrate,	  in	  a	  scien(fic	  context,	  is	  to	  
show	  that	  something	  is	  true	  by	  an	  experimental	  or	  theore(cal	  proof.	  	  To	  show	  is	  somewhere	  between	  
its	  cousins,	  to	  make	  evident,	  to	  reveal.	   	  When	  talking	  about	  a	  figure,	  you	  are	  most	  likely	  to	  say	  that	  it	  
shows	  something.	  
	  	  
Confusion	  of	  “monotonous”	  (boring)	  with	  “monotonic”	  may	  have	  been	  an	  error	  commiaed	  by	  a	  non-‐
Brazilian.	   	  Although	  this	  error	  keeps	  popping	  up	  in	  the	  literature,	  I	  am	  not	  sure	  that	  a	  na(ve	  Brazilian	  
would	  ever	  make	  it	  because	  the	  two	  words	  have	  direct	  equivalents	  in	  both	  English	  and	  Portuguese.	  
	  	  
“No(on”	   in	   English	   oTen	   appears	   with	   a	   derogatory	   adjec(ve—a	   childish	   no(on,	   a	   wild	   no(on,	   a	  
ridiculous	  no(on.	  	  It	  is	  an	  idea	  that	  is	  probably	  unsound	  and	  that	  is	  likely	  to	  be	  abandoned	  in	  (me.	  	  Or	  
it	  is	  a	  tenta(ve	  idea,	  as	  in	  “I	  have	  a	  no(on	  to	  quit	  this	  job	  and	  become	  a	  hermit.”	   	  When	  you	  wish	  to	  
talk	  about	  the	  ideas	  on	  which	  your	  subject	  is	  based,	  the	  word	  you	  want	  is	  probably	  concept,	  as	  in	  “the	  
basic	  concept	  behind	  this	  approach.”	  	  Some(mes	  idea	  works	  equally	  well.	  
	  	  
“Then”	  is	  used—or	  should	  be	  used—when	  describing	  a	  sequence	  in	  (me,	  logic,	  or	  a	  calcula(on.	   	  It	  is	  
not	   synonymous	   with	   thus	   or	   therefore,	   which	   refer	   to	   a	   conclusion	   based	   on	   the	   preceding	  
informa(on.	  	  Beware	  of	  using	  “then”	  when	  summing	  up	  your	  conclusions,	  which	  really	  require	  the	  use	  
of	  thus	  or	  therefore.	  	  
	  	  
“Vast”	   is	  what	   I	  would	  call	  overkill	  when	  you	  want	   to	  describe	  widespread	   interest,	  a	   large	  body	  of	  
research,	  an	  ac(ve	  literature,	  or	  a	  broad	  range	  of	  applica(ons.	  	  The	  La(n	  root	  vastus	  means	  empty	  or	  
immense,	  like	  the	  reaches	  of	  outer	  space.	   	  Synonyms	  for	  vast	  include	  enormous,	  mammoth,	  colossal,	  
immeasurable,	  and	  endless.	  	  Do	  you	  really	  want	  to	  describe	  the	  work	  output	  of	  your	  colleagues	  in	  this	  
manner?	  	  

18	  



Here	  are	  a	  few	  words	  that	  were	  misused	  in	  our	  sample.	  There	  are,	  of	  course,	  many	  
other	   tricky	  words,	  but	   they	  did	  not	  come	  up	   in	   this	  par(cular	  set	  of	  papers	  …	  and	  
anyway,	  we	  have	  (me	  for	  only	  a	  selec(on.	  Let’s	  look	  at	  them	  quickly.	  	  
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In	   English,	   Apparently	   and	   Evidently	   are	   not	   simply	   another	   way	   of	   saying	   that	  
something	  is	  evident	  or	  apparent.	   	  They	  introduce	  an	  element	  of	  doubt.	   	  When	  the	  
detec(ve	  at	  the	  crime	  scene	  says,	  “Apparently	  the	  vic(m	  knew	  her	  assailant,”	  it	  is	  s(ll	  
conjecture.	   	  The	  evidence	  seems	  to	  support	  it,	  but	  the	  case	  is	  not	  yet	  closed.	   	  For	  a	  
more	   forceful	   statement,	   choose	   clearly,	   obviously,	   or	   plainly,	   or	   spell	   out	   “It	   is	  
evident	  that	  …”	  
	  
“Evidence”	   is	   what	   linguists	   call	   a	   mass	   noun.	   	   Like	   soup	   or	   courage,	   it	   can’t	   be	  
counted.	  Therefore	  you	  can’t	  have	  evidences,	  plural,	  or	  an	  evidence.	  	  The	  plural	  form	  
“evidences”	  was	  in	  use	  during	  the	  19th	  century,	  but	  is	  now	  obsolete.	  	  The	  only	  people	  
who	  con(nue	  to	  use	  it	  are,	  interes(ngly,	  Crea(onists.	   	  When	  you	  want	  to	  talk	  about	  
evidence	  for	  something,	  you	  can	  refer,	  collec(vely,	  to	  the	  body	  of	  evidence,	  a	  piece	  
of	  evidence,	  or	  much	  or	  liale	  evidence,	  as	  well	  as	  to	  signs,	  indica(ons,	  and	  data	  that	  
signal,	  suggest,	  or	  support	  a	  hypothesis.	  	  
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When	  you	  measure	  something,	  you	  obtain	  a	  measurement,	  which	  may	  then	  become	  
the	  subject	  of	  an	  academic	  paper.	  	  One	  of	  the	  errors	  that	  recurred	  in	  this	  survey	  was	  
reference	  to	  a	  measurement	  as	  a	  measure.	   	  This	  is	  confusing,	  because	  there	  is	  also	  a	  
legi(mate	   noun,	   measure,	   which	   has	   several	   meanings,	   one	   of	   which	   is	   close	   to	  
measurement	  but	  not	  the	  same.	  	  
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The	   next	   misused	   word	   on	   our	   list	   is	   Namely.	   	   It	   means	   “specifically”	   or	   “to	   be	  
specific”	  and	  allows	  you	  to	  add	  emphasis	  by	  placing	  the	  most	   important	  part	  at	  the	  
end	  of	  your	  sentence.	  	  To	  work	  properly,	  it	  must	  be	  preceded	  by	  a	  general	  statement	  
and	  followed	  by	  a	  noun,	  a	   	  number,	  or	  some	  other	  named	  thing	  that	  raises	  the	  level	  
of	  specificity	  .	  
	  
The	  error	  I	  found	  in	  several	  papers	  was	  to	  follow	  “namely”	  by	  something	  other	  than	  a	  
named	   thing.	   	   In	   the	   second	   sentence,	   “namely”	   does	   not	   fulfill	   the	   func(on	   of	   a	  
transi(on	  from	  general	  to	  specific.	  	  In	  fact,	  I	  don’t	  see	  that	  it	  fulfills	  any	  func(on.	  	  The	  
sentence	  would	  be	  beaer	  without	  it.	  	  
	  
“Previous	   works”	   is	   the	   next	   misused	   term.	   	   We	   s(ll	   talk	   about	   the	   works	   of	  
Shakespeare	   and	   works	   of	   art.	   	   Why	   not	   “previous	   works”	   when	   discussing	   the	  
physics	   literature?	   	  Because	  the	   language	  has	  evolved	  since	  Shakespeare’s	  (me.	   	  A	  
writer’s	  work	  is	  now	  a	  mass	  noun	  like	  evidence,	  soup,	  and	  courage	  and	  therefore	  no	  
longer	  has	  a	  plural.	   	  We	  can	   refer	   to	   the	  writer’s	  previous	  work	   collec(vely	  or	  use	  
other	   alterna(ves—earlier	   studies,	   an	   earlier	   ar(cle,	   or	   perhaps	   just	   Reference	  
numbers.	  
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The	  final	  misused	  pair	  of	  terms	  on	  our	  list	  is	  “the	  one,”	  “the	  ones.”	   	  Two	  pronouns,	  
“that”	   and	   “those,”	   are	   available	   to	   help	   you	   refer	   back	   to	   something	   you	   just	  
described.	  	  For	  example,	  consider	  this	  sentence.	  
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Not	   only	   does	   “the	   one”	   sound	   clunky,	   it	   is	   gramma(cally	   incorrect.	   When	   you	  
replace	  it	  with	  the	  pronoun	  “that,”	  you	  both	  correct	  and	  streamline	  the	  sentence.	  	  	  
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For	  plurals,	  use	  “those”	  in	  place	  of	  “the	  ones.”	  
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That	  sums	  up	  the	  first	  category	  of	  English	  problems,	  Word	  Choice,	  which	  accounted	  
for	  the	  most	  errors	  in	  the	  survey.	   	  Time	  for	  an	  exercise	  in	   	  choosing	  the	  right	  word.	  	  
Please	   look	   at	   the	  first	   exercise	   on	   your	   Problem	  Set.	   	   It	   contains	   sentences	   taken	  
directly	   from	   the	   surveyed	   ar(cles,	  with	   blanks	   to	   fill	   in	   from	   the	   choices	   below.	   I	  
hope	  you	  will	  recognize	  both	  the	  original	  error	  and	  a	  correct	  alterna(ve	  in	  each	  set	  of	  
choices.	  	  We	  will	  pause	  for	  a	  few	  minutes	  while	  you	  do	  the	  exercise.	  
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When	  Brazilian	  writers	  have	  problems	  with	  ar(cles,	  the	  most	  frequent	  error	  is	  to	  put	  
“the”	   before	   a	   noun	   when	   it	   is	   not	   needed.	   Not	   needed	   in	   English,	   that	   is,	   but	  
commonly	  used	  in	  Portuguese.	  	  How	  do	  you	  iden(fy	  such	  nouns?	  	  
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Many	  are	  abstrac(ons,	  which	  are	  by	  nature	  general.	   	  They	  represent	  a	  whole	  category,	  not	  a	  specific	  case.	   	  And	  of	  these,	  many,	  like	  
Diffusion	  and	  Orthogonality,	  shown	  here,	  end	  in	  –ion	  or	  -‐ity,	  which	  makes	  them	  easy	  to	  spot.	  	  	  
	  	  
Plurals	  rarely	  take	  an	  ar(cle,	  especially	  not	  those	  used	  in	  a	  general	  sense,	  as	   in	  the	  expression,	  “People	  will	  talk,”	  which	  refers	  to	  no	  
par(cular	   person,	   just	   unspecified	   people	   out	   there.	   	   This	   includes	   plural	   nouns	   that	   follow	   “such,”	   but	   I	   give	   them	   their	   own	   line	  
because	  they	  seem	  to	  cause	  confusion.	  	  Singular	  nouns	  that	  follow	  ”such”	  are	  preceded	  by	  “a”	  or	  “an,”	  as	  are	  most	  singular	  nouns.	  	  So,	  
you	  would	  say	  “such	  spin	  filters”	  plural,	  but	  “such	  a	  spin	  filter,”	  singular.	  
	  	  
However,	  when	  you	  do	  refer	  to	  something	  plural	  that	  is	  specific,	  like	  “the	  probes	  in	  our	  experiment,”	  you	  will	  need	  to	  add	  “the.”	  
	  	  
Another	  instance	  in	  which	  you	  use	  no	  ar(cle	  is	  that	  of	  words	  that	  follow	  “choice	  of,”	  “number	  of,”	  “pair	  of,”	  and	  “type	  of.”	  	  That	  is,	  you	  
would	  say	  “type	  of	  regime,”	  not	  “type	  of	  a	  regime.”	   	  I	  think	  this	  is	  because	  regime	  shares	  whatever	  ar(cle	  precedes	  “type	  of,”	  and	  to	  
say	  “a	  type	  of	  a	  regime,”	  would	  be	  redundant.	   	  Or	  this	  may	  qualify	  as	  an	  English	  idiom,	  which	  is	  another	  way	  of	  saying,	  Just	  do	  it	  this	  
way.	  
	  	  
Equa(on,	  sec(on,	  and	  figure	  numbers	  are	  treated	  like	  proper	  names,	  which	  take	  no	  ar(cle	  in	  English.	  	  	  
	  	  
You	  already	  know	  ins(nc(vely	  when	  to	  use	  “a”	  or	  “an,”	  and	  I	  found	  only	  a	  few	  instances	  in	  which	  Brazilian	  writers	  went	  wrong	  on	  this.	  	  
Most	  singular	  nouns	  take	  “a”	  or	  “an”	  by	  default,	  the	  excep(ons	  being	  when	  they	  are	  an	  abstrac(on,	  as	  we	  just	  saw,	  and	  when	  they	  are	  
very	   specific.	   	   So,	   when	   you	   are	   talking	   about	   a	   honeycomb	   larce	   in	   a	   general	   sense,	   it	   is	   preceded	   by	   “a,”	   but	   when	   it	   is	   the	  
honeycomb	  larce	  in	  your	  experiment,	  it	  is	  the	  honeycomb	  larce.	  
	  	  
Finally,	  you	  should	  of	  course	  use	  “the”	  in	  front	  of	  anything	  of	  which	  there	  is	  only	  one—the	  best	  candidate,	  the	  final	  sec(on,	  the	  Bethe	  
ansatz.	  
	  	  
Unfortunately,	  the	  use	  of	  ar(cles	  is	  not	  an	  exact	  science.	  	  There	  are	  right	  uses,	  wrong	  uses,	  and	  op(onal	  uses.	  	  The	  context	  is	  a	  factor	  in	  
your	  decision.	  	  For	  example,	  in	  a	  figure	  cap(on,	  greater	  economy	  is	  jus(fied,	  and	  even	  legi(mate	  uses	  of	  “the”	  are	  oTen	  dropped.	  
	  	  
One	  more	  comment	  about	  the	  Brazilian	  tendency	  to	  use	  too	  many	  “the’s”:	   	  A	  sentence	  that	  contains	  three	  or	  more	  uses	  of	  the	  ar(cle	  
“the”	  may	   suffer	   from	  wordiness.	   	   Even	   though	  each	  use	   is	   defensible	   and	   correct,	   the	  overall	   sentence	   is	   likely	   to	   be	   clumsy	   and	  
inelegant.	   	  There	  are	  two	  possible	  ways	  to	  address	  this	  problem.	   	  One	  is	  to	  consider	  whether	  you	  can	  remove	  some	  the’s	  or	  perhaps	  
replace	  one	  with	  a	  or	  an.	   	  Another	  is	  to	  rewrite	  the	  sentence	  en(rely.	   	  I	  will	  have	  more	  to	  say	  about	  this	  tomorrow	  when	  we	  discuss	  
Wordiness.	  
	  	  
This	  is	  probably	  more	  than	  you	  wanted	  to	  know	  about	  ar(cles,	  which	  are	  such	  small	  words	  that	  they	  seem	  trivial.	  	  But	  the	  numbers	  do	  
not	  lie.	  	  They	  are	  a	  problem	  for	  speakers	  of	  Portuguese.	  	  In	  the	  hope	  that	  doing	  an	  exercise	  will	  help	  to	  clarify	  the	  subject,	  I’ve	  given	  you	  
in	   your	  Problem	  Set	   a	  page	  of	   sentences	   that	  use	   ar(cles	   incorrectly.	   	   This	  (me	   there	  will	   be	  no	  mul(ple	   choice.	   	   Please	   read	   the	  
sentences—all	  taken	  from	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles—and	  correct	  as	  needed.	  We’ll	  pause	  for	  a	  few	  minutes	  while	  you	  work	  on	  this.	  
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Certain	  nouns	  are	  always	  followed	  by	  “of,”	  others	  by	  “from,”	  “for,”	  or	  “to.”	  	  There	  are	  
enough	   of	   these	   noun-‐plus-‐preposi(on	   pairings	   to	   fill	   a	   whole	   lecture,	   if	   we	   could	  
stay	  awake	   long	  enough	  to	  hear	   it.	   	  But	  we	  do	  not	  have	  that	  much	  (me,	  so	   I	  have	  
chosen	  a	  few	  that	  gave	  the	  most	  trouble	  in	  the	  surveyed	  ar(cles.	  	  They	  are	  based	  on	  
four	  preposi(ons,	  With,	  Of,	  To,	  and	  On.	  	  Here	  are	  those	  using	  With	  and	  Of:	  	  
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No(ce	  our	  friend	  “associated	  with”.	  Using	  your	  knowledge	  of	  these	  expressions,	  can	  
you	  spot	  the	  errors	  in	  these	  sentences?	  	  
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Moving	  on,	  here	  are	  some	  expressions	  using	  To	  and	  On:	  	  
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These	   are	   probably	   all	   familiar	   to	   you,	   with	   the	   excep(on	   of	   “peculiar	   to,”	   an	  
expression	  that	  has	  nothing	  to	  do	  with	  oddness.	  	  It	  has	  the	  meaning	  “uniquely	  found	  
in”	  or	  “characteris(c	  of.”	  	  For	  example,	  Laughter	  is	  peculiar	  to	  the	  human	  species.	  
	  	  
The	   next	   and	   last	   Problem	   Set	   for	   today	   features	   sentences	   from	   the	   surveyed	  
ar(cles	  that	  use-‐-‐-‐or	  should	  have	  used-‐-‐-‐the	  four	  preposi(ons	  With,	  Of,	  To,	  and	  On.	  	  	  
Please	  take	  a	  few	  minutes	  to	  find	  and	  correct	  the	  errors.	  	  

40	  



We	  are	  now	  up	  to	  the	  last	  item	  we’ll	  look	  at	  for	  today,	  Item	  4,	  Idioms.	  The	  remainder	  
of	  the	  list	  we’ll	  save	  for	  tomorrow.	  
	  
English,	  like	  any	  other	  language,	  has	  some	  expressions	  or	  sayings	  that	  are	  peculiar	  to	  
it.	   (No(ce	   I	   did	   not	   say	   that	   they	   are	   peculiar,	   but	   peculiar	   to	   English—that	   is,	  
uniquely	  English.).	  Some	  of	  these	  are	  quite	  colorful	  or	  slangy,	  as	  well	  as	  inappropriate	  
for	  a	  scien(fic	  journal.	  We	  will	  not	  discuss	  them.	  Others,	  however,	  will	  help	  to	  make	  
your	  wri(ng	  style	   smoother	  and	  decrease	   the	  perceived	  distance	  between	  you	  and	  
your	  reader—if	  you	  get	  them	  right.	  The	  surveyed	  ar(cles	  contained	  27	  near	  misses,	  
evidence	   that	   the	   authors	   were	   trying	   but	   did	   not	   quite	   produce	   what	   a	   na(ve	  
speaker	  of	  English	  would	  have	  said.	  
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OTen	  where	  people	  go	  wrong	  with	  idioms	  is	  in	  adding	  words—not	  taking	  advantage	  
of	  the	  economy	  of	  the	  original	  expression.	  To	  demonstrate	  this,	  let’s	  look	  at	  some	  
expanded	  (unidioma(c)	  phrases	  and	  their	  correct,	  more	  compact	  originals.	  	  
	  
Well.	  you	  get	  the	  idea.	  Of	  course	  there	  are	  other	  expressions	  in	  which	  this	  principle	  
does	  not	  apply.	  	  For	  some,	  it’s	  a	  preposi(on	  that	  causes	  a	  stumble.	  Three	  that	  people	  
confuse	  are	  During	  prepara(on,	  Under	  inves(ga(on,	  and	  Upon	  comple(on.	  But	  there	  
are	  too	  many	  to	  cover	   in	  the	  (me	  we	  have.	   I	  encourage	  you	  to	  use	  the	   idioms	  you	  
know—they	  will	  add	  panache	  to	  your	  wri(ng—but	  check	  them	  with	  a	  na(ve	  English	  
speaker	  if	  possible	  before	  submirng	  the	  ar(cle.	  
	  	  
This	   completes	   today’s	   look	  at	  Brazilian	  English,	   as	   represented	  by	   the	  16	  ar(cles	   I	  
surveyed.	   Tomorrow	   we	   will	   move	   a	   liale	   faster	   and,	   I	   hope,	   have	   (me	   for	   more	  
ques(ons	  and	  discussion.	  If	  you	  are	  an	  author	  of	  one	  of	  the	  papers	  in	  the	  survey,	  and	  
you	   did	   not	   recognize	   a	   sentence	   from	   your	   paper	   in	   today’s	   examples,	   perhaps	  
tomorrow	  you’ll	  be	  luckier.	  Un(l	  then,	  thank	  you	  for	  coming..	  
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