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Information Technical Vocabulary 
 
Newspaper and magazine articles that are peppered with technical or specialist 
vocabulary can often prevent us from making much sense of their material.  However, if 
we try to analyse the technical/specialist language, see it in its context and as a last option 
refer to a dictionary for help, we will often be able to understand much more of the article 
than we first thought. 
 
 
Exercise 1 
 
While reading the following extract from an article in a medical journal, highlight any 
words of which you are unsure of the meaning. 
 

 
Problems of HIV in South Africa 

 
Five million people in South Africa are HIV positive, more than 11% of the 
population.  Life-saving anti-retroviral drugs are now available from 
pharmaceutical companies at a fraction of their original cost.  Even so, only the 
elite in South Africa can afford them.  In addition, their government has been 
reluctant in the past to acknowledge that a virus causes AIDS and has branded 
it a disease of poverty for which money, not drugs, was the cure.  Admittedly, 
there is a link between poverty and AIDS, because poor diet, bad housing and 
a lack of sanitation undermine the poor’s resistance to HIV. 
 
Drugs against HIV work best with those who manage to stay relatively healthy, 
so for a long time it was argued that treatment programmes would not work in 
poor countries.  It was thought that Health Services would not be able to cope 
with the numbers requiring blood tests to determine virus levels in their blood, 
nor with monitoring the difficult drug regimes.  Basic three-drug combinations, 
which work by suppressing the virus and attacking it at different stages of its 
life cycle, need accurate dosage and need to be taken at precise times of day.  
It is said that people stricken with poverty would need help with this regime and 
if they failed to take the drugs in the prescribed way, the virus would fight back, 
becoming a new form of HIV against which the medication would be 
powerless. 
 

 

©West Nottinghamshire College 2 
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Now try to work out the meanings of the words you have highlighted by looking at: 
 

• the components of each word – are there any parts of the word that you know? Can 
you split the word up into shorter words that you do recognise? 
 

• the context of each word – does the rest of the sentence help you work out the 
meaning of the word? 
 

• a dictionary – even if you think you have found the meaning of each word check it in 
a dictionary.  You may need to use a specialist medical dictionary for some of the 
words. 

 
Write the words that you have highlighted with their meanings in the space below. 



 VOCABULARY AND MORPHOLOGY 
 LEVEL 2 

 Rw/L2.1  

©West Nottinghamshire Coll 4 

Excellence in skills development 4
 
 
Information Using Reference Material to Understand Unfamiliar Vocabulary 

 
Comment 
 
Sometimes we need to be able to read information on a subject about which we know little. 
There may be a glossary, which contains an alphabetical list of the specialist vocabulary, 
with its meaning, which we may need in order to understand the article. 
 
 
Exercise 2 
 
Read the following article.  Underline any words you find difficult to understand and, 
using the glossary to help you, work out what the article is about. 
 
 

How a Wankel Rotary Engine works 

In the Wankel engine, the four strokes of a typical Otto cycle engine are arranged 
sequentially around an oval, unlike the reciprocating motion of a piston engine. In the basic 
single rotor Wankel engine, a single oval housing surrounds a three-sided rotor which 
turns and moves within the housing. The sides of the rotor seal against the sides of the 
housing, and the corners of the rotor seal against the inner periphery of the housing, 
dividing it into three combustion chambers. 

As the rotor turns, its motion and shape and the shape of the housing cause each side of 
the rotor to get closer and farther from the wall of the housing, compressing and expanding 
the combustion chamber similar to the "strokes" in a reciprocating engine. However, 
whereas a normal four stroke cycle engine produces one combustion stroke per cylinder 
for every two revolutions (that is, one half power stroke per revolution per cylinder) each 
combustion chamber of each rotor in the Wankel generates one combustion 'stroke' per 
revolution (that is, three power strokes per rotor revolution). Since the Wankel output shaft 
is geared to spin at three times the rotor speed, this becomes one combustion 'stroke' per 
output shaft revolution per rotor, twice as many as the four-stroke piston engine, and 
similar to the output of a two stroke cycle engine. Thus the power output of a Wankel 
engine is generally higher than that of a four-stroke piston engine of similar engine 
displacement in a similar state of tune, and higher than that of a four-stroke piston engine 
of similar physical dimensions and weight. 

ege 
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Glossary of Terms 
 
 
combustion burning 
 
combustion chamber the place in which combustion takes place 
 
compressing reducing in volume 
 
cycle a series of events that are repeated regularly in the same 

order 
 
cylinder a piston chamber in an internal combustion engine 
 
expanding becoming larger 
 
geared changing the speed of the engine in relation to what it is 
 driving using gears 
housing a rigid casing 
 
internal-combustion engine an engine in which power is generated by the expansion 

of hot gases from the burning of fuel with air in the engine.  
One kind of engine used in motor cars 

 
otto cycle the cycle which happens in each cylinder of an ordinary 

four stroke internal combustion engine 
 
periphery the outer edge 
 
piston a short cylinder which moves up and down within a tube 
 
reciprocating moving up and down like a piston in a cylinder 
 
revolution rotating once 
 
rotor the part which rotates 
 
sequentially in a logical order 
 
stroke the motion of a piston 
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Exercise 3 
 
Now try to answer these questions about the article on the Wankel engine.  
Remember to use the glossary to help you.  Underline the most suitable word or 
phrase to complete the sentence. 
 
1) A Wankel engine is different from an ordinary two stroke engine because it does not 

have ( gears, rotors, pistons, cylinders, combustion chambers) or ( gears, rotors, 
pistons, cylinders, combustion chambers). 

 
2) An ordinary four stroke engine uses (reciprocating, rotary) motion and a Wankel 

engine uses (reciprocating, rotary) motion. 
 
3) The power output of a Wankel engine is generally (lower, higher, thinner, larger) than 

that of a four-stroke piston engine of similar engine displacement. 
 

4) Compression in a Wankel engine is obtained as the (rotor, cylinder, piston, housing) 
moves closer and further away from the wall of the housing. 
 

5) Each rotor in the Wankel generates (one, two, three, five, eight) power strokes per 
rotor revolution. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Power_%28physics%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Engine_displacement
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Information Using Specialist Dictionaries 
 
In order to more easily understand texts of special or technical interest, you may need to 
use a specialist dictionary for specific meanings of vocabulary in certain subjects. 
 
Exercise 4 
 
Read the following article taken from a specialist subject journal, looking 
particularly at the highlighted words.  Try to work out the meaning of these words 
from their context, checking in a dictionary where appropriate.  What kind of 
dictionary would be most useful? 
 
Extract from an article about volcanoes 
 
Volcanic eruptions make news; but how do they occur? 
 
Measurements taken in boreholes through mountains suggest that rock temperature 
increases with depth, so that at 60 miles down temperatures stand at about 1500 degrees 
centigrade, hot enough to melt any rock at atmospheric pressure.  Part of this heat 
represents the primitive heat of the earth, part is generated by radioactivity.  Were it not 
for radioactive heat, volcanic outbreaks would certainly be far less frequent. 
 
If we imagine volcanoes to be located at the ends of cracks in the earth’s crust which is 
some 40 miles thick, it is easier to understand that the pressure at the bottom of the crack, 
being 17,000 times as great as the pressure of the atmosphere at sea level, is quite 
enough to force molten rock into the crack, to open up a fissure right through the crust 
and to raise the molten rock to the surface.  In its molten state, rock is known as magma, 
which becomes lighter through expansion and is mobilised by the release of liquids and 
gases.  This is how it becomes possible for it to pour out at the surface as lava.  While 
outflows of lava can be explained easily, volcanic explosions are more difficult to 
account for. 
 
boreholes ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
atmospheric pressure ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
primitive heat ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
radioactivity ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
molten rock ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
fissure ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
magma ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
lava ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
outflows ……………………………………………………………………………. 
 
volcanic explosions ……………………………………………………………………………. 



 VOCABULARY AND MORPHOLOGY 
 LEVEL 2 

 Rw/L2.2  

©West Nottinghamshire College 8 

Excellence in skills development 4
 
 
Information Word Meanings 
 
Dictionaries are essential tools when reading more complicated texts.  They are sources of 
information which not only help us understand the meaning of unfamiliar words but where 
they derive from and how they are used in speech or writing. 
 
There are many different kinds, sizes and levels of dictionary.  Examples: pocket; concise; 
children’s; plain English; contemporary usage; slang; etymological; quotations etc. 
 
 
Exercise 5 
 
Each of the words below has three possible meanings, only one of them correct.  
Highlight the answer that you believe to be correct, using intelligent guesswork, and 
then check in a dictionary to see if you were right.  You may need a good, large size 
dictionary, as some of the words are rather obscure.  We should recommend 
something similar to the Concise Oxford Dictionary. 
 
 
gormandise a fabric 
 to eat greedily 
 a vegetable 
 
cacodemon a kind of enamel 
 to make a witches’ spell 
 a malevolent spirit or person 
 
comestible a small cupboard 
 fit to eat 
 a comic actor 
 
divaricate to divert 
 to spread out 
 to argue 
 
excogitate to be annoyed 
 to avoid exercise 
 to think out or plan 
 
horst a lobster 
 a raised block of rock 
 a boat dweller 
 
hornswoggle to swindle 
 a witch’s brew 
 a bog plant 
 
laryngeal a shoemaker’s tool 
 a young salmon 
 relating to the larynx
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Information Word Meanings 
 
Some words in English have more than one meaning and we need to look at the context 
of each word to help us decide the correct one on each occasion. 
 
 
Examples: 
 

Match 
• to go with something else; 
• a small piece of wood with a sulphur end used to light a fire, candle, cigarette etc; 
• a game, as in football. 

 
Which of these three meanings correctly fits this sentence? 
 
Do these shoes match my dress? 
 
The first suggestion would seem to be the most appropriate meaning of “match” in this 
instance. 
 
 
Exercise 6 
 
Now try to find the best meanings of these words to fit the sentences below.  
Highlight the correct meaning in each case, using a dictionary to check your 
answer. 
 
1) Service: 
 

• the action of serving in tennis; 
• a religious ceremony; 
• providing people with goods, food etc. 

 
My baby goddaughter’s christening service was a very happy occasion for all the family. 
 
2) Deposit: 
 

• an amount of money paid into a bank; 
• money paid as a first instalment; 
• a layer of solid matter in the earth. 

 
I paid a deposit on my new car and have to pay the rest in instalments over the next two 
years. 
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Word Meanings Continued 
 
3) Interest: 
 

• wanting to know about something; 
• money paid regularly on a bank savings account; 
• selfish pursuit of one’s own welfare. 

 
She is not bothered about the rest of the family but is only concerned with her own 
interests. 
 
4) Depression: 
 

• a feeling of sadness or hopelessness; 
• a shallow hollow in the ground; 
• an area of low air pressure often bringing rain. 
 

From the top of the hill, we could see the depression where there was evidence of an 
ancient settlement. 

 
5) Extract: 

 
• a passage taken from a piece of writing; 
• to take out, remove; 
• a substance separated from another. 
 

He had to have a tooth extracted this morning. 
 

6) Matter: 
 
• to be important; 
• something you can touch or see; 
• a quantity of time. 
 

What matters to me is whether she is happy or not. 
 

7) Declare: 
 
• to say something clearly or firmly; 
• to end an innings at cricket before all the batsmen are out; 
• to tell customs officials that you have goods on which you should pay duty. 
 

Airport officials hurried us through the arrivals gate, as we had nothing to declare. 
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Exercise 7 Word Meanings Continued 
 
Draw lines connecting each of these words with their correct meaning.  Don’t forget 
to look up the meanings of those words you’re not sure about.  You will need a 
good dictionary e.g. The Concise Oxford, or access to the Internet. 
 

Word Meaning 
 
hornwort to make something dirty 
 
cacophony difficult to deal with 
 
decollate process of flowering 
 
legerdemain a discordant combination of sounds 
 
efflorescence a group of five 
 
smirch an aquatic plant 
 
kittle a conjuring trick 
 
pentad to behead 

 
 
 
 

The guillotine 
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Information Etymological Dictionaries 
 
There are several kinds of dictionary which you may need to use in order to find the exact 
meaning of some words, particularly if they occur in a piece of specialist writing e.g. a 
medical journal, a biographical text etc.  There are specialist subject dictionaries e.g. 
medical, geological, musical, literary etc. as well as dictionaries with slang expressions, 
contemporary words and quotations. 
 
Etymological dictionaries give the origin of words and help us to understand their 
meaning by explaining their individual roots. 
 
Example 
 
If we find out that contra is a Latin word meaning against and that –ception comes from 
the Latin root word concipere, which means to conceive, it is easy to see how the word 
“contraception” came into our language.  Similarly, we can more easily understand how we 
came by the word “contradiction”, if we know that dicere is the Latin root word meaning to 
say. 
 
 
Exercise 8 
 
Using an etymological dictionary, complete the table below by finding the root word that 
follows the prefix, or precedes the suffix in each case, with its meaning.  The first two have 
been done for you. 
 
 Word Root word  Meaning of Root Word 
 
contra = against 
 
contraception concipere to conceive 
 
contradiction dicere to say 
 
contravene 
 
 
neuro = nerve 
 
neurology 
 
neuropathy 
 
neurotoxin 
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 Roots and Endings 
 

Word Root word Meaning of Root Word 
 

sub = under 
 
submarine 
 
subterranean 
 
subconscious 
 
substitute 
 
 
milli = thousand 
 
millennium 
 
millimetre 
 
millipede 
 
 
haemo = blood 
 
haematology 
 
haemoglobin 
 
haemometer 
 
 
meter = to measure 
 
thermometer 
 
hydrometer 
 
barometer 
 
 
graph = written 
 
photograph 
 
autograph 
 
seismograph 
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Information Synonyms 
 
Some words in the English language are overused.  It can make for very boring reading if 
we use the same words constantly.  To improve our writing we can use a Thesaurus, an 
alphabetical index of words like a dictionary but it offers alternative words with the same 
meaning or synonyms, rather than giving the meaning of words. 
 
Here is a short list of words that can be used instead of “said”.  Add other alternatives as 
you find them, using a thesaurus to help you. 
 

“said” 
 
whispered pleaded 
shouted cried 
called screamed 
related muttered 

 
 
Exercise 9 
  
In the following sentences we are looking at how other words can be used as an 
alternative to “said”. In the spaces below each sentence, try to explain why each 
underlined word is a better alternative than “said” in its context. 
 
1) “Is there anybody there?” asked the old man. 
 
 
2) “Doesn’t the bride look stunning!” whispered the wedding guest. 
 
 
3) “Please stop that. You’re hurting me!” screamed the young woman. 
 
 
4) “Can you come here, please, quickly?” shouted the paramedic. 
 
 
5) “The next train to London is standing on platform 3a,” advised the station announcer. 
 
6) She got the part because she articulated her words very clearly. 
 
 
7) He had related the story so often that we knew it off by heart.
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Exercise 10 
 
Using a thesaurus if you need one, find alternative words to the word “went” in each 
of these sentences. Be as imaginative as you like! The first one has been done for 
you as an example. 
 
1) The birdwatcher went through the wood very quietly. (crept) 
 
2) The lame man went painfully down the hospital corridor. 
 
3) The weary walkers thankfully went into the pub. 
 
4) The burglar went round the house looking for an easy entry. 
 
5) The soldiers went round the parade ground at a steady pace. 
 
6) The old lady went slowly up the steep hill. 
 
7) The tired tourists went through the museum with a guide. 
 
 
Compare your answers with those of a partner and compile a joint list of synonyms 
for the word “went” in the space below. Add more to it as you find them. 
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Information Appropriate Language 
 
The style of language that we use is usually determined by its context.  It is considered 
to be more appropriate to use formal language in official letters and in written text for a 
wider audience.  Informal language is more appropriate when communicating with friends 
by letter, e-mail or texting. 
 
 
Exercise 11 
 
In each of the letters below, decide if the language used is appropriate in the 
context of the writing. Explain your answer in the space below each extract. 
 
1) My dear Sarah, 

 
I was so pleased to hear about the birth of your baby girl and such a lovely name! To 
think that I’m now a great-aunt – I can’t believe it! I hope she’s a good baby and lets 
you have some sleep, as I’m sure you must need it after all you went through. I’m 
looking forward to seeing you both and Tony of course ………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) Dear Sir, 
 
I am really fed up with the way you have been dealing with my complaint. I cannot 
believe that your stupid secretary lost my last letter and as for your ridiculous excuse 
for her carelessness.  I am totally bewildered how you ever manage to keep your 
business going …….. 
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 Appropriate Language Continued 
 
3) Dear Sir, 

 
On behalf of one of our bus drivers, I would like to apologise for the damage caused 
to your fence on Friday 13th September. I understand that the driver concerned was 
attempting to avoid a lorry that was parked opposite your house but unfortunately 
there was insufficient room for his vehicle to pass by. The company accepts 
responsibility for the damage on his behalf and ………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4) Dear Mr. Jones, 
 
I’m writing to tell you that I’m very sorry that your computer has not been repaired 
yet. We seem to have run out of the part that we need and will have to order some 
more. I understand from your phone call to my assistant last week, that you have 
already been without your computer for 5 weeks, and that it is important for your 
work that you have it back as soon as possible. I hope that you understand that I 
cannot magic new parts out of thin air. We will be putting in an order in the next few 
days and ………. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5) Dear Ken, 
 
I would certainly be most delighted to attend your pizza party next weekend. Thank 
you so much for the invitation. I will, of course be accompanied by my dear wife, who 
is so looking forward to making your acquaintance, although I am sure you met 
briefly at the office party last Christmas. I do hope that the evening will prove to be 
most pleasurable ………. 
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Information Metaphors 
 
A metaphor is a figurative expression where something is written or spoken in terms 
usually associated with something else.  It describes something it is not literally. 
  
Examples: 
 

• These problems are a headache. 
 

• J.K. Rowling launched her new book. 
 

• “At the end of the day you are not the only one these finance cuts are going to 
affect” 

 
 
Exercise 12 
 
Read the following sentences and underline or highlight the metaphors. 
 

1) In the long run, it may be easier to go back to the beginning. 
 

2) I cannot believe that man is so stupid.  He really is an ass. 
 
3) A poisoned apple passed along from generation to generation. (McGough) 
 
4) “Would you have done that if you had been in her shoes?”  
 
5) My heart skipped a beat, as my turn to parachute from the plane came closer. 
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Information Similes 
 
Similes, as defined by the Oxford Dictionary, are “comparisons of one thing with another”. 
They compare things that are alike in some respect, although they may be different in their 
general nature. 
 
 
Examples: 
 

• Despite her age, she was as frisky as a lamb. 
• After his first day at his new workplace, he was as happy as a lark. 
• When I told her the bad news, she went as white as a sheet. 
• The twins were as alike as two peas except one had a turned-up nose. 

 
 
Exercise 13 
 
Complete the similes in these sentences with suitable words: 
 

• The cowardly boy was trembling like a ……………………. 
• The old man’s hands were as cold as ………………….. 
• The young girl could swim like a ……………………… 
• Baby Jane was as good as ……………….. at the christening. 
• The young boy ran like the ………………. 

 
 
Exercise 14 
 
Underline the word that makes the best simile in the following phrases: 
 

• As flat as (a kettle, a pancake, a book, butter) 

• As light as (a cloud, a newspaper, a feather, gold) 

• As quiet as (a mouse, a leaf, humming, a churchyard) 

• As busy as (a monkey, a bee, birds, lightning) 

• As cunning as (a crab, money, a computer, a fox) 

 
Advice 
 
You may find it useful to look in a special dictionary to help you complete both 
these exercises. Many similes have become an accepted part of our everyday 
English language and therefore have particular endings even though other words 
are equally as appropriate. 
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Exercise 15 Metaphors and Similes 
 
Using the words in the list below, try to compose both a metaphor and a simile that would 
be suitable for each word. You can always use a dictionary to help you. The first one has 
been done as an example. Add other examples as you encounter them in your own 
personal reading. 
 
snow  A blanket of snow covered the ground (metaphor) as white as snow (simile). 
 
 
 
 
grass 
 
 
 
 
 
 
puppy 
 
 
 
 
 
 
frost 
 
 
 
 
 
 
soot 
 
 
 
 
 
 
lightning 
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Information Idioms 
 
An idiom is a word or a group of words understood to have a meaning in everyday use not 
evident from the individual words themselves. 
 
Examples: 
 
• Fortunately after the accident they were all all right. 
• I’m fed up with work. 
• I can’t go out I’m broke until payday. 
• I’ve been beating my brains out with this problem. 
• It is not that important, you are making a mountain out of a molehill. 
• Should I wear the black or the green?  I can’t make up my mind. 
 
 
Exercise 16 
 
Fill in the word needed to complete the idiom. 
 
• Remember that we have to leave at two o’clock so keep an ____________ on the 

time. 

• I know that she did it but I am not going to say anything, I am going to let 

____________ dogs lie. 

• I know that we usually get a rise in April but I mustn’t count my _____________ 

before they’ve hatched. 

• I’ve already said that I will help so in for a penny in for a _______________. 

• I think that I can afford to pay for a new car on credit, but I don’t want to get in over 

my ______________. 
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Information Clichés 
 
A cliché is a phrase that is not original and has been over used. 
 
Examples 
 
So we bid farewell to fabulous Huthwaite. 
Don’t beat about the bush.  
The drought had reached crisis proportions. 
The general consensus was that he should resign. 
The XB41Z computer has everything.  It has a state-of-the-art configuration. 
 
 
Exercise 17 
 
Fill in the letters shown as * to complete the following clichés. 
 
bo**om line ___________________ 

ep***mic  proportions ___________________ 

sent s**ck waves ___________________ 

par for the c**rse ___________________ 

media cir**s ___________________ 

carnival at*osp*ere ___________________ 
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Information Words Changing Over Time 
 
English is a living language and therefore the meaning of some words is going to change 
at different points in history and others are going to fall out of use. 
 
Examples: 
 

• Some words in common use are shortened over time: 
 aeroplane  plane; 
 omnibus bus; 
 vacuum cleaner vac. 

 
• Some words just fall out of use: 

 thither; 
 yonder. 

 
• Some words become replaced by other words: 

 frock dress; 
 wireless radio. 

 
• Some words are used with a different meaning from their original one: 

 gay; 
 cool; 
 wicked.      

 
• Some words are invented or re-used in a different way to name new products or 

new technology: 
 trainers; 
 wheelie bin; 
 mouse. 

 
 
Exercise 18 
 
Make a collection of other such words and add to it as meanings change or new 
words are introduced into the language. 

ege 
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