Making Definitions

Sometimes in science, we have to describe something or give a definition of something. There are many ways to define things, but one common way to define something is to use a relative clause. 

What is a frog?

A frog is an animal.
This isn’t very good because a mouse is an animal, too, and a fish is an animal. With a relative clause, we can narrow our definition down:



A frog is an animal that eats insects and can jump.

We can be even more exact by giving its scientific grouping.



A frog is an amphibian that eats insects and can jump.

Here are some more scientific groupings, look them up in your dictionary:

Mammal, Bird, Amphibian, Reptile, Insect, Mollusk, Echinoderm

Now classify the following animals according to their scientific grouping:

 Lion , penguin, parrot, goldfish, clam, starfish, rattle snake, salmon, ant, octopus, cobra, gorilla, owl, squirrel, salamander, shark, dolphin, bee, sea urchin, firefly, mosquito, dog, giraffe, gecko, chicken, cow, camel, squid, horse, anaconda, snail, sea cucumber, oyster, ostrich, dragonfly, pig, tuna,

	Mammal
	Bird
	Amphibian
	Reptile

	lion


	
	
	

	Insect
	Mollusk
	Echinoderm
	Fish
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Now make a definition for these animals:

A penguin is a bird that lives near the South Pole and can’t fly.

An elephant is ____________________________________

A starfish is   ____________________________________

A whale is    ____________________________________
A bat is      ____________________________________

An octopus is ____________________________________

A camel is   ____________________________________
A bee is     ____________________________________
A firefly is   ____________________________________ 

A goldfish   ____________________________________
An ant is    ____________________________________

A sea urchin is  _________________________________

A mosquito is ___________________________________

An oyster is ____________________________________

A cow is   _____________________________________
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The Problem With Definitions

The problem with definitions is that sometimes they are not perfect.

Plato tried to define what a human is. He asked is students what a human was and his students couldn’t give him a good answer. So Plato defined humans like this

:


A human is an animal that has two legs 

and no fur or feathers. 

The next day one of Plato’s students called Diogenes brought a chicken to class. He pulled all the feathers off and threw the chicken on the ground. Then he said, “Here is Plato’s human.” The lesson Diogenes taught us was that defining ‘human’ is difficult. 

Now it’s your turn. Try to come up with some definitions of what a human is.

A human is an animal __________________________ 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________. 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________ 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________ 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________ 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________ 

____________________________________________.

A human is an animal __________________________

____________________________________________.

Discuss your definitions with your group and try to find problems with them.
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