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Every day we use words that look simple. "Theory" is one of them. In everyday talk, a theory is
a guess. When someone says, "That's just a theory," the speaker usually means, "There is no

proof for it yet."

In science the word means almost the opposite. A scientific theory is an explanation that has
been tested many times, by many people, and has not failed. It is not a first idea. A first idea

is called a hypothesis, and most hypotheses are thrown away.

So the phrase "just a theory" sounds strange in a science classroom. The theory of gravity
explains why a ball falls. The germ theory of disease explains why we wash our hands. Nobody

in a laboratory calls these guesses.

The trouble is not that the two meanings look different. The trouble is that they look the

same. A word can move from one room to another, and its meaning can change on the way.

Before you argue about an idea, check which room the words are standing in. The words you

think you know are more dangerous than the words you do not.
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