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We use words every day that look perfectly simple, and "theory" is one of them. In ordinary
conversation a theory is a guess: when someone says, "That's just a theory," the speaker

means there is no proof for it yet.

In science the word carries almost the opposite sense. A scientific theory is an explanation
that has been tested many times, by many different people, and has not yet failed. It is
certainly not a first idea. A first idea is called a hypothesis, and most hypotheses are

discarded after a handful of tests.

For that reason the phrase "just a theory" sounds odd inside 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 would describe these as guesses.

The real trouble is not that the two meanings look different. It is that they look identical. A

word may travel from one room into another, changing its sense along the way.

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

believe you know are more dangerous than the words you do not.
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Scientists ought to avoid everyday words altogether and speak only in technical language.
Every explanation that people call a theory has already been proved beyond any doubt.
One word can carry almost opposite senses in ordinary talk and in science.

The explanations we have of gravity and of disease are still far from being tested.
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It is the name given to a first idea, which scientists then spend years checking carefully.
It is an explanation tested many times that has not yet failed.

It is an idea without proof, so the scientific sense matches the everyday one closely.

It is an explanation that one scientist has confirmed in a single successful experiment.
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Because everyday words are not allowed inside a science classroom in the first place.
Because nobody has ever run an experiment on gravity or on germs, and no proof exists.
Because scientists never use the word hypothesis and call every idea a theory instead.

Because gravity and germs are explanations tested many times, not guesses.
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When you meet an unfamiliar word, asking a person is faster and safer than opening a dictionary.
Scientific words are difficult, so they are best kept out of ordinary conversation altogether.
Before an argument begins, find out how much the other person knows about the subject.

Words shift their sense with the room they stand in, so check the ones you assume you know.
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