
 
 

Using Specific and 
Accurate Words 

Lesson 3 
Dumb it Down:Dumb it Down:Dumb it Down:Dumb it Down:    
Sometimes people use words that are just too complex for their audience.  When you talk over your readers’ heads, you loose them.  
Some times we just need to dumb it down.  There are tons of examples of this in real life.  So many great pieces of literature tell         
incredible stories that kids would love, but are written with language that they wouldn’t get, so there’s entire companies who do nothing 
but make kids’ versions of classic literature.  A lot of teachers hate Wikipedia, for a lot of different reasons, but the only real complaint I 
have about it is that it’s written at a much higher level than most students can comprehend.  Recently, a new version of Wikipedia, 
called “Simple English Wikipedia” has started up, simplifying their articles for kids and people who are just learning English. 
 
What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:What do I do:    
1. Read this passage from Albert Einstein’s “What I Believe.” 

The human mind is not capable of grasping the Universe.  We are like a little child entering a huge library.  The walls are covered 
to the ceilings with books in many different tongues.  The child knows that someone must have written these books.  It does not 
know who or how.  It does not understand the languages in which they are written.  But the child notes a definite plan in the 
arrangement of these books—a mysterious order which it does not comprehend, but only dimly suspects. 
 

2. Read this simplified version: 
Our minds can only understand a little bit of how the universe works.  It’s like this—when you go into a library and look at all the 
books, there’s no way you can know everything that’s inside all of them.  That would be way too hard.  But, you do notice that 
they’re organized, put on the shelves in a particular way.  And that’s something—that’s a start.   
 

3. Think about if the simplified version does a good job of explaining Einstein’s metaphor about understanding the universe.  Einstein 
was a pretty smart guy, so his original essay works perfectly because there are specific and accurate (not to mention simple and 
elegant) words and phrases there to get his message across.  The simple version does an okay job at getting the basic idea across, 
but doesn’t really capture the feel of what Einstein said.  Both versions have their place. 

4. Take a look at the passages below.  Try to rewrite them, getting the same idea across to readers, but using simpler language.  Get 
some help from a partner if you need it. 

 
Here’s a famous bit from William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet:Here’s a famous bit from William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet:Here’s a famous bit from William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet:Here’s a famous bit from William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet:    
O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo?  Deny thy father and refuse thy name; Or, if thou wilt not, be but sworn my love, 
and I'll no longer be a Capulet.  'Tis but thy name that is my enemy; Thou art thyself, though not a Montague.  What's           
Montague? it is nor hand, nor foot, nor arm, nor face, nor any other part belonging to a man. O, be some other name! What's in a 
name? that which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet; So Romeo would, were he not Romeo call'd, retain 
that dear perfection which he owes without that title. Romeo, doff thy name, and for that name which is no part of thee take all 
myself. 
 
While we’re on Shakespeare, here’s his basic biography from Wikipedia:While we’re on Shakespeare, here’s his basic biography from Wikipedia:While we’re on Shakespeare, here’s his basic biography from Wikipedia:While we’re on Shakespeare, here’s his basic biography from Wikipedia:    
William Shakespeare (26 April 1564 (baptized) – 23 April 1616) was an English poet and playwright, widely regarded as the 
greatest writer in the English language and the world's pre-eminent dramatist. He is often called England's national poet and the 
"Bard of Avon".  His surviving works, including some collaborations, consist of about 38 plays, 154 sonnets, two long narrative 
poems, and several other poems. His plays have been translated into every major living language and are performed more often 
than those of any other playwright. 
Shakespeare was born and brought up in Stratford-upon-Avon. At the age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway, with whom he had 
three children:Susanna, and twins Hamnet and Judith. Between 1585 and 1592, he began a successful career in London as an 
actor, writer, and part owner of aplaying company called the Lord Chamberlain's Men, later known as the King's Men. He appears 
to have retired to Stratford around 1613 at age 49, where he died three years later. Few records of Shakespeare's private life 
survive, and there has been considerable speculation about such matters as his physical appearance, religious beliefs, and 
whether the works attributed to him were written by others. 
Shakespeare was a respected poet and playwright in his own day, but his reputation did not rise to its present heights until the 
19th century. The Romantics, in particular, acclaimed Shakespeare's genius, and The Victorians worshipped Shakespeare with a 
reverence that George Bernard Shaw called "bardolatry".  In the 20th century, his work was repeatedly adopted and              
rediscovered by new movements in scholarship and performance. His plays remain highly popular today and are constantly 
studied, performed, and reinterpreted in diverse cultural and political contexts throughout the world. 


