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–Vladimir Vapnik

“Nothing is more practical than a good theory”
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Background to Terminology



Eugen Wüster 
(1898-1977)

• 1931 “Internationale 
Sprachnormung in der Technik, 
besonders in der 
Elektrotechnik”


• 1936 foundation of a technical 
committee dealing with 
terminological principles (ISA/
TC37, later ISO/TC37)


• 1967/1968 elaboration of the 
systematic dictionary “The 
Machine Tool”
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Some Basic Concepts
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Conceptual System
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(Multilingual) Lexical Networks
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On the Concept of Term Difficulty
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Complexity vs Difficulty

‣ <Complexity>: intrinsic property of an object and is given 
by its internal structure. It's not dependent on an 
individual's skills or abilities.  

‣ <Difficulty>: level of challenge or effort (skills, knowledge, 
experience, and cognitive abilities) required by an 
individual to deal with that complexity.

Pelánek, R., Effenberger, T., & Čechák, J. (2022). Complexity and difficulty of items in learning systems.  
International Journal of Artificial Intelligence in Education, 32(1), 196-232.
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On the Concept of Difficulty

‣ In the texts we find terms (not concepts) 

‣ What are the criteria for defining term difficulty? 

‣ What characteristics can I quantify in a term and qualify 
as difficult? 

‣ How can we measure term difficulty?
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Morphology

‣ Morphologically difficult terms

‣ high number of morphemes: 

‣ “nephrotoxicity”:  
nephro- (kidney) + toxic- (poison) + -ity (condition)

‣ “cardiomyopathy”:  
cardio- (heart) + myo- (muscle) + -pathy (disease)

‣ Difficulty calculated on the basis of readability indices

‣ Depends on each language
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Semantics

‣ Sense/concept disambiguation 

‣ “The patient's sensitivity to light was a concern for the 
doctor”

‣ Allergic Reaction

‣ Photophobia

‣ Individual knowledge/educational level

‣ Vocabolario di base



Towards Text Simplification
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Strategies

‣ Terminological Variation 

‣ Terminological Definitions 

‣ Definition vs Explanation



Terminological Variation
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Terminological Variation

<Concept A>

“ganser syndrome” “prison psychosis” “nonsense syndrome”
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Terminological Variation
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Dimensions of Variation

‣ Diatopic variation  

‣ Diachronic variation 

‣ Diamesic variation 

‣ Diaphasic variation 

‣ Diastratic variation
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Terminological Variation (diastratic)

‣ Replace scientific terms with popular terms 

‣ “hypercholesterolemia” - “high cholesterol” 

‣ “myocardial infarction” - “heart attack” 

‣ “hypertension” - “high blood pressure”



Terminological Definitions
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Types of Definitions

‣ Lexicographic definition: “a metalinguistic discourse 
locked in the structures of a language and a culture” 
(Alain Rey, 1982) 

‣ Terminological definition: “representation of a concept by 
an expression that describes it and differentiates it from 
related concepts” (ISO 1087: 2019)
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Types of Definitions (ISO 1087: 2019)



Federica Vezzani | SimpleText@CLEF-2023, September 18th 2023, Thessaloniki, Greece

Natural Language Definition vs Explanation

‣ Definition: to provide a clear representation of the 
concept and and set boundaries between related 
concepts. 

‣ Explanation: to make a concept more understandable by 
providing context, background information, details, or 
reasons.
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Natural Language Definition vs Explanation



Plain Language and CNLs



ISO TC/37  
Language and 
Terminology



Overview of the Principles and Guidelines
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Controlled Natural Languages (CNLs)

‣ A language is called a controlled natural language if and only if 
it has all of the following four properties: 

‣ It is based on exactly one natural language 

‣ It is more restrictive concerning lexicon, syntax, and/or semantics 

‣ It preserves most of the natural properties of its base language 

‣ It is explicitly and consciously defined

Kuhn, Tobias. "A survey and classification of controlled natural languages." Computational linguistics 40, no. 1 (2014): 121-170.
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ASD Simplified Technical English (ASD-STE)

‣ Controlled Natural Language for the Aerospace Industry (1986) 

‣ Today, the language is maintained by the Simplified Technical 
English Maintenance Group (STEMG) 

‣ ASD-STE is based on English with restrictions expressed in 
about 60 general rules + a dictionary

https://www.asd-ste100.org 

https://www.asd-ste100.org
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ASD Simplified Technical English (ASD-STE)
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‣ These rules restrict the language on 

ASD Simplified Technical English (ASD-STE)
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‣ These rules restrict the language on 

‣ the lexical level (rule 1.2 “use approved words from the dictionary only as the part of 
speech given”)

ASD Simplified Technical English (ASD-STE)
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‣ These rules restrict the language on 

‣ the lexical level (rule 1.2 “use approved words from the dictionary only as the part of 
speech given”)

‣ “test” noun not as verb

‣ the syntactic level (rule 2.1 “do not make noun clusters of more than three nouns”)

‣ Non-STE: Runway light connection resistance calibration

‣ STE: Calibration of the resistance of the runway light connection

‣ the semantic level (rule 1.3 “use approved words only with their approved meanings”)

‣ Non-STE: Follow the safety instruction

‣ STE: Obey the safety instruction

ASD Simplified Technical English (ASD-STE)
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Français Rationalisé

‣ GIFAS - Groupement des Industries Françaises Aéronautiques 
et Spatiales 

‣ Start of works: 1985 

‣ Guide du français rationalisé published in 1998 

‣ The objectives of FR were twofold:  

‣ Enable authors to write in a French that is easily translatable 
into SE 

‣ Increase clarity, even for native French-speaking readers 
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Italiano Tecnico Semplificato (ITS)

https://www.italianotecnicosemplificato.it 

https://www.italianotecnicosemplificato.it


T4TEC Project 
Terminology for Technical Efficient Communication

Di Nunzio, G. M., Vezzani, F., e Sicilia, T. (2022). T4TEC: A Prototype for Simplified Multilingual Technical Communication.  
In O. Alonso, R. Baeza-Yates, T. H. King, & G. Silvello (Eds.), Proceedings of the Third International Conference on Design of Experimental Search & Information REtrieval Systems, San 

Jose, California, USA, August 30- 31, 2022. CEUR-WS.org.



Terminology Management
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How to manage multilingual terminology?

‣ ISO/TC 37 “Language and terminology” 

‣ ISO/TC 37/SC 3 “Management of terminology 
resources” 

‣ ISO 16642: 2017 “Computer applications in 
terminology — Terminological markup framework” 

‣ ISO 30042: 2019 “Management of terminology 
resources — TermBase eXchange (TBX)”
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How to manage multilingual terminology?



Thank you for your attention!
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