
 

 

It is often easy to slip into using our everyday language when talking to the public or in media 

interviews. However, for the vast majority of people, scientific language can be confusing and 

inaccessible. We have put together a list of commonly misunderstood words and some suggestions of 

simpler alternatives. Please consider these when talking about your work. 

We realise that some of these technical terms may be unavoidable when talking specifically about 

your research, however it would be helpful to define the terms when you first mention them. For 

example, when talking about a specific brain region, define what that region does and what behaviour 

it controls first to help people understand its importance. 

Aggregates/aggregation 
Clumps 

“abnormal proteins stick together, in an ordered 
way like Lego bricks, creating clumps” 

Allele Version of a gene 

Aβ, Amyloid, A-beta peptide, A-beta 40, A-beta 
42, A-beta, beta-amyloid, β-amyloid deposits, 

aggregates or aggregation. 
 

Amyloid 
“A protein which can build up into toxic clumps 

in the brain called amyloid plaques” 

Apoptosis Cell death 

Astrocytes Brain support cells 

Atrophy Shrinking 

Axon 
Long ‘arms’ of cells 

“that help transmit signals from cell to cell” 

Bioinformatics 
“when researchers use computer algorithms to 

study large amounts of data” 

Biomarker 
Biological signature/fingerprint 

“which can be an indicator of disease” 

Cognitive ability, cognitive impairment, cognitive 
decline, cognition 

Memory and thinking skills 



 

 

Cohort Group of people 

CSF 
Spinal fluid 

“that bathes our brain and spinal cord” 

CT, MRI, PET scan Brain scan 

Culture Cells grown in a dish 

Dendrite, neurite, neuronal process Arms of nerve cells 

Extracellular Found outside cells 

Genotype Gene 

Heterogeneous More diverse 

Homeostasis 
Housekeeping systems 

“to keep cells working well” 

Homogeneous More similar 

Intracellular Found inside cells 

MCI 

Mild cognitive impairment 
“A term used to describe thinking and memory 
problems which are not severe enough to be 

diagnosed as dementia” 

Microglia Brain immune cells 

Model (noun) (mouse/rat/fly etc.) with features of X disease 

Model (verb) “recreate features of the disease in the lab” 



 

 

Morphology Shape 

Mitochondria 
Power generators 

“units within cells that generate energy” 

Mutation (causative gene) Faulty gene 

Mutation (risk variant) 
“variation in a gene that increases/decreases 

the likelihood of disease” 

Neurodegeneration Deterioration of nerve cells 

Neurone Nerve cell 

Neurotransmitter 
Chemical messenger 

“helps cells to communicate” 

Novel New 

Organelles Subunit inside cells 

Pathology Disease process 

Phenotype Appearance or characteristics 

Progressive Gets worse over time 

Protein Small building blocks of cells 

Signalling pathway Molecular chain of events 

SNP 
Genetic variation 

“Natural variation in the code that makes up a 
gene” 



 

 

Synapse 
Junction 

“point of contact and communication between 
two nerve cells” 

Tau, tau fibrils, fibular tangles, tau tangles, 
phosphorylated tau, hyper-phosphorylated tau. 

Tau 
“A protein which can behave abnormally and 

form toxic clumps called tau tangles” 

Target 
“biological molecule involved with disease 

process that a drug could act upon” 

Therapy/ intervention Treatment 

Vascular Blood vessels 

 

 


