
READING COMPREHENSION

EXERCISES

BOYLE’S EXCEL SPREADSHEET 

Unità 12 La termodinamica

Robert Boyle was one of the most important scientists of 
the seventeenth century. He studied physics and chemistry, 
constructed innovative machines such as the vacuum pump, 
and was also interested in theology and what we would today 
call genetics.

Born in Ireland into a rich and noble family, he was educated 
privately and then at Eton. In 1641 he travelled to Italy to study 
the work of Galileo. He did not need to work and devoted his 
time to science, and brought together a group of scholars that 
was the initial nucleus of the famous Royal Society, the most 
important scientific society in history. He lived for many years 
in Oxford, and then moved to London where he died.

Boyle was one of the first to rigorously apply the 
experimental method of Galileo.

The law that bears his name was first enunciated in a book 
of 1662. In it the results of his experiments were reported with 
great accuracy in a table that looks identical to a modern-day 
Excel spreadsheet.

In particular, column D reports the pressure found 
experimentally as the sum of the columns B and C (column 

C records the atmospheric 
pressure and is therefore 
constant), while column E 
shows the pressure obtained 
theoretically by applying the 
law that is named after Boyle.

As we can see, the values 
in the two columns are very 
similar.

Boyle did not use a decimal 
system (indeed many of his 
compatriots do not use it even today).

The non-integer numbers are expressed through 
complicated fractions, for example 29 and 2/16 instead of 
29.125.

Disregarding the fractions, copy the data in columns A and 
D (experimental values of volume and pressure) into an 
Excel spread sheet and produce a graph. Repeat with col-
umns A and E (theoretical values of volume and pressure).

True or false?
a. Robert Boyle had wide ranging scientific interests.
b. He was not in the mainstream of the scientific 

community.
c. He saw the importance of using a rigorous 

scientific method in his work.

Complete with:
Royal • experiments • Galileo • seventeenth • accuracy • 
spreadsheet • chemistry • nucleus • experimental •  
modern-day • genetics • Italy
Robert Boyle was one of the most important scientists of 
the ______ century. He studied physics and __________, 
constructed innovative machines such as the vacuum 
pump, and was also interested in theology and what we 
would today call ________. In 1641 he travelled to _____ 
to study the work of ________. He brought together a 
group of scholars that was the initial ______ of the famous 
_______ Society, the most important scientific society in 
history. He was one of the first to rigorously apply the 
________ method of Galileo. The law that bears his name 
was first enunciated in a book of 1662. In it the results of 
his _________ were reported with great _________ in a 
table that looks identical to a ________ Excel ________.
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Match questions and answers.
QUESTIONS ANSWERS

A. Which important 
element of the 
scientific method is 
reported in column 
E of Boyle’s results?

1. The hypothesis, the 
proposed explanation for 
the phenomenon under 
investigation, which the 
scientific method requires can 
be tested.

B. What was Boyle’s 
hypothesis?

2. Before decimalisation in 
1971, the British were 
extremely comfortable with 
fractions and used them on 
a daily basis: 12 inches in a 
foot, 14 pounds in a stone, 
12 pennies in a shilling and 
20 shillings in a pound.

C. Why did Boyle not 
use the decimal 
system for reporting 
his results?

3. The pressures and expansions 
of air are in reciprocal 
proportion, which is very 
similar to the modern 
formulation of his law: for a 
fixed amount of an ideal gas 
kept at a fixed temperature, 
pressure and volume are 
inversely proportional.

A. _________   B. __________  C. _________
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The original table published by 
Boyle in 1662.


