All things, both living and non-living, are made up of atoms. Atoms
are the building blocks of all matter. These atoms are much too
small to be seen without specialized equipment, but by studying
matter, scientists know there are only a limited number of
different kinds of atoms that combine in different ways to make
up everything around us.

Elements are pure substances that are made
up of only one type of atom. Elements can be
found on the periodic table and are arranged
by increasing atomic number. There are 111
different elements on the chart we will use.
Elements are rarely found alone, but instead
often combine with other elements to create
all the different substances found on Earth.
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Each element has its own chemical symbol.
This symbol is an abbreviated (or shortened)
form of the element’s name. Most element
symbols match their English names, but in
some cases, the symbol is a form of their
Latin name so the letters don’t match what
you might expect. For example, Gold is Au
for its Latin name – Aurum. The first letter
of the symbol is always a capital letter. The
second letter is always lower case.

Elements are organized on
the periodic table by their
properties. Periods are rows
that go across the table and
groups are vertical columns.
Elements in the same group
tend to react much the same
way chemically.

The periodic table of elements is like a map of the
elements that shows the relationships between the
elements. Dmitri Mendeleev is credited with the first
arrangement of the periodic table in 1869. We still use
the basis of his work today.

Although the periodic
table is readily
available as a
reference, some
elements are used so
frequently, it’s easier
to memorize their
symbols than to look
them up each time.
To the right is a list
of some common
elements that you
might want to learn.

10 Common Elements
H = Hydrogen
O = Oxygen
N = Nitrogen
C = Carbon
He = Helium
Ca = Calcium
Na = Sodium
Al = Aluminum
Cu = Copper
S = Sulfur

Elements often bond together to create many different substances. Compounds
are formed when two or more different elements combine in specific ratios. The
make-up of compounds can be found in chemical formulas. Some common
compounds include:
NaCl – one sodium atom and one chlorine atom - sodium chloride or table salt
H2O – two hydrogen atom and one oxygen atom – water
CO2 – one carbon and two oxygen atoms – carbon dioxide
Fe3O4 – three irons and four oxygen atoms – iron oxide or rust

The most important thing to remember about elements is that elements are
pure substances that can be shown with chemical symbols. These chemical
symbols can be found on the periodic table of the elements.

