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Definitions 

To start with we need to get our terminology right. There are 

atoms, elements, compounds and mixtures. Getting these 

different definitions straight in our head is important else the 

rest of chemistry is going to be confusing.  

Let’s start with an atom. 

Atoms are TINY particles that make up EVERYTHING. There are 

two words in the previous sentence that are in CAPS because they 

are important. Firstly, atoms are very, very, TINY. For example, 

there are several billion, billion, billion atoms in you (that’s about 

5,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 atoms). If each atom inside of 

you was the size of a pea then you’d be taller 

than the Earth! The other important word is 

EVERYTHING. Stars, humans, planets, 

animals, computers, water, rocks and the air 

are made of atoms, they are the Lego blocks of 

the Universe.  

 

The next important definition is an element. 

Elements are fundamental substances that can’t be broken down into 

more simple substances. We currently know of 118 elements 

including gold, iron, hydrogen and mercury. A block of pure gold will 

contain only gold atoms. Atoms of each elements are different, but 

every gold atom is the same. Each element has different properties, 

for example elements like hydrogen and helium are gases at room 

temperature where as gold and lead are solids.  
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A molecule 

 

 A compound 

 

 

Other substances are a combination of atoms. Molecules are two or 

more atoms are bonded together. These could be two of the same 

atoms, like O2 which is two oxygen atoms bonded together. Or it can 

be different atoms bonded together like water (H2O), which is one 

hydrogen atom and two oxygen atoms. If a molecule contains atoms 

of different elements, then it is called a compound. If atoms are 

bonded together it means they can’t be separated by physical 

methods like sieving but only by chemically breaking the bonds. 

 

Notations 

Every element has a one or two symbol. The elements symbols are 

the same regardless of which language is being used. This is why 

they are so useful. The symbols are derived from an elements Latin 

name and so this why some of the elements have symbols that seem 

strange compared to their English names, these tend to be the older 

names. For example, 

English  Latin Symbol  Year Discovered  

Helium  Helium    He    1868 

  Iron   Ferrum    Fe   At least 5000 BCE 

 

If the symbol has two letters then the first letter is capitalised but 

the second letter is not; 

Mg √  MG   X mg    X mG    X 

Why is this important? Because Co is cobalt whereas CO is carbon 

monoxide.  
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When we right the formula of a compound we write the symbols of 

the elements in the formula next to eachother. 

Example 

Carbon monoxide has one carbon atom and one oxygen atom, so we 

write the formula for carbon monoxide as CO. 

If there is more than one atom of an element rather list them out we 

use a number instead.  

Example 

Water has two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom so rather than 

writing it as HHO we write the formula as H2O. 

 


