
 

 

 

 

 

Physics is the scientific study of both matter and energy in great detail.  An easy way to 

recognize matter is to determine if it has weight and takes up space.  This means that 

everything we can see or touch is matter.  However, there are some things you can’t see that 

are matter.  The air that we breathe is actually matter.  It sometimes takes special 

instruments in order for us to see some matter that is very small.     

Matter is Made Up of Atoms 
All the matter we can see and touch is made up of building blocks that we call atoms.  Each 

atom is so tiny that you cannot see them with your eye or even with a regular microscope.  

Atoms are so small they would seem to be weightless.  However, each individual atom does 

have weight.  The kinds of atoms used and the way the atoms are put together make matter.   

It takes many different kinds of atoms to make all of the types of matter that we have in our 

universe.  Atoms of each kind belong to groups called elements.  When animals (including 

humans) breathe air, we are taking in an element called oxygen.  Oxygen is an element.   

Matter can also be made of more than one kind of atom.  Hydrogen is another element.  It has 

many uses including being a fuel for certain types of engines.  However, when we combine 

hydrogen atoms with oxygen atoms in a reaction, we end up with different matter.  It won’t 

be considered oxygen and it won’t be considered hydrogen – it will be water.  Have you ever 

heard water called H20?  The symbol H20 tells us that there are two atoms of hydrogen 

combined with one atom of oxygen. 

How Many Elements Are There? 
Scientists have discovered 92 elements that occur naturally in our world.  In addition, there 

are about 15 elements that can be manufactured in a laboratory.  Even the elements made in 

the lab are made from elements that already existed – those elements are just changed a little 

bit.  As elements were discovered, they were often named in a way that represents one of 

their properties.  Elements are usually written in an abbreviated form using letters of the 

alphabet.  This abbreviation is called the symbol of the element.  Some are easy to remember, 

such as O for oxygen, N for nitrogen, and Al for aluminum.  Some symbols come from the 

Latin name for the element, such as Au (aurum) for gold and Ag (argentum) for silver.   

So, you see, matter DOES matter!  For elements fit together like pieces of a puzzle to make 

matter in our magnificent universe.   


