
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So far, we have been learning about force and work.  We are going to discover what energy 

is, where it comes from, some ways to store it, and how it is used to do work.  We have 

learned that everything in our physical universe exists in one of two forms – matter or energy.  

So let’s put that energy to work! 

What is Energy? 
Energy has many forms, including light, heat, sound, and electrical.  So, what is energy?  We 

know you can’t see or touch it.  If you could, it would be matter.  We said we needed energy 

to do work, so a good definition for energy is the capacity to do work.  There are really only 

two categories of energy; potential energy and kinetic energy, which we will be exploring 

further.   

Potential Energy 
Understanding potential energy is really quite easy if you know what the word potential 

means.  The work potential refers to a possibility or a capability.  In a sporting event like 

baseball, we might say that a particular team has potential to win, even if they are still in the 

process of playing the game.  Having potential means they are capable and have what it takes 

to win the event.  Another example is demonstrated when the weather forecaster says there is 

the potential for rain.  This means that the atmosphere has all it needs to produce rain, even if 

it isn’t yet raining.   We can apply our understanding of potential to energy in the same way.  

Potential energy is energy that is in a position to be used, but at the present is stored and 

waiting to be used.  Have you ever wound an old clock?  Winding a clock is work and that 

stores energy in a spring that is used to run the clock.  Energy can also be stored in other 

ways.  Another good example is shooting arrows with a bow.  We put the arrow against the 

string and draw the string back.  By putting work into drawing the string and bending the bow, 

we have stored energy in the bow – potential energy.  In other words, there is potential that 

the string can be released and with it the energy that would propel the arrow toward the 

target.  When you stretch a spring or even a rubber band, you are really soring potential 

energy.  



 

 

Gravitational Potential Energy 

The most common type of potential energy is called gravitational potential energy.  Have you 

even had walnuts and had to break or pry open the hard shells with a nutcracker to get at the 

good stuff inside?  If you lost the nutcracker, you might just put the nut on the floor and drop 

some object on the nut and break it open.  This is a pretty good idea.  Remember… force of 

gravity will pull the brick down to the floor.  You just have to choose an object that weighs 

enough and then hold the object high enough so that when it hits, the nut will break open.  

You can choose a brick and hold it two feet above the nut.  Potential energy is stored in the 

raised brick.  This type of potential energy is gravitational potential energy because it’s the 

gravity that will act on the object to release the energy.   

The amount of gravitational potential energy depends on two things:   

1. How much the object that you are lifting up weighs 

2. How high you raise the object.  The higher an object is raised, the more gravitational 

potential energy is stored.  The more an object weighs, the more gravitational potential 

energy is stored.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kinetic Energy 
The clock that has been wound, the bowstring that has been drawn, and the brick that has 

been lifted over the walnut all have stored potential energy.  What happens when the clock 

spring begins unwinding, the bowstring is released, or the brick is dropped?  The answer is 

that the potential energy becomes kinetic energy.  In each case, the potential energy is 

transformed into energy that is in motion.  That energy in motion is called kinetic energy.  The 

arrow released from the bowstring is flying toward the target with kinetic energy.  Electric 

current flowing from the battery is kinetic energy.  The gears and hands of the clock have 

kinetic energy.  Of course, the brick falling toward the walnut has kinetic energy as well.  The 

amount of kinetic energy in an object depends on the amount of force used to move it. 

 

GRAVITATIONAL POTENTIAL ENERGY 

WEIGHT OF THE OBJECT x THE HEIGHT THE OBJECT IS RAISED 

5 Newtons x 2 meters 
10 Newton-meters 

 

 


