FCAT Science Glossary

A

acceleration: change in an object’s speed or direction (velocity) over a unit of time

acid: any compound that produces hydrogen ions (H+) in water, and reduces its pH 
to below 7  

adaptation: structure, behavior, or other trait in an organism that helps it to 
survive in its environment

amino acid: compounds that are building blocks of protein

amplitude: the distance from the resting point of a wave to the top OR resting point 
to the bottom; it is the energy of a wave

astronomical unit: the average distance from Earth to the Sun, approximately 150 
million kilometers

atom: smallest particle of an element 

atomic mass: average mass of an atom 

atomic number: number of protons in nucleus of an atom 

B

bacteria: one-celled organism that lacks a true nucleus
balanced forces: occur when the total of all forces on an object equals zero and the 
object’s motion does not change

base: any compound that produces hydroxide ions (OHֿ) in water, and raises its pH 
above 7

biome: a large region of land characterized by the climate and the organisms that 
live there 

boiling point: temperature at which a liquid changes to a gas

C

catalyst: a substance that speeds up or slows down the rate of a reaction without 
being consumed or altered

cell: basic unit of life

Celsius (ºC): temperature  scale in the metric system where freezing point of water 
is 0º and the boiling point of water is 100º

chemical bound: force attraction that holds together atoms in a compound (ex. 

ionic and covalent bond)

chemical energy: energy stored in chemical bonds

chemical equation: a way of writing changes in the atoms during a chemical 

reaction , using chemical symbols

chemical formula: a way of describing the number of atoms that make up one 
molecule of a compound

chemical reaction: change that takes place when two or more substances 


(reactants) interact to form new substances (product)

chemical symbol: one or two letter code that stands for an element

chromosome: a structure located in the nucleus of a cell, made of DNA, that has 

the genetic information

circuit: path that electric current flows through

compound: combination of two or more elements (smallest particle is a molecule)

concentration: the relative amount of a particular substance, a solute, or mixture

condensation: process in which matter changes from a gas to a liquid

conduction: transfer of heat from a warmer substance to a cooler substance 

through direct contact

conductor: substance that conducts heat or electricity easily

conservation of mass: the principle that mass cannot be created or destroyed; also 
conservation of matter

control: factor in an experiment that is kept the same

convection: transfer of heat in a fluid, warmer fluid rises and cooler fluid sinks

convergent boundary: area where two tectonic plates collide

covalent bond: a chemical bond formed when two or more atoms share electrons

crest: the highest point of a wave

crust: outer most, rocky layer of earth (this is where we live)

D

data: the facts collected in an experiment

decibel (dB): unit of measurement for the loudness of sound

density: mass per unit volume   (d = m/v)

dependent variable: factor that changes as a result of the experiment

diffraction: bending of a wave around something

divergent boundary: forms where two Earth plates are moving away from each 

other

DNA: a nucleic acid that carries genetic material; found in all cellular organisms

dominant: in a pair of alleles, the one that, if present, determines the trait

E

earthquake: energy traveling as waves passing through Earth

ecosystem: all the living populations in an area along with the nonliving parts of 
that environment

electromagnet: a magnet made of a coil of wire wrapped around a magnetized core

electromagnetic wave: form of energy that can travel through empty space as well 


as through matter, includes invisible light, radio waves, X-rays, and many 

others

electron: negatively charged particle found outside the nucleus of an atom

electron cloud: the region around the nucleus where an electron may be found

electron-dot diagram: using dots to show arrangement of outmost electrons in 
atoms

element: made up of only one kind of atom (smallest particle is an atom)

endangered species: an organism that is in danger of extinction

energy: ability to do work

energy pyramid: diagram that shows the flow of energy through a food chain

enzyme: a protein in the body that helps control a chemical reaction

equator: an imaginary line around the middle of earth, halfway between the two 
poles

erosion: wearing away of rock by wind, water, ice, or gravity

evaporation: change of matter from a liquid to a gas at a temperature below its 
boiling point

evolution: changes in living things over time

experiment: steps performed under carefully controlled conditions to test a 
hypothesis

extinct: no more living members of a species exist

F

fault: crack within Earth’s rocky crust where rocks move past each other

fertilization: union of a sperm cell with an egg cell

fission: splitting of the nucleus of an atom into two; a cell splitting into two or more

flower: reproductive organ of a flowering plant

food chain: path of food energy from the sun to the producer to a series of 
consumers, in an ecosystem

food web: in an ecosystem, arrangement of several overlapping food chains

force: a push or a pull

fossil: remains of organisms that lived in the past

fossil fuels: fuels such as coal, oil, and natural gas formed over millions of years 
from the remains of ancient plants and animals

freezing point: temperature at which a substance changes from a liquid to a solid

frequency: number of wave vibrations (oscillations) produced in one second

friction: force that resists the motion of two surfaces that are touching each other

fulcrum: point where a lever pivots

fusion: the combining of nuclei of lighter elements to form nuclei of heavier 

elements

G

galaxy: group of millions of stars; Earth is part of the Milky Way galaxy

gas: matter that has no definite volume or shape, such as air

gene: part of the chromosome that determines a specific trait of an organism

genotype: the actual set of genes an organism has for a particular trait

global warming: an increase in the world’s average temperature, possibly caused by 
the use of fossil fuels

H

habitat: place an organism lives

heat: transfer of thermal energy between substances that are at different 

temperatures

heredity: the transfer of traits from the parents to their offspring

hertz (Hz): measurement used for wave frequency (number of vibrations per second)
hydroelectric energy: electricity made by the movement of water spinning 

turbines, usually in dams

hypothesis: an educated guess that can be tested by experiment

I
inclined plane: simple machine that consists of a flat, sloping surface

independent variable: factor in an experiment that is being changed and tested

insulator: a substance that does not transfer heat or energy easily

ion: atom or molecule that has an electric charge due to loss or gain of electrons

ionic bond: chemical bond formed by the attraction of oppositely charged ions
K

kinetic energy: energy an object or particle has because it is moving

L
law: a scientific explanation that describes how something acts under certain 
conditions

law of conservation of energy: states that energy cannot be created nor destroyed, 

it can only change forms

law of conservation of mass: states that mass cannot be created nor destroyed, it 
can only forms

lever: simple machine made of a bar that rests on and pivots on a support (fulcrum)
light: part of the electromagnetic spectrum that humans can see

liquid: matter that has a definite volume but not a definite shape (ex. water)

M
magnet: object that attracts iron

magnetic field: region of magnetic force around a magnet

magnitude: strength or intensity of an event or a property

mammal: animals that have fur or hair, usually give birth to live young, and can 
nurse their young with milk

mantle: a layer of Earth’s surface, just below the crust and above the inner core

mass: amount of matter in something

matter: the material that all objects and substances are made of, anything that 
takes up space and has mass 

mechanical energy: energy an object has because of its motion or position 

mechanical wave: energy that travels through matter

meiosis: cell division that produces sex cells with only half the chromosomes of the 
parent cell

mitosis: cell division that produces two new cells identical to the parent cell 

mixture: a combination of two or more substances that have not combined 
chemically and can be separated by physical means

molecule: smallest particle of matter made of more than one type of atom

momentum: the resistance a moving object has to changing its velocity (p=mv)

multicellular: made up of more than one cell

mutation: a change in the chromosome that causes a change in a particular trait

N

natural gas: a fossil fuel

natural resources: resources that are used by humans, such as minerals, water, 
fossil fuels, and food sources

natural selection: the survival of organisms best fit for the environment

neutron: particle with a neutral charge in the nucleus of atom

Newton’s laws of motion: three laws, developed by Isaac Newton, that explain the 
motions of object

nonrenewable resource: natural resources that can not be replaced
nuclear energy: energy contained in the center, or nucleus, of an atom

nucleus: the center of a cell, or an atom
O
observation: something learned through the senses – sight, hearing, taste, smell, or 
touch
opaque: describes matter that light cannot pass through

organ: structure made of two or more different tissues which has a specialized 

function
organ system: group of organs that work together to do a specific job

organelles: structures in the cytoplasm of a cell that carry out cell activities

organism: a living thing

osmosis: diffusion of water across a membrane

ozone layer: region in Earth’s upper atmosphere that blocks part of the sun’s 

ultraviolet radiation, formed by oxygen molecules (O3)
P
parasite: organism that feeds on the body another living organism

periodic table of elements: a organized chart of all the elements

permeability: description of how well a material allows water to pass through

phenotype: the physical appearance of a trait of an organism

photosynthesis: chemical process of a plant to make sugar (food) using sunlight, 

water, and carbon dioxide

pitch: how high or low a sound is, determined by the sound wave’s frequency
plate tectonics: the study of the movement of Earth’s plates

pollination: transfer of pollen from the male part of a plant to the female part

pollution: any change in the environment that is harmful to organisms

precipitation: water falling from clouds in any form, such as snow, ice, or rain

predator: animal that kills and eats other animals

prey: organism that is killed and eaten by another organism

product: compound or element that is the result of a chemical reaction
producer: organism that makes its own food, such as a plant

proton: positively-charged particle located in the nucleus of an atom

pulley: simple machine consisting of one or more wheels with a rope wrapped 

around them
punnett square: a chart used to predict the proportion of offspring that 

will have a certain trait when two organisms are crossed

R
RNA: a single-stranded nucleic acid consisting of a phosphate group and one of four 
nitrogenous bases that encodes information needed to synthesize proteins

radiation: transfer of energy in the form of waves

reactant: compound or element that changes during a chemical reaction

recessive: in a pair of alleles, the one that is masked if a dominant allele is present

reflection: bouncing back of a wave from a surface

refraction: bending of a wave as it moves across it moves across the boundary 

between one medium and another

renewable resource: natural resource that can be replaced by nature

reproduce: to make more individuals of the same species from a parent organism 

(asexual) or parents (sexual)

S

salinity: amount of dissolved solids in a solution (ex. salt in the ocean), usually 

measured as percent (%) or part per thousand (ppt)

saturated: containing as much of something as possible under certain conditions

scientific method: a logical and orderly way to solve a problem or answer a 

question using experimentation and observation

screw: simple machine made of an inclined plane wrapped around a cylinder

sediment: small pieces of material that have broken off of rocks

seismic wave: wave of energy passing through Earth, caused by an earthquake
simple machine: a device that makes work easier by changing the size or direction 


of the force applied to it

solar energy: energy from the sun in the form of heat and light

solid: matter that has a definite shape and volume (ex. book)
solubility: the ability or tendency of one substance to dissolve in another at a given 

temperature or pressure
solute: substance dissolved in another substance
solvent: substance that another substance is dissolved in
species: the most precise grouping for an organism, directly identifies one 
particular type of living thing
speed: distance traveled by an object in a given amount of time (v=d/t)
stimulus: a condition that produces a response

sublimation: change from a solid directly to a gas without becoming a liquid first
T
temperature: measure of the average kinetic energy of the particles in a substance
theory: a more general explanation of the problem based on the conclusions of 

several experiments by several people over a long period of time
thermal energy: total kinetic energy contained in all the particles of a substance

tissue: in a plant or animal, a group of cells that work together to do a specific job

translucent: matter that allows some light to pass through but it is distorted

transparent: matter that allows light to pass through it easily

transverse wave: wave that moves up and down perpendicular to the direction it is 


traveling

trough: the lowest point of a wave
U

unbalanced force: two or more forces that do NOT cancel each other out

unicellular: made up of only one cell
V
valence electrons: electrons in the outermost energy level of an atom
variable: a condition that can be changed throughout the experiment to test the 

correctness of the hypothesis (dependent or independent)

velocity: an object’s speed and distance at a given instant (v = d/t)
virus: an infectious agent that is extremely small, only reproduces in living things
volume: amount of space an object takes up (measured in l or cm3)

W

water cycle: cycle in which water moves though the environment, through the 

process of evaporation, condensation, and precipitation

wave: a back-and-forth motion that travels from one place to another

wave speed: distance a wave travels in a given amount of time (v=λf)
wavelength: distance between two identical points of the wave (ex: crest to crest)
wedge: simple machine consisting of an incline plane that moves
weight: a measure of the force of gravity on an object

work: occurs when a force is used to move an object through a distance (measured 

in joules, W=F x d)
