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Did you know that humans are about 18 percent carbon? Carbon is the 
basic building block of all li fe forms, including almost all organic and non-
organic things. All li ving organisms have carbon. Carbon is the 6th element on 
the Periodic Table of Elements with an atomic mass of 12.01 1 . It is among the 
most stable, versatile, and abundant elements.

Carbon is used to create millions of compounds. It is also present in all 
li fe forms through carbohydrates, sugar, DNA, and cell s. Li ving organisms 
either take in carbon to manufacture food (plant li fe) or expel oxygen (animal 
li fe).
Carbon is also essential in various industries. Carbon is an element in carbon 
dioxide. Without carbon dioxide, the earth would freeze. The atmosphere, 
li thosphere, and biosphere all have carbon in various forms. Within the 
atmosphere, "sources" release carbon while "sinks" absorb carbon.

Carbon moves from place to place in areas called reservoi rs. It is 
constantly reused and recycled. This process is called the carbon cycle. While 
the amount of carbon on earth is a fi xed amount, carbon in the various 
reservoi rs varies due to photosynthesis, breathing, and burning fossil fuels. The 
carbon cycle works closely with the oxygen cycle.

Carbon sources include:
• Volcanic eruptions
• Respi ration (animals and humans)
• Decay (dead matter)
• Combustion of fossil fuels
• Natural processes (conversion of limestone to lime, metamorphism of 

rocks, etc.)
• Warm-water bodies (ocean)
Carbon sinks include:
• Plants, al gae, and a few strains of bacteria
• Cold-water bodies
• Land fills
There are three steps to the carbon cycle. Fi rst, plants use carbon 

dioxide from the ai r, energy from sunlight, and water. Photosynthesis happens 
when plants take carbon dioxide out of the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide mixes 
with water. Plants use the sun's energy to make sugar and oxygen. 
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This process all ows plants to make their own food. They are called producers.
The second step is when animals eat plants, breathe in oxygen, and 

exhale carbon dioxide. Animals do not produce their own food. Instead, they eat 
plants or other animals. In this step, carbon transfers from plants to animals 
and humans. As animals exhale, carbon dioxide returns to the atmosphere for 
plants to use once again.

The thi rd phase is when plants use carbon dioxide. Meanwhile, animals die 
and decompose, leaving nutrients in the soil. Decomposers eat animals and 
help the decaying process. They break down the chemicals within the animal 
and release methane, another form of carbon dioxide. Carbon seeps 
underground. Over thousands of years, this carbon develops into fossil fuels, 
large reservoirs of carbon. As fossil fuels burn, carbon transfers into the 
atmosphere again.

Carbon is either removed from the ai r or added to the ai r. 
Photosynthesis and the ocean remove carbon from the atmosphere. Excess 
carbon causes acid rain. A good amount of carbon, however, combines with 
calcium for sea li fe to make shell s.

Carbon transfers into the ai r by:
• respi ration (breathing) - animals breathe in oxygen and exhale carbon 

dioxide
• decay - as plant and animals rot, carbon releases in the ai r or into 

the ground
• combustion (burning) - carbon releases into the ai r as plants, animals, 

and fossil fuels burn
Carbon is essential in keeping the planet warm. However, too much or 

too lit tle carbon creates problems. Carbon in the atmosphere traps heat from 
the sun. Without carbon, everything would be freezing. With carbon, the earth 
warms up. However, too much carbon leads to g lobal warming. Trees, forests, 
and plants (sinks) help maintain the planet's temperature because they remove 
carbon from the ai r.  

Due to its si ze, covering about 75 percent of the earth, most of the 
world’s carbon is stored in the ocean.  

When communities remove forests to build developments, there is less 
plant li fe using carbon. Coal, gas, and oil (fossil fuels) from cars, trucks, planes, 
trains, power plants, and factories send a lot of carbon into the atmosphere. 
Nature helps balance carbon that is released and carbon that is absorbed.



Fill  in  the  blank

Multiple  choice

Where is most of the 
world’s carbon stored?

What is another term for 
oil?

What do animals 
exhale?

About what percent of a 
human is carbon?

What type of rain can 
excess carbon cause?

What is a word for when 
plants and animals rot?

True  or  false
Animals breathe in 
oxygen.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

There are 9 steps in 
the carbon cycle.

A.  18
B.  3
C.  12
D.  32

A.  Frozen
B.  Acid
C.  Insidious
D.  None of the above

A.  Cytokenetic
B.  Kinesis
C.  Carbon Dioxide
D.  Decay

Only a few li ving
organisms have carbon.
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A.  White House
B.  Ocean
C.  Greenhouse
D.  Mars

A.  Sartorius
B.  Fossil Fuel
C.  Concentrated mineral
D.  Thick chlorine

A. Oxygen
B. Carbon
C. Carbon Dioxide
D. Decay

Carbon moves from 
place to place in areas 
called reservoirs.

A land fill is an example 
of a carbon sink.

Without carbon dioxide, 
the Earth would freeze.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

The carbon cycle works 
closely with the oxygen 
cycle.

TRUE         FALSE

13 14 15Carbon is used to 
create millions of 
compounds.

TRUE         FALSE TRUE         FALSE

Animals make their own 
food and are known as 
producers.


