
Term

Adaptation

Definition: Taking actions to avoid, benefit from, or deal with current and future climate change. Adaptation can take place in advance
(by planning before an impact occurs) or in response to changes that are already occurring.

Aerosol

Definition: A collection of tiny solid or liquid particles in the atmosphere that can come from natural sources (such as wildfires, dust
storms, and volcanoes) or people's activities (such as burning fossil fuels). Some aerosols make the atmosphere warmer because
they absorb energy. Others have a cooling effect because they reflect sunlight back to space. Aerosols also influence cloud
formation.

Allergen

Definition: A substance, such as pollen, mold, and dust mites, that causes allergies.

Asthma

Definition: A disease that affects a person's lungs and can make it difficult to breathe. Many factors can trigger an asthma attack. For
some people, these triggers may include air pollution, allergens, heavy exercise, or certain weather conditions.

Atmosphere

Definition: A mixture of nitrogen, oxygen, carbon dioxide, and other gases that surrounds the Earth. The atmosphere is critical to
supporting life on Earth.

Atom
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Definition: The basic building block of all the matter in the universe. Every element (for example, carbon or oxygen) represents a
unique type of atom. Atoms combine together to make molecules such as carbon dioxide.

Barometer

Definition: An instrument that measures the air pressure of the atmosphere. Differences in air pressure are responsible for wind and
weather patterns, and low pressure is generally associated with storms.

Biodiesel

Definition: A type of biofuel typically made from soybean, canola, or other vegetable oils; animal fats; or recycled grease. Biodiesel
can be blended with regular diesel fuel and used in most diesel engines. Some engines can also be modified to run on pure biodiesel.

Biofuel

Definition: A type of fuel produced from plants or other forms of biomass. Examples of biofuels include ethanol, biodiesel, and biogas.

Biogas

Definition: A type of biofuel that contains methane from landfills, animal waste, sewage, or other decomposing waste materials.
Biogas can be burned to produce heat or electricity.

Biomass

Definition: Material that comes from living things, including trees, crops, grasses, and animals and animal waste. Some kinds of
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biomass, such as wood and biofuels, can be burned to produce energy.

Carbon

Definition: A chemical element that is essential to all living things. Carbon combines with other elements to form a variety of different
compounds. Plants and animals are made up of carbon compounds, and so are certain minerals. Carbon combines with oxygen to
make a gas called carbon dioxide.

Carbon cycle

Definition: The movement and exchange of carbon through living organisms, the ocean, the atmosphere, rocks and minerals, and
other parts of the Earth. Carbon moves from one place to another through various chemical, physical, geological, and biological
processes.

Carbon dioxide

Definition: A colorless, odorless greenhouse gas. It is produced naturally when dead animals or plants decay, and it is used by plants
during photosynthesis. People are adding carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, mostly by burning fossil fuels such as coal, oil, and
natural gas. This extra carbon dioxide is the main cause of climate change.

Carbon dioxide equivalent

Definition: A unit of measurement that can be used to compare the emissions of various greenhouse gases based on how long they
stay in the atmosphere and how much heat they can trap. For example, over a period of 100 years, 1 pound of methane will trap as
much heat as 21 pounds of carbon dioxide. Thus, 1 pound of methane is equal to 21 pounds of carbon dioxide equivalents.

Carbon footprint
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Definition: The total amount of greenhouse gases that are emitted into the atmosphere each year by a person, family, building,
organization, or company. A person's carbon footprint includes greenhouse gas emissions from fuel that he or she burns directly,
such as by heating a home or riding in a car. It also includes greenhouse gases that come from producing the goods or services that
the person uses, including emissions from power plants that make electricity, factories that make products, and landfills where trash
gets sent.

Carbonic acid

Definition: An acid that forms when carbon dioxide dissolves in water. As people add more carbon dioxide to the atmosphere, the
world's oceans absorb some of the extra carbon dioxide and it turns into carbonic acid. Extra carbonic acid is making the oceans
more acidic, which can make it harder for corals and shellfish to build their skeletons and shells.

Climate

Definition: The average weather conditions in a particular location or region at a particular time of the year. Climate is usually
measured over a period of 30 years or more.

Climate change

Definition: A significant change in the Earth's climate. The Earth is currently getting warmer because people are adding heat-trapping
greenhouse gases to the atmosphere. The term "global warming" refers to warmer temperatures, while "climate change" refers to the
broader set of changes that go along with warmer temperatures, including changes in weather patterns, the oceans, ice and snow,
and ecosystems around the world.

Climate model
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Definition: A series of calculations run on a computer that simulates how the atmosphere, oceans, land, living things, ice, and energy
from the sun affect each other and the Earth's climate. Scientists use these models to study the Earth's climate and predict how it
might respond to changing conditions, such as an increase in greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.

Coal

Definition: A dark-colored solid fossil fuel that can be mined from the Earth. Coal is the most abundant fossil fuel produced in the
United States.

Concentration

Definition: The amount of a particular substance that exists within a certain volume or weight of air, water, soil, or other medium. For
example, scientists measure the concentration of a particular gas (such as carbon dioxide) in the atmosphere in units of parts per
million.

Coral bleaching

Definition: The process that takes place when corals lose the microscopic organisms called algae that live within their tissues. These
algae provide the coral with nutrients, and they're responsible for the color of the coral. If a disturbance such as rising water
temperature causes the algae to leave, corals will appear white (or bleached) and could eventually die.

Data

Definition: A collection of facts, numbers, or other pieces of information. Scientists use a variety of techniques to gather data about
the Earth's climate. A single fact is called a datum (the singular form of data).
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Decomposition

Definition: The breakdown of matter by bacteria and fungi. Decomposition changes the chemical makeup and physical appearance of
materials.

Drought

Definition: A period of unusually dry weather lasting long enough to cause serious shortages of water for ecosystems and human use
(such as drinking water and agriculture) in the affected area.

Ecosystem

Definition: A natural community of plants, animals, and other living organisms and the physical environment in which they live and
interact.

Element

Definition: A substance that cannot be chemically separated or broken down into other substances. All matter is composed of
elements. Carbon and oxygen are examples of elements, but carbon dioxide is not an element because it can be broken down into
carbon and oxygen.

Emissions

Definition: The release of a gas (such as carbon dioxide) or other substance into the air.

Energy
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Definition: The ability to do work. Energy comes in many forms, such as heat, light, motion, and electricity. Most of the world's energy
comes from burning fossil fuels to produce heat, which can then be converted into other forms of energy, such as motion (for
example, driving a car) or electricity.

Energy audit

Definition: The process of inspecting a home, workplace, or other building in order to find ways to use less energy. For example,
people might find places where they can seal cracks around windows to prevent heat from escaping during the winter.

Energy vampire

Definition: An appliance or device that uses electricity even when it is turned off.

Erosion

Definition: The wearing down of land by wind or water. Erosion can be made worse by certain types of farming and logging, road
building, and clearing land for development.

Ethanol

Definition: A type of alcohol that can be produced from different forms of biomass, such as agricultural crops. Ethanol can be burned
as a fuel, often by blending it with gasoline.

Fluorinated gas

Definition: A group of powerful greenhouse gases that can stay in the atmosphere for hundreds to thousands of years. Fluorinated
gases are manmade; they do not occur naturally. They are used in refrigeration and air-conditioning systems, fire extinguishers, foam
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products, and other products.

Fossil fuel

Definition: A type of fuel that forms deep within the Earth. Examples of fossil fuels include coal, oil, and natural gas. Fossil fuels are
created over millions of years as dead plant and animal material becomes trapped and buried in layers of rock, and heat and
pressure transform this material into a fuel. All fossil fuels contain carbon, and when people burn these fuels to produce energy, they
create carbon dioxide.

Geothermal energy

Definition: Heat from inside the Earth. People can use geothermal energy to heat buildings or produce electricity.

Global climate

Definition: The average climate around the world.

Global warming

Definition: An increase in temperature near the surface of the Earth. Global warming has occurred in the distant past as the result of
natural causes. However, the term is most often used to refer to recent and ongoing warming caused by people's activities. Global
warming leads to a bigger set of changes referred to as global climate change.

Global warming potential

Definition: A measure of how much heat a substance can trap in the atmosphere. GWP can be used to compare the effects of
different greenhouse gases. For example, methane has a GWP of 21, which means over a period of 100 years, 1 pound of methane
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will trap 21 times more heat than 1 pound of carbon dioxide (which has a GWP of 1).
Acronym: GWP

Greenhouse gas

Definition: Also sometimes known as "heat trapping gases," greenhouse gases are natural or manmade gases that trap heat in the
atmosphere and contribute to the greenhouse effect. Greenhouse gases include water vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide,
and fluorinated gases.

Ground water

Definition: Water that occurs below the surface of the Earth, where it occupies spaces in soil or layers of rock. When rain falls to the
ground, some of it sinks into the ground and becomes ground water.

Habitat

Definition: The place or environment where a plant or animal naturally lives and grows.

Heat stroke

Definition: A medical condition that results from being exposed to high temperatures. A person's body temperature rises rapidly and
he or she is unable to cool down by sweating.

Heat wave

Definition: A long period of abnormally hot weather, typically lasting for several days.
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Hydroelectric dam

Definition: A power plant that uses the energy from moving water to produce electricity. Moving water spins a turbine, which is
connected to a generator.

Hypothermia

Definition: A medical condition in which a person's body temperature becomes abnormally low, usually because of exposure to cold
air or water. Severe hypothermia can lead to death.

Incandescent light bulb

Definition: The most common type of light bulb, which produces light when electricity heats a thin metal wire. Incandescent bulbs use
more electricity than newer compact fluorescent light bulbs (CFLs).

Infectious disease

Definition: A disease caused by bacteria, a virus, or other organisms.

Infrared radiation

Definition: A type of electromagnetic radiation. The Earth gives off energy in the form of infrared radiation, which is not visible to the
naked eye and feels like heat to the human body.

Infrastructure
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Definition: Physical structures that allow society to function. Examples include buildings, roads, water pipelines, sewers, electric
power lines, railways, and airports.

Invasive species

Definition: A type of plant, animal, or other organism that does not naturally live in a certain area but has been introduced there, often
by people. An invasive species can spread quickly, especially if it has no natural predators in its new home. An invasive species can
hurt native species, disrupt ecosystems, and create problems for people (for example, weeds and insects that damage crops).

Kilowatt-hour

Definition: A unit for measuring the use of electricity. The cost of an electric bill depends on how many kilowatt-hours the customer
used. A microwave or toaster running for an hour will use about 1 kilowatt-hour.

Latitude

Definition: A measure of how far north or south a particular place is located on the Earth. Latitude is measured in degrees (°). The
equator has a latitude of 0°. The North Pole's latitude is 90° north, and the South Pole's latitude is 90° south.

Light-emitting diode

Definition: A device that uses a material called a semi-conductor to produce light without using a lot of electricity. LEDs are commonly
used as indicator lights on electrical devices, but they are now being used more often for general lighting.
Acronym: LED

Magma
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Definition: Hot, melted rock under the Earth's crust. Magma becomes lava when it is released through a volcano or other methods.

Methane

Definition: A colorless, odorless greenhouse gas. It occurs both naturally and as a result of people's activities. Methane is produced
by the decay of plants, animals, and waste, as well as other processes. It is also the main ingredient in natural gas.

Natural gas

Definition: A fossil fuel that is an odorless, colorless gas. Natural gas consists of 50 to 90 percent methane.

Nitrous oxide

Definition: A colorless, odorless greenhouse gas. It occurs both naturally and as a result of people's activities. Major sources include
farming practices (such as using fertilizers) that add extra nitrogen to the soil, burning fossil fuels, and certain industrial processes.

Nonrenewable resource

Definition: A natural resource that cannot be produced, regrown, or reused fast enough to keep up with how quickly it is used. Fossil
fuels such as coal, oil, and natural gas, for example, take millions of years to develop naturally. Thus, their supply for people to use is
considered nonrenewable.

Nuclear fission

Definition: A process that occurs when an atom splits into two smaller atoms, which releases some of the energy that was binding the
parts of the atom together. A nuclear power plant uses a controlled fission reaction to produce heat, which is then converted to
electricity.
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Oil

Definition: A dark-colored liquid fossil fuel found underground. Raw (crude) oil can be refined to produce a variety of different
products, such as gasoline, diesel, home heating fuel, asphalt, and chemicals that can be used to make paint, plastics, and many
other everyday products.

Ozone

Definition: A gas made up of three atoms of oxygen bonded together. High in the atmosphere, ozone naturally shields the Earth from
harmful ultraviolet radiation that comes from the sun. Closer to the Earth's surface, ozone is a pollutant that is formed by other
pollutants that react with each other. Ozone is also a greenhouse gas.

Parts per million

Definition: A unit of measurement that can be used to describe the concentration of a particular substance within air, water, soil, or
some other medium. For example, the concentration of carbon dioxide in the Earth's atmosphere is almost 400 parts per million,
which means 1 million liters of air would contain about 400 liters of carbon dioxide.

Passive solar heating

Definition: The use of windows, building materials, and other features to take advantage of sunlight to heat the inside of a building.

Permafrost

Definition: Soil or rock that is frozen year-round. Permafrost can be found in many parts of Alaska, northern Canada, and other
countries near the Arctic Ocean. Even though the soil at the surface of the Earth may not be frozen during the warmer months, a
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layer of permafrost may exist several feet below.

Photosynthesis

Definition: The process by which green plants use sunlight, water, and carbon dioxide to make food and other substances that they
use to grow. In the process, plants release oxygen into the air.

Photovoltaic cell

Definition: A device that converts energy from sunlight into electricity. Photovoltaic cells use a material such as silicon, which is called
a semi-conductor.

Plate tectonics

Definition: A scientific theory that describes how large sections of the Earth's crust called plates move over time. The Earth has seven
or eight major plates, including the North American plate, plus many smaller plates. As these plates collide, spread apart, or grind
alongside one another, they cause earthquakes and volcanic activity.

Positive feedback loop

Definition: A process in which one change leads to another, which then causes even more of the original change. In climate change,
a positive feedback loop occurs when warming causes changes that lead to even more warming. For example, as the Earth gets
warmer, the amount of ice that covers the Arctic Ocean is shrinking, which leaves more open water. Ice reflects a lot of sunlight back
into space, while the open ocean is dark and absorbs more of the sun’s energy, making the Earth warmer. Thus, melting ice causes
the Earth to absorb more energy from the sun and become even warmer.

Precipitation
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Definition: Rain, hail, mist, sleet, snow, or any other moisture that falls to the Earth.

Product life cycle

Definition: The many steps that go into creating, using, and disposing of a product. A product life cycle typically starts by removing
raw materials from the Earth (for example, cutting down trees, mining metals, or pumping oil). These raw materials are then
transported, processed, and manufactured into usable products. Next, the product is packaged and transported to a place where
people can buy it. The final steps occur when people use up, throw away, or recycle the product.

Radiation

Definition: Energy that travels in the form of a particle or a wave. There are many different types of radiation. Some types can harm
people, while others are harmless and actually quite important to everyday life. Several common forms of radiation are classified as
"electromagnetic radiation," including radio and TV waves, X-rays, ultraviolet radiation, infrared radiation, and visible light.

Rain gauge

Definition: An instrument that measures the amount of rain that has fallen in a particular place.

Recycle

Definition: To collect and reprocess a material so it can be used again to make a new product. An example is collecting aluminum
cans, melting them, and using the aluminum to make new cans or other products.

Refrigerant
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Definition: A substance that is used for cooling or heating because of its ability to absorb and transfer energy. For example, in a
geothermal heat pump, a liquid refrigerant travels through pipes, absorbing heat from underground and then bringing this heat into a
building.

Regional climate

Definition: An average of the weather in a particular area over many years. Regional climate influences which kinds of plants and
animals can live in a particular area. Factors that influence regional climate include latitude, landforms, nearby bodies of water, and
circulation patterns in the ocean and the atmosphere.

Renewable resource

Definition: A natural resource that can be produced, regrown, or reused fast enough to keep up with how quickly it is used. Wind,
tides, and solar energy, for example, are in no danger of running out and can be consumed by people virtually forever. In contrast,
fossil fuels such as coal take millions of years to develop naturally and are considered nonrenewable.

Smog

Definition: Air pollution caused by chemical reactions of various pollutants emitted from different sources. Ozone is one of the main
ingredients of smog, and it can harm people's health.

Snowpack

Definition: The amount of snow that accumulates on the ground. Snowpack can be an important water resource when it melts and
feeds into streams and rivers. This is particularly true in cold mountainous areas that accumulate a lot of snow during the winter.

Solar energy
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Definition: Energy from the sun, which can be converted into other forms of energy such as heat or electricity.

Solar panel

Definition: A device that can convert energy from the sun into energy for people to use. Some types of solar panels convert sunlight
directly into electricity. Others use sunlight to heat water, which can then be used to provide heat or hot water to a building.

Solar thermal technology

Definition: A system that uses sunlight to heat water or create steam, which can then be used to generate electricity.

Subtropics

Definition: The parts of the Earth immediately north and south of the tropics. The southern part of the United States is considered
subtropical.

Sunspot

Definition: A dark area that forms and disappears on the surface of the sun over periods of days or weeks. The amount of sunspot
activity varies over time, but it tends to follow a roughly 11-year cycle. This sunspot cycle causes slight differences in the amount of
energy that the sun gives off.

Thermal expansion

Definition: The increase in volume of a material as it gets warmer. For example, water expands as it is heated, causing each drop of
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water to increase in size. In the ocean, thermal expansion is one cause of rising sea level.

Tidal power

Definition: A form of renewable energy generated from the natural rise and fall of the ocean.

Tides

Definition: A variation in the surface level of the oceans caused by the gravitational pull of the moon and sun. Tides fluctuate between
high and low twice a day.

Tropics

Definition: The parts of the Earth near the Equator, which are very warm all year long because they receive a lot of direct sunlight.

Turbine

Definition: A device with blades that can be turned by a force such as wind, water, or high pressure steam. The energy of a spinning
turbine is converted into electricity by a generator.

Ultraviolet radiation

Definition: A type of electromagnetic radiation that is produced by the sun. UV radiation is not visible to the naked eye. Most UV
radiation is blocked by ozone high in the Earth's atmosphere, but some of it reaches the Earth's surface. Being exposed to too much
UV radiation can cause a sunburn, and over time it can lead to skin cancer and eye damage. Too much UV radiation can also harm
plants.
Acronym: UV radiation
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Uranium

Definition: A heavy, naturally radioactive, metallic element that is used to produce nuclear power.

Waste-to-energy

Definition: The process of burning solid waste, landfill gas, tires, or other forms of waste to produce heat or electricity.

Water vapor

Definition: Water that is present in the atmosphere as a gas. Water vapor is a greenhouse gas and plays an important role in the
natural greenhouse effect. Clouds form when extra water vapor in the atmosphere condenses to form ice, water droplets, and
precipitation.

Waterborne disease

Definition: A disease caused by bacteria or other organisms that live in water. A person can get a waterborne disease if they drink or
come in contact with contaminated water. Cholera and E. coli are examples of waterborne diseases.

Watt

Definition: A measurement of power, usually used when talking about electricity. A watt measures the rate at which energy is used.

Weather

Definition: The condition of the atmosphere at a particular place and time. Some familiar characteristics of the weather include wind,
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temperature, humidity, atmospheric pressure, cloudiness, and precipitation. Weather can change from hour to hour, day to day, and
season to season.

Wetland

Definition: An area of land that is periodically saturated with water, which influences the types of plants and animals that can live
there. Wetlands include swamps, marshes, bogs, and other similar areas.

Wind turbine

Definition: A machine that converts energy from the wind into electricity. The wind spins a set of blades connected to a generator.
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