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Chemistry Terminology, Definitions and Laws 

Organic 

Mole A quantity of matter with the same number of particles as there are 
atoms in 12 grams of carbon 12. 

Homologous Series A series of similar compounds which have the same functional 
group and whose consecutive members differ by CH2 

Functional Group This is an atom or a group of atoms that form the centre of 
chemical activity in the molecule. 

Saturated Compounds These are compounds in which all of the bonds between carbon 
atoms are single bonds. 

Unsaturated Compounds These are compounds in which there are some double and/or triple 
bonds between carbon atoms, e.g. alkenes and alkynes. 

Isomers These are compounds having the same molecular formula but 
different structural formulae. 

Substitution Reaction This is a reaction in which one atom or group of atoms is replaced 
by another. Saturated compounds undergo substitution reactions, 
e.g. alkanes, haloalkanes and alcohols. 

Addition Reaction This is a reaction where atoms are added to a molecule by the 
breaking of the double/triple bond between the carbon atoms 
without the removal of any atoms from the molecule. The new 
atoms are added to the two carbon atoms on either side of the 
double or triple bond. Unsaturated compounds (e.g. alkenes and 
alkynes) undergo addition reactions to form saturated compounds. 

Elimination Reaction This is a reaction where atoms or molecular fragments are removed 
from adjacent atoms in a molecule leaving a double bond with 
nothing to be added. 

Macromolecules Very large long chain molecules containing hundreds of monomer 
units and having molecular masses of several million atomic mass 
units. 

Monomers Small similar molecules that can join to make a chain. 

Dimers Two monomers joined together. 

Polymers Long chains of monomers covalently bonded together. 

Polymerisation The process by which monomers join to make a long chain polymer. 

Free Radical This is a molecular fragment with an unpaired electron that initiates 
a polymerisation reaction. 

 

Reaction Rates 

Activation energy (EA) The minimum kinetic energy of reacting particles that can result in 
a reaction. 

Catalyst A catalyst is a substance that increases the rate of chemical 
reaction without being chemically changed in the reaction. It lower 

Exothermic Reaction A reaction that releases more energy than it takes in. 

Endothermic Reaction A reaction that takes in more energy than it releases. 

Change in enthalpy or Heat of 
reaction (ΔH) 

The amount of energy absorbed or released during a chemical 
reaction. 

Rate of Reaction The rate of a chemical reaction is how quickly (in seconds) products 
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are formed or how quickly reactants are used up. 

 

Chemical Equilibrium 

Dynamic (Equilibrium) Refers to the fact that the forward and reverse reactions continue 
to take place when equilibrium is reached. 

Chemical equilibrium A state in a chemical reaction when the rate of the forward reaction 
is equal to the rate of the reverse reaction. 

Le Chatelier’s Principle When a system in equilibrium is subjected to stress it alters its 
equilibrium position in order to relieve the stress. 

Eutrophication Having waters rich in nutrients that promote rapid growth of plant 
life, especially algae, which reduces dissolved oxygen content and 
often causes the death of other organisms. 

 

Electrochemistry 

Electrochemistry Electrochemistry is the branch of chemistry that deals with the 
transformation between electrical and chemical energy. 

Oxidation Oxidation Is the process whereby a species Loses electrons (OIL) 

Reduction Reduction Is the process whereby a species Gains electrons (RIG) 

Redox Reaction A reaction involving the transfer of electrons. 

Oxidising agent An electron acceptor. 

Reducing agent An electron donor. 

Anode The electrode at which oxidation occurs. 

Cathode The electrode at which reduction occurs. 

Electrolyte A solution that conducts electricity due to the presence of free ions. 

Electrolysis Chemical change, especially decomposition, produced in an 
electrolyte by an electric current. 

Galvanic cell A device that converts chemical energy to electrical energy as a 
result of self-sustaining spontaneous electrode reactions 

The Standard Electrode 
Potential 

The standard electrode potential for a half cell reaction is the 
voltage measured under standard conditions when the half-cell is 
connected to a standard hydrogen electrode to form a galvanic cell. 

Capacity Capacity is the ability of a battery to deliver a specific amount of 
electricity (current in amperes) over a definite period of time (in 
minutes or hours). Capacity is measured in Ampere-hours (Ah). 

Primary cell Primary cells are not rechargeable and are discarded when flat. 

Secondary cell Secondary cells can be recharged by passing an electric current 
through them which converts electrical energy to chemical energy 
by reversing the chemical reaction. 

Electrolytic cell An electrolytic cell is a device that converts electrical energy into 
chemical potential energy by means of a non-spontaneous redox 
reaction. 

 


