
Science 
Vocabulary Overview



Science Programmes of Study
Key Stages 1 and 2

The National Curriculum

“Pupils should be able to describe associated 
processes and key characteristics in common 

language, but they should also be familiar with, 
and use, technical terminology accurately and 

precisely. They should build up an extended 
specialist vocabulary.”
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Tiers of Vocabulary
Created by educational researchers Isabel Beck and Margaret McKeown, 
the notion of tiered vocabulary is a way of categorising words in order to 
decide which are the most useful ones to teach our children.

• Tier 1 – These are words that appear regularly in everyday speech and conversation –
they are the most frequently used words. This aspect of language should not usually 
need teaching explicitly but should be picked up through everyday conversation.

• Tier 2 – These are more ambitious words. They are words that might not come up in 
everyday conversation but can be used across a range of contexts and all areas of 
the curriculum. They give more specific meaning; for example, rather than using the 
word ‘walk’ (Tier 1), the term ‘stroll’ (Tier 2) gives greater meaning to what is trying to 
be conveyed.

• Tier 3 – These are subject-specific words that would be used in a specific area of the 
curriculum. This is the particular language that scientists would use. This vocabulary is 
integral when teaching specific content within science lessons, for example, the word 
‘photosynthesis’.
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Tier 3
Subject-Specific Vocabulary

biotic, abiotic, ecosystem, environment, terrarium,
germinate, photosynthesis, acute, geometric

Tier 2
More Ambitious Vocabulary

emerge, bicker, flounder, frightened, increase, soak,
pack, tweak, navigate, function, priority, tug

Tier 1
Basic Vocabulary

in, out, house, dog, cat, blue, yellow, flower, book,
girl, run, sad, car, go, animal, street
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Topic-Specific/Content Vocabulary

• Specific technical vocabulary should be taught relating to 
individual topics in the specific areas of science that are taught 
across each year group.

• The vocabulary will largely only be taught within that topic but may 
be revisited through retrieval activities and in subsequent years.

• Specific technical vocabulary should be learned and built upon year 
on year.

• Scientific disciplines are identified by the letters B, C or P in 
brackets for biology, chemistry and physics, respectively.

• Key vocabulary is highlighted in bold.
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Understanding the World:
Is it always dark at night-time?

light
dark
Sun
Moon
day/daytime
night/night-time
sky
nocturnal
shadows

black
evening
fright
eerie
hedgehogs
birds (owls)
clouds
Earth
silhouettes
torch
puppet

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - EYFS
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How are animals classified? 
(B)

What are the materials that 
are around us called? (C)

What are our seen body 
parts called and what are 

the five senses? (B)
amphibians
reptiles
mammals
herbivore
carnivore
omnivore

fish
birds
habitat
living
non-living
never living

plastic
stretch
stiff
metal
liquid
gas

glass
wood
bricks
man-made
suitability
properties

toes
fingers
touch
hearing
taste
chest

hair
shoulder
belly button
fingers
knee
toes

What are the different parts of plants 
called and which birds do you know? (B)

How do seasons change? (P)

deciduous
evergreen
environment
blossom
petals
root

stem
leaf
trunk
branches
healthy
wild flower
garden flower

Autumn
Winter
Spring
Summer
temperature
weather symbol

month
year
rainfall
daylight
leaf colour
leaf fall

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 1
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Why is it important to keep our bodies 
healthy? (B)

Why do animals choose the habitats they 
have? (B)

proteins
carbohydrates
offspring
fats
nutrition
hygiene

balanced diet
fitness
exercise
humans
offspring
survival

habitat
rainforest
desert
species
pond
indigenous

underground
woodlands
shelter
seeds/bulbs
adapt
food source
characteristics

How do we make the most of the 
materials around us? (C)

What do plants and trees need to grow 
healthily? (B)

stretching
squashing
bending
twisting
John Dunlop
Charles Macintosh

suitable
waterproof
specific uses
longer
wider
clockwise
anti-clockwise

trunk
stem
blossom
bulbs
woodland
crown

basic needs
conditions
food chain
environment
carbon dioxide
oxygen

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 2
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Why do we have light and 
dark and what is its impact 

on our everyday life? (P)

What are the main types of 
rocks on our Earth? (C)

Why do humans have 
skeletons and muscles? (B)

reflection
shadows
opaque
refraction
convex
concave

absence (of light)
shiny
light ray
transparency
lens
prism

sedimentary
metamorphic
igneous
crystals
fossil
soil

rare
valuable
physical properties
layers
pressure
solidify
molecules
organism

skeleton
muscles
joint
cartilage
tendon
spine

bones
support
protection
movement
skull
ribs
tissue

What part do different parts of plants 
play in helping them grow healthily? (B)

What do we mean by a force? (P)

pollination
seed dispersal
seed formation
nutrients
stigma
anther

stamen
filament
pistil
style
ovary
ovule
sepal

repel
attract
Pole
pulley
magnet
magnetism

friction
surface
contact
iron
steel
nickel
cobalt

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 3
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What happens to the food 
we eat? (B)

How is sound created and 
how does it travel? (P)

What is electricity and why 
is it so important in our 

lives? (P)
oesophagus
pancreas
organ
intestine
molars
canine

incisors
digestion
enzymes
producers
consumers
predators
prey

pitch
volume
vibrating
frequency
molecules
hammer

eardrum
cochlea
auditory nerve
sound wave
amplitude
Doppler effect

circuit
conductor
insulator
battery
cells
appliance

current
wire
bulb
switch
buzzer
open/closed circuit
renewable energy
fossil fuel

How are living things grouped? (B) How do some solids, liquids and gases 
change state? (C)

flowering plants
invertebrates
insects
deforestation
pollution
industrial waste

classification key
endangered species
climate change
primary consumer
secondary consumer
thorax
abdomen

evaporation
condensation
melting
solidifying
precipitation
degrees-Celsius

solid
liquid
gas
particles
heating
cooling
boiling
humidity

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 4
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What do we know about the Sun, Earth, 
Moon and the Planets? (P)

Which materials can or cannot be 
changed back to their original form? (C)

solar system
planet
spherical
crescent moon
gibbous moon
eclipse

orbit
rotation
axis
satellite
asteroids
lunar
galaxy
universe

dissolve
solubility
filtering
melting
separating
thermal

reversible
irreversible
original state
substance
solution
solute
absorb

What is a force and how does it impact 
on the way things move? (P)

What do we know about the life cycles of 
humans and various animals? (B)

friction
gravity
air resistance
water resistance
levers
pulleys

gears
fulcrum
axle
load
mass/weight
Newtons (N)
Newton Meter

puberty
gestation
reproduction
embryo
obese
teenager

fertilisation
sexual reproduction
asexual reproduction
foetus
species
uterus
hormones
transformation

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 5
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How does the heart work 
and why is it so important? 

(B)

How are living things 
grouped and classified? (B)

How have living things on 
Earth changed over time? 

(B)
atriums
cardiovascular
capillaries
pulse
ventricles
blood vessels

circulatory system
heartbeat
heart rate
arteries
chambers
veins
valves
oxygenated

vertebrates
invertebrates
species
fungi
bacteria
algae

Monera
Protista
organisms
micro-organisms
single-celled
multi-cellular
Linnaean classification
binomial

offspring
adaptation
evolution
inheritance
palaeontologist
genotype

characteristics
identical
genes
DNA
chromosomes
primates
fossilisation
preservation
decay

How do our eyes help us to see? (B) How does electricity work and how does 
its power vary? (P)

retina
cornea
iris
pupil
lens
light wave

concave mirror
convex mirror
optical instruments
wavelength
frequency
spectrum

series circuits
cells
generator
turbine
fuses
socket

parallel circuits
circuit diagram
components
voltage
amperes (amps)
resistor
electrons

Topic-Specific Vocabulary - Year 6
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Science Disciplinary Vocabulary

• Children in Primary school need to be aware of the different 
disciplines within the study of science: biology, chemistry and 
physics. This should be made explicit when teaching.

• The following overviews repeat the core vocabulary from the 
previous lists but under their particular scientific discipline.

• Alongside this, specific vocabulary relates to ‘working scientifically’. 
This vocabulary should be applied across all aspects of science 
teaching throughout the year, irrelevant of the area of science 
being taught. This is grouped by phase (KS1, LKS2 and UKS2)
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Understanding the World
ELG: The Natural World

explore
natural
see
draw
same
different
places
change
object
animals
plants

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - EYFS
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Biology Chemistry Physics
amphibians
reptiles
mammals
herbivore
carnivore
omnivore
toes
fingers
touch
hearing
taste
chest

hair
shoulder
chest
belly button
fingers
knee
toes
deciduous
evergreen
environment
blossom
petals
root

plastic
stretch
stiff
metal
liquid
gas

autumn
winter
spring
summer
temperature
weather symbol

Working Scientifically (KS1):
observe
equipment
test
identify
classify
observe
suggest/predict

gather
record
data
properties
magnifying glass
object

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 1
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Biology                      Chemistry
proteins
carbohydrates
offspring
fats
nutrition
hygiene
habitat
rainforest
desert

species
pond
indigenous
trunk
stem
blossom
bulbs
woodland
crown

stretching
squashing
bending
twisting
John Dunlop
Charles Macintosh

Working Scientifically (KS1):
observe
equipment
test
identify
classify
observe
suggest/predict

gather
record
data
properties
magnifying glass
object

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 2
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Biology Chemistry Physics
skeleton
muscles
joint
cartilage
tendon
spine

pollination
seed dispersal
seed formation
nutrients
stigma
anther

sedimentary
metamorphic
igneous
crystals
fossil
soil

reflection
shadows
opaque
refraction
convex
concave

repel
attract
Pole
pulley
magnet
magnetism

Working Scientifically (LKS2):
ask/answer
relevant
scientific enquiry
practical enquiries
comparative test
fair test
systematic observations
accurate measurements
prediction

gather
record
classify
present data
results
conclusion
improvements
evidence
findings

keys
bar charts
tables
values
differences
similarities
changes
scientific processes
explain

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 3
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Biology Chemistry Physics
oesophagus
pancreas
organ
intestine
molars
canine

flowering plants
invertebrates
insects
deforestation
pollution
industrial waste

evaporation
condensation
melting
solidifying
precipitation
degrees-Celsius

pitch
volume
vibrating
frequency
hammer

circuit
conductor
insulator
battery
cells
appliance

Working Scientifically (LKS2):
ask/answer
relevant
scientific enquiry
practical enquiries
comparative test
fair test
systematic observations
accurate measurements
prediction

gather
record
classify
present data
results
conclusion
improvements
evidence
findings

keys
bar charts
tables
values
differences
similarities
changes
scientific processes
explain

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 4
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Biology Chemistry Physics
puberty
gestation
reproduction
embryo
obese
teenager

dissolve
solubility
filtering
melting
separating
thermal

solar system
planet
spherical
crescent moon
gibbous moon
eclipse

friction
gravity
air resistance
water resistance
levers
pulleys

Working Scientifically (UKS2):
plan
theory
hypothesis
recognise variables
control variables
measurements
dependent variable
independent variable

accuracy
precision
repeat readings
scientific diagrams
labels
classification key
scatter graphs
line graphs

test results
report
causal relationships
degree of trust
support
refute
arguments

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 5
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Biology Physics
atriums
cardiovascular
capillaries
pulse
ventricles
blood vessels

vertebrates
invertebrates
species
fungi
bacteria
algae

offspring
adaptation
evolution
inheritance
palaeontologist
genotype

retina
cornea
iris
pupil
lens
light wave

series circuits
cells
generator
turbine
fuses
socket

Working Scientifically (UKS2):
plan
theory
hypothesis
recognise variables
control variables
measurements
dependent variable
independent variable

accuracy
precision
repeat readings
scientific diagrams
labels
classification key
scatter graphs
line graphs

test results
report
causal relationships
degree of trust
support
refute
arguments

Science Disciplinary Vocabulary - Year 6
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