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What we did

Why this activity?

CERN activities
Are you feeling positive?

 A reflective activity to support the PSHE curriculum. Children use analogy to relate their personal feelings about learning to their new ideas about atomic structure. 

This activity was designed to support KS2 children 
in developing an understanding of analogy, by 
taking the abstract concept of atomic structure 
and making comparisons between this model and 
a model of themselves as learners. The activity 
develops cross-curricular links between science 
and the PSHE curriculum.

The activity began with a presentation about scale in the 
universe. The children thought about the largest and 
smallest objects in the universe; they then ordered them 
and compared their sizes. The idea of atoms arose from this 
activity and children learnt that there are particles even 
smaller than atoms. After this, the children were given 
further direct teaching about the atom and were 
introduced to protons, neutrons, electrons, the nucleus and 
shells.

The children were shown a complete sweet model of a 
carbon atom and given a periodic table. They were 
challenged to see how the model related to the 
information about carbon on the periodic table. The 
children were then given paper, pens, sticky notes and pots 
of three different colours of Smarties and asked to create 
their own models of some of the smaller atoms in the 
periodic table.

Once the children had grasped the basic ideas of the model 
of the atom, the idea of analogy was introduced and 
discussed. The children were challenged to imagine their 
learning as an atom. They would have positive influences 
(protons), negative influences (electrons) and aspects of 
their life that weighed on their mind but didn’t affect their 
learning (neutrons). 

The building of a ‘learning atom’ was modelled by the 
teacher before the children created their own. First, the 
children listed the positive and negative influences on their 
learning, the children then constructed their models using 
one colour of Smarties to represent positive influences in 
the nucleus and another colour of Smarties to represent 
negative influences in the shells. They used sticky notes to 
label each of the influences that they had identified. 



To develop a basic, introductory understanding of 
atomic structure

To be introduced to the concept of electric charge
 
To develop a better understanding on analogy

To reflect on the influences that affect them as 
learners

This activity cannot be done in one lesson 
– allow two/three lessons to give children 
time to finish their models. Let children 
explore as much as possible – making 
mistakes and changing design until they 
have a good understanding. Provide 
visual support materials to help children 
construct scientifically accurate models.

Find an appropriate space for the 
children to display their models and ask 
the children to create a sign describing 
their work and what it represents.
 

Create a Top Trumps game of the constituents of the atom including protons, neutrons, electrons 
and quarks.

Key outcomes

Top tips

Related activities

For the students

For the school
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•

•
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•
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To experiment with strategies that help to raise 
children’s awareness of themselves as learners 
(metacognition)

To develop transition activities to support the 
move from KS2 to KS3
 
To improve attitudes to science and develop 
science capital of learners


