
? What we did

The activity began by challenging the children to think 
about the question: ‘What is the smallest thing in the 
universe?’. All of their ideas were then collected together 
– this can be done effectively with post-it notes. The 
children were then challenged to sort these ideas into 
order of size. This was followed up with a discussion about 
how some things are so small that we can’t see them 
unless we use very powerful microscopes. 

The word atom was then introduced to the conversation 
and questioning was used to explore children’s ideas 
about atoms. This provided the teacher with an 
opportunity to identify and deal with any misconceptions. 
Children were asked what they thought an atom looked 
like and they drew their ideas on a whiteboard.

The children were then taught about the structure of an 
atom –  this can be teacher led or can be done with a 
video such as the ‘Just how small is an atom?’ TED-Ed 
video or a picture book such as Amber’s Atoms by E.M. 
Robinson. They were then challenged to create a model of 
an atom. A wide range of materials were made available 
such as paper, card, straws, Lego, balls, pompoms, wire 
and string so that the children could choose how they 
modelled the atom.

Why this activity?

CERN activities
Modelling an atom

 An artistic modelling activity where children design and create 3D models of an atom to communicate their new learning about the building blocks of matter in a 
creative way.

This activity was developed to help children begin 
to develop an understanding of the building 
blocks of matter – atoms. Although ideas about 
atoms and atomic structure do not feature in the 
primary curriculum, children have often heard of 
atoms and are curious about what materials and 
the universe are made out of. The aim of this 
activity is to introduce younger learners to ideas 
about the structure of atoms in a visual way to 
help secure their understanding and make the 
learning memorable.
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•

•
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To develop a basic understanding of the 
structure of an atom

To secure understanding of abstract ideas by 
using visual models

To raise the profile of science in the school

To support transition from KS2 to KS3, 
developing positive attitudes for the move 
to secondary school.

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.


