
Electric eels are long, thin fish that generate 
huge bursts of electricity. They use this 
amazing ability to stun other fish in order to 
catch and eat them, and to zap creatures that 
might be about to attack them. That’s not all. 
Electric eels live in muddy river water, so their 
eyes aren’t that useful. Instead, they have 

electrical sensors that detect 
the movement of fish.

Can you imagine life without electricity? It’s almost impossible. 
After all, electricity is all around us: flashing through the clouds 

in bolts of lightning, powering our computers, heating up bread in 
the toaster, and charging our phones. It’s even inside your body, 
carrying messages in your brain and controlling the beating of your 
heart. We use electricity every day, without even thinking about it.

All about electricity

Fossil fuels
In some power stations, coal, gas or oil is 
burnt to generate electricity. For a long time 
this has been the cheapest way of generating 
electricity, but other ways are becoming 
cheaper. This is good news for the planet 
because fossil fuels cause global warming.

Nuclear power
When the nucleus (the centre) of an atom breaks 
apart, energy is released. In nuclear power 
stations, this energy is captured and turned into 
electricity. Nuclear power does not cause global 
warming, but some people are opposed to it 
because it creates dangerous waste products.
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Where does this amazing 
energy come from?

The shocking power of electricity

WOW!
Electric eels can 

deliver electric shocks 

powerful enough to 

stun a human or  

even a horse.

Electricity is a type of energy. Electricity that builds 
up in one place is called static electricity. Electricity 
that flows from one place to another is called 
current electricity. Lightning is caused by a 
build-up of electricity within a thunder cloud. 
When it is inside the cloud it is static electricity. 
When it is carried down to Earth in a lightning 
bolt it becomes current electricity, because it 
has moved from one place to another. Current 
electricity is the type of electricity that is used in 
our homes. It travels along metal wires from the place 
where it is produced (such as a battery or a power station)  
to the device that it powers. 

What is electricity?

A crazy experiment
Hundreds of years ago, 
scientists were eager to 
learn about electricity 
and so they tried some 
strange and risky 
experiments. In 1752, 
Benjamin Franklin, an 
important US politician 
and inventor, conducted 
one of the most famous 
(and dangerous) 
experiments of all time. 
He attached a metal 
key to a kite and flew 
the kite into a storm 
cloud. Lucky not to be 
struck by lightning, 
Franklin pulled the 
kite back to earth 
and discovered that 

the key now carried an electrical charge. This 
experiment demonstrated that lightning is a 
kind of electricity.

Electric eels

How is electricity produced?
Here are just a few of the ways humans generate electricity.

Solar power
Solar panels transform the Sun’s energy  
into electricity. Solar power is a  
renewable energy, which means  
energy that is produced  
by nature and that  
will never run out.

Don’t try 

this at home! 

Franklin’s 

shocking 

experiment. 

Light bulbs
Some light bulbs –  
known as incandescent 
light bulbs – contain  
a thin wire that  
heats up and glows 
brightly when electricity 
flows through it.

Could you live without it?
Without electricity, there would be no…

Video games
Life would be very different if there 
were no video games. Games consoles 
and other kinds of computers use 
electricity to record information and 
perform the calculations needed 
behind the scenes to make video-
game characters run and jump.

Hot showers
Cold showers are not for the 
faint-hearted! A bit like a light 
bulb, most electric showers 
contain a piece of metal  
that gets very hot when 
electricity passes through it. 
This heats up the water.

DID YOU  
KNOW?

Coal, gas and oil are 

known as fossil fuels 

because they are made 

from the remains of plants 

and animals that  

died millions of  

years ago.

These electric 
lightning effects 

were created for a 
rock concert.

WOW!

Static electricity can 

bend water. Rub a comb 

through your hair then 

hold the comb next to  

a running tap to see  

the stream of  

water bend.

What are electrical conductors?
Electrical conductors are materials that let electricity 
pass through them. Current electricity moves more easily 
through some materials than others. Most metals are good 
conductors of electricity. Materials such as glass, wood and 
rubber are poor conductors of electricity. These are often 
used as insulators – to stop electricity escaping and to 
prevent unwanted or dangerous electric currents. The 
wires that are attached to most electrical appliances are 
made from copper with an insulating layer of plastic 
around them. Never touch exposed wires. Electricity 
can pass through water – that’s why it’s dangerous 
to get electrical appliances wet or to touch wires or 
switches with wet hands. For more information about 
electricity, head to explainthatstuff.com/electricity
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