
It contains a thin glass tube of coloured liquid. The 
liquid is usually mercury, which has a silver colour, 
or alcohol that has been coloured with a dye.

The liquid expands and rises up the tube as the 
temperature rises, and contracts and lowers as the 
temperature falls.

The tube containing the liquid is marked in degrees 
so the temperature can be read.

The thermometer shown is marked in degrees using 
a scale called ‘Celsius’. The temperature is 25 °C.

What is a thermometer? – 1
Read the text.

A thermometer is an instrument used to measure temperature. Temperature is how hot or 
cold something is—or the amount of heat it has.

Different kinds of thermometers are used to measure the temperature of different things. 
A glass tube thermometer is shown below.

If a thermometer like the one above is used to measure temperature, it should be hung or 
stood up vertically (upright). It should not be held with your hands around the tube while 
taking temperature readings as the heat from your hands will transfer to the glass and 
make the temperature rise. The temperature can be read by making sure your eyes are 
level with the top of the liquid in the tube. If you look at the reading from above or below 
the level, it will not be the same.

Some thermometers are digital. They contain a tiny 
device called a ‘thermistor’. This measures 
the temperature which is then displayed on 
a screen. Another type of thermometer is 
shaped like a strip of card. It has different 
inks on it which change colour according 
to the temperature. Digital and strip 
thermometers are easier to use 
than a tube thermometer.

Knowing the temperature is useful for many reasons. A person’s temperature should be 
around 37 °C (Celsius). A thermometer can tell if our temperature is too high and we 
have a fever. Cooks and chefs measure the temperature of fridges, ovens and food so it 
can be cooked, stored and served correctly. Vehicles like cars, trucks and planes have 
instruments that show if an engine is overheating. We like to know the temperature so we 
can dress for the weather and plan outdoor activities.
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