
 

i. What is a Material?  

A material is any substance or mixture of substances that an object is made from. 

Everything around us is made of different materials, like wood, plastic, metal, 

glass, and fabric. 

 What is a Property? 

A property is a characteristic or quality of a material that we can observe or 

measure. Properties help us describe a material and decide how to use it. For 

example, we use glass for windows because one of its properties is that it is 

transparent (we can see through it). 

 Why is it important?  

Understanding the properties of materials is crucial for science and engineering. 

It allows us to choose the right material for the right job. You wouldn't build a 

bridge out of glass or a raincoat out of paper! 

ii. Key Points and Important Terms 

We can classify properties into two main types: Physical Properties and Chemical 

Properties. 

 Physical Properties 

These are properties that can be observed or measured without changing the 

chemical identity of the substance. 

Hardness: A material's ability to resist being scratched or dented. 

Example: A diamond is very hard and can scratch glass. Talc (used in talcum 

powder) is very soft. 

Strength: A material's ability to resist a force without breaking or bending 

permanently. 

Example: Steel has high strength, which is why it's used to build skyscrapers and 

bridges. 

Elasticity (or Flexibility): The ability of a material to bend or stretch under force 

and then return to its original shape when the force is removed. 

Example: A rubber band is very elastic. Clay is not elastic; it changes shape 

permanently (it's plastic). 

Properties of Materials 



 

Malleability: The ability of a material to be hammered, pressed, or rolled into 

thin sheets without breaking. 

Example: Aluminum is malleable and can be made into aluminum foil. Gold is also 

very malleable. 

Ductility: The ability of a material to be stretched or drawn into a thin wire. 

Example: Copper is very ductile, which is why it is used for electrical wiring. 

 Conductivity (Thermal & Electrical): 

Thermal Conductivity: How well a material allows heat to pass through it. 

Conductors: Materials that let heat pass through easily (e.g., metals). 

Insulators: Materials that do not let heat pass through easily (e.g., wood, plastic, 

wool). 

Electrical Conductivity: How well a material allows electricity to pass through it. 

Conductors: Materials that let electricity pass through easily (e.g., copper, silver). 

Insulators: Materials that do not let electricity pass through easily (e.g., rubber, 

glass). 

Lustre: How shiny a material is. It describes how light reflects off its surface. 

Example: Metals like gold and silver have a high lustre. Wood and rock are 

typically dull (low lustre). 

Density: The amount of mass in a given volume (how "packed" the material is). A 

less dense object will float on a more dense liquid. 

Example: A block of wood is less dense than water, so it floats. A rock is denser 

than water, so it sinks. 

Brittleness: The tendency of a material to break or shatter easily when a force is 

applied, with little to no bending. It is the opposite of elasticity. 

Example: Glass and dry crackers are brittle. 

Transparency, Translucency, and Opacity: How a material interacts with light. 

Transparent: Allows all light to pass through so you can see clearly (e.g., clear 

glass). 

Translucent: Allows some light to pass through, but you cannot see clearly (e.g., 

frosted glass, tracing paper). 

Opaque: Does not allow any light to pass through (e.g., wood, a brick wall). 



 

 Chemical Properties 

These properties describe how a material reacts with other substances to form a 

new substance. 

Flammability: The ability of a material to catch fire and burn. 

Example: Wood and paper are flammable. Stone and metal are not. 

Corrosion/Rusting (Reactivity with Air/Water): The tendency of a material to 

break down due to a chemical reaction with its environment. 

Example: Iron rusts when it reacts with oxygen and water, forming a new 

substance (iron oxide). Gold does not corrode easily. 

Detailed Examples: Choosing the Right Material 

Example: A Frying Pan 

Problem: Why is a frying pan made of metal with a plastic or wooden handle? 

Solution: 

Pan Body (Metal): The main purpose of the pan is to cook food using heat. We 

need a material with high thermal conductivity to transfer heat from the stove to 

the food efficiently. Metal is a great thermal conductor. It also has high strength 

to not break. 

Handle (Plastic/Wood): The handle is for holding the hot pan. We need a 

material that is a thermal insulator (poor thermal conductivity) so the heat 

doesn't travel to your hand. Plastic and wood are excellent insulators. 

Example: An Electrical Wire 

Problem: Why is an electrical wire made of a copper core with a rubber or plastic 

coating? 

Solution: 

Core (Copper): The wire's job is to carry electricity. Copper is an excellent 

electrical conductor. It is also highly ductile, meaning it can be easily drawn into 

thin wires. 

Coating (Rubber/Plastic): The coating is for safety. Rubber and plastic are 

electrical insulators, preventing the electricity from escaping and causing a shock. 

They are also flexible to allow the wire to bend. 

Common Misconceptions and Clarifications 

Misconception: Hardness and Strength are the same thing. 



 

Clarification: They are different! A diamond is the hardest natural material 

(resists scratching), but it is also brittle and can be shattered by a strong hammer 

blow. A steel beam is not as hard as a diamond (it can be scratched), but it has 

very high strength and can support immense weight without breaking. 

Misconception: All metals are magnetic. 

Clarification: Only a few metals are strongly magnetic, most notably iron, nickel, 

and cobalt. Metals like aluminum, copper, gold, and silver are not magnetic. 

Misconception: Dense objects are always heavy. 

Clarification: Density is about how much "stuff" is packed into a space, not just 

weight. A huge ship is very heavy, but it floats because its overall shape contains a 

lot of air, making its average density less than water. A small pebble is light, but it 

sinks because its density is greater than water. 

iii. Practice Problems with Step-by-Step Solutions 

Problem 1: A company wants to make a new bicycle helmet. What are the most 

important properties the material for the outer shell should have? Explain your 

reasoning. 

Step 1: Identify the object's main function. 

• A helmet's main job is to protect the head during a crash. 

Step 2: List the properties needed for this function. 

• It needs to resist being broken or shattered upon impact. This means it needs 

high strength. 

• It should resist being scratched or dented from small impacts. This means it 

needs to be reasonably hard. 

• It should not be too heavy, or it will be uncomfortable to wear. This means it 

should have a relatively low density. 

Step 3: Conclude and explain. 

Solution:  

The material for a helmet's outer shell must have high strength to absorb impact 

without breaking, good hardness to resist scratches, and low density to be 

lightweight and comfortable. This is why many helmets are made from strong 

plastics or composite materials. 



 

Problem 2: Compare a glass cup and a plastic cup. List two properties that are 

different and explain how this affects their use. 

Step 1: Identify the two materials to compare. 

• Glass and Plastic. 

Step 2: Identify key differing properties. 

Property 1: Brittleness. Glass is very brittle. Plastic is not brittle; it is more flexible. 

Property 2: Transparency. Standard glass is highly transparent. Many plastics are 

translucent or opaque. 

Step 3: Explain how these differences affect their use. 

Solution: 

Because glass is brittle, a glass cup will shatter if dropped, making it less suitable 

for small children or for use outdoors. A plastic cup is not brittle and will likely 

just bounce or deform, making it safer in those situations. 

Because glass is transparent, you can clearly see the contents of the cup. While 

some plastics are clear, many are translucent or opaque, which might be a design 

choice but doesn't allow you to see the liquid as clearly. 

iv. Summary of Main Concepts 

• Properties are the characteristics of materials that determine their use. 

• We choose materials for a specific job based on their unique combination of 

properties. 

• Physical Properties (like hardness, strength, conductivity, density) can be 

observed without changing the material itself. 

• Chemical Properties (like flammability, reactivity) describe how a material can 

change into a new substance. 

• Key physical properties to remember are: 

• Hardness (resists scratching) 

• Strength (resists breaking) 

• Elasticity (returns to shape) 

• Malleability (can be made into sheets) 

• Ductility (can be made into wires) 



 

• Conductivity (lets heat/electricity pass) 

• Density (mass per volume, affects floating) 

• Brittleness (shatters easily) 


