
Book I Chapter 1 
Lesson 1-Characterisitcs of the Atmosphere 

 

Vocab: 
 

Atmosphere 

Air pressure 
Troposphere 

Stratosphere 

Mesosphere 
Thermosphere 

Exosphere (not in book): outermost layer of the atmosphere; air density is so low and 

molecules are moving so fast, they are most likely to escape our atmosphere instead 

of hitting other molecules 

 

BIG IDEA 
The atmosphere is a mixture of gases that surround Earth 

 made of layers 

 provides protection 

 made mostly of: 
o NITROGEN = 78% 

o OXYGEN = 21% 
o OTHER GASES = 1% 

 Water is also found in the atmosphere as water vapor 

 Conditions like pressure and temperature change as you move through the 
different layers of the atmosphere 

 

AIR PRESSURE: The measure of force that air molecules push down on a surface. 

 Gravity holds our atmosphere around the Earth 
o Farther away from surface 

 Less gravity 

 Less pressure 

 As altitude increases, air pressure decreases 
o The higher up you go, the less gas molecules present. 

o Gas molecules are more “spread out” 
 

TEMPERATURE is also affected as you move through the atmospheric layers 

 Depending on the COMPOSITION of the layers, the temperature may 
increase or decrease 

 

 



TROPOSPHERE 

 Lowest layer 

 Densest layer/most air pressure 

 All weather occurs in this layer 

 Temperatures vary greatly in this layer, causing lots of “mixing” 

 Can extend 4-12 miles (6-20 km) 

 Temps decrease as you rise through this layer 
 

STRATOSPHERE 

 Very little water 

 Ozone layer contained in this layer 

 Higher up in stratosphere, temperature starts to rise 

 From troposphere 
o 4-31 miles (6-50 km) 

 Jet airplanes fly in this layer 
 

MESOSPHERE 

 “Thick” layer – gases can slow down meteors 

 From stratosphere 
o 31-53 miles (50-85 km) 

 As you rise through the mesosphere temperatures decrease 

 Has the lowest (coldest) temperatures 
 

THERMOSPHERE 

 Known as “upper atmosphere” 

 From mesosphere 
o 53-375 miles (85-600 km) 

 Gases are more dense toward bottom of this layer 

 Auroras form in this layer 

 As you rise through this layer, temperatures increase 
o Bottom layer: -184˚ Fahrenheit (120˚C) 

o Top layer: 3,600˚ Fahrenheit (2,000˚C) 

 Space shuttle orbits in this layer 
 

EXOSPHERE 

 “edge” of outer space 

 Outer most layer 

 Pressure gets close to ZERO 

 Atoms/molecules can escape Earth’s gravity and go into “space” 
 



 From thermosphere 
o 375-6,200 miles (600-10,000 km) 

 Satellites orbit Earth 

 Temperature is hard to measure because there are very few 
particles/molecules/atoms in this layer 

 

MOLECULES & TEMPERATURE 

 Molecules create the “hot” and “cold” that we feel because they move 

 If lots of molecules are present 
o SOLID or LIQUID – easy to feel the hot/cold 

 Less molecules 
o Hard to “feel” hot/cold 

 Even though the THERMOSPHERE is the “hottest” layer  not enough 
molecules to “feel” hot. 

 

LAYERS OF THE ATMOSPHERE 
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“EXO” = OUTSIDE 

“THERMO” = HEAT 

“MESO” = MIDDLE 

“TROPO” = TURNING/CHANGE 

“STRATO” = LAYERED 


