
There are many different forms of energy all around us.  Energy can be put 

into two main groups, potential energy and kinetic energy.  Let’s explore how 

you observe or experience these forms of energy without even realizing it.

Potential energy is stored energy or energy of position.  An object gains 

more potential energy as its height above the ground increases or its mass 

increases.  This is known as gravitational potential energy.  A bowling ball at 

a height of 10 meters above the ground has much more potential energy 

than the same bowling ball at a height of 1 meter above the ground.  

Standing at the top of the stairs, a book sitting on a shelf, and clock hanging 

on the wall are all examples of gravitational potential energy.  Potential 

energy can also be stored in the bending, twisting, compressing, or 

stretching of an object.  This is known as elastic potential energy.  You 

demonstrate elastic potential energy any time you stretch a rubber band, 

hold back a slingshot, or compress a Slinky.  Other forms of potential energy 

include magnetic, chemical, electrostatic, and nuclear energy.

Kinetic energy is the energy of motion.  An object gains more kinetic energy 

as its speed increases or its mass increases.  Therefore, greater speed or 

mass equals greater kinetic energy.  A rollercoaster has the greatest amount 

of kinetic energy when it is near the bottom of the tallest hill and moving the 

fastest.  A rolling ball, a pencil falling off of a desk, and flowing water are all 

examples of kinetic energy.  The forms of kinetic energy include mechanical, 

electrical, thermal, electromagnetic, and sound energy.

Potential and kinetic energy have an inverse relationship.  For example, as 

an object falls toward the ground its potential energy decreases and its 

kinetic energy increases.  You can observe potential and kinetic energy being 

constantly converted back and forth while riding a rollercoaster, bouncing a 

ball, or bungee jumping.    

You have definitely experienced potential and kinetic energy at some point in 

your life.  If you have ever been on a rollercoaster, jumped off of a diving 

board, or observed water dripping from a faucet then you have seen 

potential and kinetic energy in action.  As you have read, examples of 

potential and kinetic energy are all around you at this very moment.
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