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PPPrrreeefffaaaccceee:::   WWWhhhyyy   ccceeellleeebbbrrraaattteee   EEEllleeemmmeeennntttaaalll   BBBiiirrrttthhhdddaaayyysss???   
SCIENCE IS AN ESSENTIAL PART OF CHILDHOOD.  We live in a world surrounded by the products of science, and 

yet for most of us, science is somewhat mysterious.  It does not start out that way.  Young children are natural 

scientists observing and testing their environments in ways that feed parental stories of what one year old Ellie 

ate off the ground yesterday.  A child’s curiosity is one of the key components of science exploration, but 

somehow that gets lost between preschool and adulthood.  As with languages, which are easily learned as young 

children, but very difficult for adults, science is much harder when it has not been part of a child’s world from the 

beginning.  Science becomes a foreign language – incomprehensible and daunting to understand.  Science does 

not need to be mysterious though.   If we can bring science into the everyday awareness of our children, we 

could give them with a fluency in science that would open a whole new world.  This book was inspired by this 

desire to bring science into every child’s world at a very young age, to make science everyday.  

 THE JOURNEY TO ELEMENTAL BIRTHDAYS  Once upon a time, as young parents, Jon 

and I would sometimes go driving with our three young sons.  We would wander and 

explore roads we had not traveled.  We had had many discussions about how to 

incorporate more science into the lives of our kids, especially how to do so in a fun way.  

We had a dream of having science be part of every day for our kids.   

One particular day, while driving down a dirt road, it struck Jon that the elements ran 

from an atomic number of 1 to somewhere around 100, each with its own unique 

features, just like birthdays.  What if we commemorated that connection on each 

birthday?  This idea bloomed into an excited discussion between us.  We began 

exploring how it might work.  

We started celebrating Elemental Birthdays that summer with Heather’s 

Krypton (Z=36) birthday, and our family has been doing it for every 

birthday since.  It has transformed our family birthdays from just another 

party with cake and ice cream to an elemental celebration of life. The 

elements have provided meaningful themes to the parties or flavored 

themes chosen by our children.  To our delight, we found that the value 

of Elemental Birthdays went beyond our children.  Non-scientist friends 

and relatives sometimes seek to know what their element is for their 

coming birthday.   Everyone learns the elements in a fun and very 

memorable way.   We hope that Elemental Birthdays brings into the lives 

of you and your children the appreciation and excitement about science 

that it has brought into our lives. 

The first Elemental Birthday 
children’s party (Carbon Z=6) 
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IIInnntttrrroooddduuuccctttiiiooonnn   
How to Elementally Transform Every Birthday! 

Elemental Birthdays introduce science in a way that is fun for any child: a party! An 
Elemental Birthday is a relatively simple idea to put into practice.  The elements of the 
periodic table each have an atomic number (Z).  We traditionally celebrate birthdays 
according to the number of years a person has lived.  Elemental Birthdays take these 
two facts and celebrate birthdays with a theme matching the year to an element’s 
atomic number.  Bingo!  Now you have an elementally fantastic party! 
 

How it works: One of the nice things about science is that it does not require the child 
to be able to read in order to start learning.  Your child is already exploring, observing, 
and testing her experience of the world.  Curiosity and observation are the first 
principles of science.  What we do with elemental birthdays is take advantage of a 
child’s fascination with the world.  With each chapter, we include a theme that can be used for an age-
appropriate birthday party.  With preschool elemental birthdays, we also include ideas for older siblings and 
adults in attendance, since preschool parties are often primarily family parties.   
 

Anybody can do it: we are all busy parents of young children.  One of the great things about Elemental Birthdays 
is that celebrating birthdays with elements is not only doable, it is easy and fun.  Scientist or non-scientist, 
anyone can do it, and this book makes it even easier by outlining an entire party for each element. 
 

Everyone can do it: Ideally, every family birthday is celebrated with an Elemental Birthday theme.  This 
familiarizes children and family members with the broadest range of elements.  The Periodic Table has over a 
hundred elements, so every birthday can have an element.  Best of all, the connections between our lives and 
the elements go beyond a simple number association.  The Periodic Table is by nature “periodic.”  So themes get 
revisited as we cycle through the elements.  Additionally, younger siblings see older siblings celebrating the same 
birthdays they will one day celebrate themselves, and they remember, even at a young age.  Our second son 
Adair was only three at his brother’s carbon birthday (Z=6), but when he was about to turn six he announced, 
“hey, I remember Kaedon’s carbon birthday – I’m just like he was!”  Children often notice how they are growing 
more like their older family members, but it is rarer to see them connect at such a young age this knowledge with 
time, specifically a celebration of a mile marker in a life being lived.   
 

Elemental Birthdays connect us with the science of the Universe: If we look at the history of the elements, the life 
connections run even deeper.  The first elements to come into existence were the smallest ones: hydrogen and 
helium.  So the first birthday celebrations use the elements that were there at the birth of the universe.  Higher 
numbered elements come from deep within the stars, the explosions of stars (supernova), and collisions with 
high speed particles projected from exploding stars (cosmic rays).   So we can imagine the story of the Universe 
overlaying the story of our own lives.  (See the Infinity Appendix: Universe’s Story for a short summary of the 
Universe’s 14 billion year history).   

 

SPECIAL NOTE FOR TEACHERS:  though we focused on birthdays, this book can be used to 
connect the elements by number to any series of numbers.  A  teacher might choose to have 
an “elemental week” and display the Element of the Day each morning (Hydrogen for 
Monday, Helium for Tuesday, etc).  The ultimate objective is to introduce science to our 
children at a young age… but most of all, it is to have fun! 
  

Hi! I'm Ellie 
Elemento! 
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CCCaaarrrbbbooonnn   (((ZZZ===666)))      

TTThhheee   EEEllleeemmmeeennnttt   ooofff   LLLiiifffeee   
   

   

   

   

   

   

   

   
   
   

   

EEEllleeemmmeeennntttaaallllllyyy   FFFuuunnn   CCCaaarrrbbbooonnn   FFFaaaccctttsss   
 Carbon is formed in giant stars from the collision of helium atoms. 

 Pure carbon is burned in charcoal, used in artwork, and prized in the form of diamonds. 

 Organic chemistry is devoted to the chemistry of the carbon atom. 

 All living organisms on Earth are made from carbon.   

 The flow of carbon into and out of organisms, soil, and air is called The Carbon Cycle: 

o In the carbon cycle, carbon moves from rocks, animals, and plants into the air as 

carbon dioxide and then into plants and back again. 

o Carbon dioxide is converted by plants into simple sugars through photosynthesis. 

o These carbon-based sugars are consumed by animals. 

o Carbon dioxide is “exhaled” into the air by all living things through respiration. 

 Carbon gives us pencils, rubber, fossil fuels, and more.  It is all around us, every day! 

 

6C 
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CCCaaarrrbbbooonnn   PPPaaarrrtttyyy   TTTiiimmmeee   –––   TTThhheee   EEEllleeemmmeeennnttt   ooofff   LLLiiifffeee!!!         
Setting the Carbon Scene:   

Locations, Decorations, & Invitations 
Only carbon can lay claim to being the central atom of all life of all kinds, from 

bacteria to blue whales, and from Cretaceous carnotaurs to all creepy crawlies.  

A life theme, using animals, plants or both, is a lot of fun and easy to do.  Both 

dinosaur and zoo themed birthday decorations, invitations and cakes are easily 

available, in addition to jungle themes, incorporating both animals and plants.  

For your location, an outdoor party in your backyard works great, or you can 

add a little excitement to the party by having it at a zoo, aquarium, or nature 

center.  
 

 Unwrapping Carbon: Cakes, Gifts, and Favors 

Cake: Every child has a favorite animal or plant.  Create a cake that resembles 
the birthday child’s favorite critter, flowers, etc.  For instance, if the favorite 
critters are bugs, the cake can be decorated with plastic grasshoppers and 
dragonflies.  Kids will love it, especially if it fools any of the adults (or if some 
adults act fooled!). 
 
Favors: Fill your favor bag with small animal or plant toys, stickers, temporary 
tattoos, seed paper, dinosaurs, and the like.  Diamonds are pure carbon, and 
diamond grit (not paste) is cheap (only buy a gram or two).  How cool to find 
real diamonds in a child’s favor bag!  Simply laminate the diamond grit onto 
small cards with a description.  Pencils with patterns on the shaft make for a 
colorful favor that fits carbon perfectly as modern “lead” is made of carbon. 

  
Birthday gifts: For the birthday boy or girl, you can request gifts along the theme, or simply have one 
representative gift.  A great carbon birthday tradition is to sponsor a favorite animal at the zoo.  Sponsorships 
often come with fun things like an opportunity to meet the animal’s keeper.  For a six year old, it is good to have 
them “in” on their gift to build excitement about it.  He or she can also hold a contest for the guests to guess the 
animal chosen for sponsorship. 

Elementally Carbon Event:  Activities & Demos 
 Feature dry ice (solid CO2): Put it in a punch bowl and/or do CO2 

demonstrations (Several CO2 demonstrations are described below). 
 

 Modify traditional party games: have an animal piñata and fill it with life 

themed treats.  Play “Pin the Tail on the Donkey” or others. 
 

 Take a tour of a zoo, aquarium, dinosaur-themed park, or nature center. 
    

 Share the Cara Carbon Goes inside the Dinosaur story.    
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CCCaaarrrbbbooonnn   SSStttooorrriiieeesss   aaannnddd   AAAccctttiiivvviiitttiiieeesss   
SSStttooorrryyy:::   CCCaaarrraaa   CCCaaarrrbbbooonnn   GGGoooeeesss   IIInnnsssiiidddeee   ttthhheee   DDDiiinnnooosssaaauuurrr 

 (A adaptable carbon story for kids) 

Anyone ever hear of atoms?  Yes, they are the smallest bits of stuff.  Everything is made of atoms.   
 

So, what’s this black thing?  Charcoal!   
 Charcoal is special because it has only one kind of 

atom – carbon atoms.   Carbon can make charcoal.  

We can use charcoal to cook a hot dog or to draw a 

dinosaur.  Carbon is also in other things used for 

drawing, like pencils!  

Pure carbon is in the graphite tip.  Carbon is also part of what 

makes up the wood that is in the part you hold and even in the eraser that you use to erase the 

pure graphite carbon that makes the marks!   
 

Carbon is in everything that is living on Earth – bugs, frogs, dogs, 

teddy bears, trees, and even slugs and butterflies.  Our food is 

mostly carbon, and we breathe out carbon with every breath, and 

even in bubbles! This why we call it the Element of Life.   
 

So what if we pretend… imagine we were back in the time when there was no carbon…  
 

 Once upon a time, a long, long, long… well, veeerrrrrryyyy long time ago… 

    Loooooong before the Earth had formed… or even our sun…  

There was a giant start – so big, that it was hot enough 

crush three helium atoms together to make a carbon 

atom…  

We will name this tiny carbon atom… 

                 To read more…            Cara Carbon. 

     GET ELEMENTAL BIRTHDAYS!         


